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    Ryder

I assume I live only for the next Wild Hunt.  
 
    But all this time, I’ve been looking for her, waiting for her, craving her.

I’m damaged, but I can’t let her go, not only because the gods’ curse will make me hunt her to the end of the universe. My dark soul craves her tender flesh and fierce passion. 

My beast and I won’t rest until I imprint her and make her truly ours. 
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 CHAPTER 1 
 
     
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Temper, temper,” Ryder taunted as I tried to pluck the phoenix feather from my hair and fling it at his fucking gorgeous face that I’d grown to hate so much.  
 
    The phoenix, the god queen’s messenger, had departed. My heart sank all the way to the pit of my stomach at the bad news—the next Wild Hunt would happen soon, and I would be hunted alongside the team.  
 
    The Wild Hunt had never occurred twice within three days in the past. Lilka, Ryder’s ex, already blamed me for the last hunt. She now pointed an accusing finger at me again, as if I was the source of all their misfortune.  
 
    Yet in my bones, I instinctively sensed that a dark force had turned the wheel and sped up the impending doom by forcing me to be a pawn in this final game. I could smell dark conspiracy in the air. 
 
    I’d thought Mom was paranoid, but now I understood the reason that she’d taken us on the run. Yet the fates still caught up with me, and Mom died trying to prevent it.  
 
    Pain and rage boiled in my veins.  
 
    Running was futile, so I’d take up the fight.  
 
    My glare landed on Ryder. What he’d said about me to the phoenix rang in my head. “June’s fun, more fun than other bitches. Your bitch queen can watch how I play with her pawn, but she’s a fucking fool if she thinks that June means anything to me.”  
 
    He knew that I’d heard his every mean word, but he didn’t give a fuck. My hate couldn’t even land a scratch on him; it seemed that he preferred the taste of my hatred.  
 
    His display of cruelty toward me had no end, yet my body still lit up for him, still strumming from the orgasm his fingers and tongue had brought, no matter how much humiliation I hoarded against my bruised chest.  
 
    Ryder returned my gaze, a slow, cruel smirk tugging up the corner of his sensual lips. The heat in his blue-golden gaze sent my pulse running wild.  
 
    My will was at odds with my body. My dragon had awoken with a roar, and she wanted the black dragon more than anything, not caring that he’d caused me a great deal of grief by evoking the heat circle in me.  
 
    Ryder had seen me partly transformed with dragon scales covering my neck and arms, but it seemed that he hadn’t told his men yet. I gave him a warning glare, as I didn’t want anyone else to know about the incident.  
 
    He stalked toward me, his intense gaze never leaving me, as if I was the most captivating creature he’d ever laid eyes on. I clenched my fists, suppressing my dragon’s purr in the back of my throat.  
 
    “Hello, sparrow,” he crooned.  
 
    My fury surged at his taunting tone and broke me out of the remaining haze of lust.  
 
    I rammed my fist into his throat. I was getting faster by the minute, but he was even quicker. The fucker caught my wrist and spun me, slamming my back into his hard chest. I waited for him to strike me as I came up with my own move, like banging my head against his jaw, since he had pinned my arms to my sides.  
 
    Instead, he held me, rocking me into a slow dance, his left arm now wrapping around my waist to trap me. His embrace sent a shiver of pleasure down my spine.  
 
    His nose snuggled into my hair to sniff my scent, as if it was catnip to his dragon. Why was he doing this when a moment ago it seemed that he couldn’t wait to get away from me? 
 
    I freed a hand, going for the phoenix feather, planning to stick it up his nostril and see how he liked my temper. He grasped my wrist and spun me to face him, obviously sensing how tense my body was and feeling my rising heat.  
 
     “No, no, sparrow. That’s not a good idea,” he said, shaking his head at me, his teasing smirk widening. “You don’t just throw away my gift like it’s trash. It’s the first feather I ever got from that devious bird.” I narrowed my eyes as he twirled a lock of my hair in his fingers. “I’d never been properly motivated to obtain a phoenix feather before you came into the picture.”  
 
    “So I was your motivation for harassing the poor phoenix?” I snorted in disdain. “No wonder Sadie called you an asshole. You have no right to abuse and bully anyone who isn’t your team!”  
 
    I was still more than frustrated at the result of his rushed “service.” I’d shouted my two-star rating at him for everyone to hear, but he was too thick-skinned. When he grinned like that at me and made my pulse run wild, it was evident that he’d gotten over my insult.  
 
    Or the asshole just didn’t take women seriously! 
 
    “You’re vouching for an enemy bird?” he asked in puzzlement. “Anyway, we got that magical feather. You aren’t from this world, so I don’t blame you for not knowing how rare it is to get a phoenix feather imbued with her tear. This feather offers incredible healing power to the bearer.”  
 
    I sneered. It was like scolding a wall.  
 
    With a burst of strength, I shoved at Ryder, but it was like pushing a building. I hissed, but I managed to step back and untangle myself from him after some struggle.  
 
    I pulled the legendary feather from behind my ear, a tingle rushing over my skin. I stared at the red-and-blue phoenix feather in my palm. Now that my senses weren’t hindered by my glasses, I could see a trace of magic hovering over the feather like a golden mist.  
 
    “It would be rude to turn down my gift,” Ryder warned. 
 
     “I don’t care,” I said. “I don’t want your gift. I don’t want to have anything to do with you.”  
 
    “That’s a fate you actually can’t escape, sparrow,” he crooned.  
 
    “I’ll accept the feather as a gift,” Lilka chimed in eagerly, “since Judas doesn’t deserve it!”  
 
    Ryder’s ex kept calling me that name to undermine me and remind Ryder not to trust me.  
 
    She wore a flimsy gown that revealed her perky breasts. She’d been glaring at me. While Ryder was finger fucking me to relieve my feverish lust and help me get over the heat circle, she’d been wailing outside the door in order to prevent him from claiming me.  
 
    “Not a chance,” Ryder growled, his voice suddenly cold and harsh. “It’s a gift from my dragon to June’s. He half-shifted to pluck the phoenix feather.”  
 
    I darted my angry gaze between them. I hadn’t wanted the gift, but now that she wanted it, I would rather destroy it than hand it over to her.  
 
    I was no longer the nice geek girl. I wouldn’t deliver the first punch, but from now on, if anyone hit me, I’d hit back twice as hard.  
 
    I sneered at Lilka and put the feather back behind my ear, the healing magic in it zinging over my skin, calming my rage.  
 
    “That’s more like it,” Ryder said with a smile and lunged at me.  
 
    I gave a yelp, thinking that he was attacking me just as I half let down my guard. Before I could ram my fist into his throat, he grabbed my shoulders and planted a kiss on my lips before zooming away.  
 
    Lilka glared at me, a death threat burning in her jealous green eyes.  
 
    Ryder didn’t get too far. He halted at the exit, his shoulders suddenly stiffening as he turned, focusing his eyes on a spot just before a trail of fire dashed across the room. A long rainbow-colored tail emerged out of the fire.  
 
    The phoenix had returned, perching on the high beam. She fixed her fiery gaze on the feather—previously hers—behind my ear and screeched in fury.  
 
    “Hello, Sadie.” Ryder smirked. “Back so soon? Miss me already?”  
 
    She snapped her hateful gaze toward him and jumped to a higher beam to make sure she was out of his reach. If she could spit, I bet she’d spit on him. But maybe she could shit fire on his face?  
 
    “You wounded me, dragon,” Sadie said.  
 
    “I’m so sorry that I hurt your delicate feelings,” Ryder crooned.  
 
    Sadie dipped her head indignantly. “You had no right to assault me, as June pointed out.”  
 
    “Be a good sport, will you, Sadie?” Ryder flashed her a dashing smile, and the phoenix appeared stunned at his charm for a second before she looked upset again. “I only plucked one feather, as I believed you were in the spirit of giving. You have so many of them, sweetheart, so sparing one or two shouldn’t be a big deal, yeah?”  
 
    Sadie’s blue eyes bulged, the feathers on her head standing on end.  
 
    “No big deal?” she shrieked. “You’ve never had any respect for anyone or anyone’s property, even when you were a baby!” She turned to me. “Even as a toddler, he stole the rich’s treasure and hoarded it in his personal vault that’s bigger than any private collector’s library. And he hides his treasure vault in the realm of mist where even my queen can’t access it. Ryder is the worst dragon!” 
 
    Sadie was holding a grudge. She was now telling everyone about Ryder’s dirty laundry. Fang had mentioned that Ryder had been a powerful toddler.  
 
    “That was how Queen Hera obtained the intel about you coveting all the shiny things from those powerful beings you pissed off on Earth,” Sadie spat as Ryder narrowed his eyes, not pleased at hearing the painful memories of his past. “That was how the gods lured you and trapped you!”  
 
    The phoenix turned to me. “Don’t be fooled by his rugged handsomeness. He’s no sweetheart, even though he gave you a gift at my expense.”  
 
    “You don’t need to worry about that,” I said. “He isn’t my type.” 
 
    Ryder bristled.  
 
    “Good to hear that, sister.” Sadie stared at me sharply. “Chicks often say one thing then act differently when it comes to men.” 
 
    “So you two have united to berate the male species?” Ryder arched an eyebrow. “And tell me, Sadie. Did you come back to donate more of your lovely, shiny feathers? I think I like the very colorful one on the center of your head.”  
 
    “Fuck off!” Sadie shrieked. “My queen is so infuriated at your disrespect that Her Majesty has doled out a punishment. You don’t get to have a few hours anymore before the next hunt! You brought this on yourself, dragon! It’ll be especially hard on your precious June, as the hunters specially requested her. The Wild Hunt starts now! Enjoy!”  
 
    She phased out of the hallway through the ceiling for fear of psycho Ryder’s retaliation.  
 
    On cue, the three phantom stallions appeared, pulling a carriage.  
 
    Ryder curled his lips back in a snarl while calling his flaming blade. The broadsword slammed into his hand. He leapt, slicing his blade over the stallions’ heads. It passed through the horses without causing the damage he desired.  
 
    The angry phantom stallions turned to him and puffed thick trails of smoke into his face.  
 
    Then I was swept into the air, my heart sinking into the pit of my stomach while my nerves spiked. In a blink, I was standing on the carriage with Ryder and his team.  
 
    Ryder roared his rage as we were shipped out toward the hunting ground.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Where are the horses taking us?” I asked in a shaking voice.  
 
    Instead of flying over a sea of howling beasts like last time, the stallions surged up into the sky. The air got thinner and colder; a chill sank into my bones, and anxiety knotted my stomach. My body urged me to get into Ryder’s arms to borrow his dragon heat, and I edged a couple of inches toward him before I stopped myself. I scowled and took a step away.  
 
    He glanced down at me. “Are you worried, sparrow?” His voice held a hint of a taunt, and I could still feel his rage streaming off him, though it wasn’t aimed at me.  
 
    I lifted my chin and glared up at him. “I wasn’t talking to you. I was asking the team.”  
 
    He smirked. “They’re my team. Do you want to join my team as well, little sparrow? I’m taking applications now.”  
 
    We were heading into danger, and he was joking. It made my nostrils flare, but I chose to ignore him instead of giving him the satisfaction of knowing how much he affected me.  
 
     I looked over my shoulder at Fang, Ink, Alistair, and Silver but completely skimmed over Lilka. The five of them were the survivors in Ryder’s team. My gaze lingered on Ink, who was right behind me.  
 
    My demon friend had hazel eyes and dark skin with tattoos splashed across the left side of his face and his toned body. He was more laid back than the others. He’d restrained himself from flirting with me, not wanting to get on Ryder’s bad side.  
 
    “Do you guys have any idea where we’re heading exactly?” I shouted over the wind.  
 
    “No need to shout, summer girl. We can hear you just fine,” Alistair answered, his sapphire eyes winking at me as he pushed his dark, wind-mussed hair back from his face.  
 
    The vampire hadn’t quit the idea of taking a sip from me. He was only waiting for me to volunteer to be his blood donor. Like that was going to happen. I was now being hunted as well, all the more reason I needed to prevent any blood loss.  
 
    He had no intention of offering me an answer even though he said he’d heard me.  
 
    My gaze swept to the silver-haired, turquoise-eyed, pointy-eared fae. The silent assassin gazed into the dark horizon, either trying to make out the coming threats or indulging in his own deep thoughts.  
 
    “Sir Fang, any input?” I sighed, shouting over the howling wind again. “I don’t intend to go into battle blind!” 
 
    During my brief stay in Ryder’s camp, I’d shared a kinship with Fang. He’d insisted that I was a shifter just like him, and he’d been keen to coax out my unknown beast.  
 
    Ryder had seen my scales when I was in heat. At some point, I’d have to come clean and tell the team. Fang had been nothing but supportive toward me, and he was always the buffer between Ryder and me.  
 
    “It’ll be a trap,” Fang said in his deep baritone voice. “We won’t know where until we get there.” 
 
    He regarded me with his earth-brown eyes, which often glowed when he was riled up. But right now, he seemed apathetic. Everyone was as cold as stone except me.  
 
    I was agitated, worried, and very much afraid.  
 
    In my past life, I hadn’t done well with confrontation. And this was worse than any nasty confrontation. I started to sweat, then I noticed that I didn’t have pants on, and I was also in bare feet.  
 
    The only one who could lend me an outfit was Lilka, Ryder’s ex-lover, who hated me with the intensity of one thousand dark stars. If looks could burn holes, I’d have many scorched holes in my head from her looks of scorn and hatred. So I tried my best to ignore her to show her that she was beneath my notice, even though she was glaring at me whenever she wasn’t gazing upon Ryder like a slut.  
 
    “I need to know the battle plan,” I insisted.  
 
    “What battle plan?” Ryder asked, light amusement glinting in his eyes.  
 
    I clenched my jaw. “You tell me. I’m part of the Wild Hunt now.” I swept a hand at the phantom stallions and the carriage. “I need to be let in on your strategies so I can take notes, and then I’ll be coordinating with the team better when the hunt starts.”  
 
    The amusement left his eyes. A cocktail of gloom, brooding, and fury settled on his handsome face. Well, he looked that way most of the day anyway.  
 
    “There’s only one strategy,” he offered.  
 
    I perked up. “Yes?”  
 
    He grinned savagely, and my heart skipped a beat. “Kill those motherfuckers who come after us without mercy.”  
 
    The team grunted their agreement.  
 
    “That’s an emotional statement, not exactly a plan,” I said exasperatedly.  
 
    “That’s exactly the plan,” Ink chimed in viciously. “We charge in, find those fuckers, and kill them brutally, like Ryder said.”  
 
    I shook my head, my eyes wild.  
 
    “Each hunt is different,” Alistair offered. “It’s useless to plan ahead. The gods are watching every fart in the arena. Why would we want to let them in on how we’ll combat their puppet pieces?”  
 
    “We improvise at every hunt,” Fang added, “so those sadistic fuckers can’t see what’s up our sleeves until we eliminate their pawns and return to sleeping in our own beds.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat while my pulse spiked. We were basically living inside a glass fish bowl with the gods watching every detail of our lives. I hadn’t felt the impact until now. This changed everything. I’d have to reevaluate the entire situation, including how Ryder had been treating me. What if his harsh treatment of me was a show for his enemies’ sake?  
 
    Part of me scolded myself for trying to make an excuse for his bad behavior.  
 
    I bit my lip, my face flaming as I pondered on them watching Ryder finger-fuck me. Had Ryder been aware of us being spied on while giving me oral pleasure? I glanced at him, and he smirked at me, his face savage and full of heat.  
 
    For a second, it was as if we were both playing back the scene of his mouth feasting on my aching pussy. A sudden movement jerked me out of the reverie. The phantom stallions went vertical and flew straight up into the clouds.  
 
    Everyone grabbed the rail. Before I was tossed out of the carriage, Ryder gripped my wrist and wrapped an arm around me. He didn’t bother to hold the rail like his men did. He just stood firm with his legs parted as if he could defy gravity. Maybe his dragon grounded him, but I wasn’t going to take a chance with him.  
 
    “Stop wiggling,” he ordered.  
 
    “You aren’t holding anything to anchor us!” I pointed out in a shrill voice.  
 
    “Don’t worry your pretty head.” He sounded amused, as if trying to make light of the shitty situation we were in, but I could feel the rage simmering within him.  
 
    Now my dragon was awake, she could sense his dragon and his mood. This new scenario was strange to me, yet it also felt familiar. I wondered if Ryder could feel the dragon in me.  
 
    “No offense.” I sneered at him. “I wish I had the same confidence in you, but I don’t.”  
 
    I stretched out my hand and grabbed the tail of a phantom stallion, since it seemed safer than holding on to Ryder.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How did you manage to grab the horse’s tail?” Ink demanded. “They’re always incorporeal to us. That’s why we could never off them or stop them from taking us to the arena.” 
 
    I blinked into the howling wind, remembering that Ryder had tried to cut off their heads with his flaming blade, and it had passed right through the stallions’ phantom forms. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe I don’t have any bad intention toward them like you guys do, especially Ryder.”  
 
    “Yank it, summer girl,” Alistair advised. “Let’s see if you can turn them back.”  
 
    “That sounds like a plan,” I said and jerked the stallion’s tail to stop the horses from flying toward the hunting ground.  
 
    A violent wind slammed into my face, then the carriage flopped over, dropping us from the high sky. I screamed in horror, my legs kicking in the air, my arms flailing as they tried to grip something, anything. But there was nothing to hold on to in the empty air except the howling wind pounding in my ears.  
 
    My shirt billowed up to my waist, threatening to lift over my head and blow away so I’d be left with only a pair of underwear. But modesty was the least of my concerns now.  
 
    I was going to die from the fall. Yet no one else joined my scream. Was I the only one falling, since I had offended a phantom horse? I shouldn’t have listened to that conniving vampire. His advice was as bad as spoiled eggs.  
 
    A strong hand grabbed my wrist. I looked up.  
 
    “Ry—Ryder?” I said, my teeth chattering. “You came for me?” 
 
     “I gotcha, sparrow,” he said, his commanding voice piercing the wind. “Won’t let you fall.”  
 
    But we were plunging through the layers of chilly clouds.  
 
    “But who’s got you?” I managed to shout out my question through my quivering lips.  
 
    He pulled me up and pressed me against his chest as we fell together.  
 
    “Dra—dragon?” I inquired.  
 
    Now was the perfect time to shift, wasn’t it? I felt my beast stir in me, but she couldn’t come out, roaring within me to try to break out and save us.  
 
    In this dire situation, I wouldn’t fight the transformation. I’d either plunge to my death or be ripped apart by my dragon, but I’d take a chance with my beast.  
 
    But not even a scale appeared on my skin. An unknown dark magic clung to me, keeping my dragon and the power in check.  
 
    “My dragon can’t come out,” Ryder said tightly. “My curse is at full strength.”  
 
    “We’re going to die, and I still hate you,” I whimpered.  
 
    “You’re not going to die, sparrow, not on my watch,” he said seriously. “But I don’t give a fuck that you hate me.” 
 
    “Then why save me?” I narrowed my eyes, yet I had my arms around his neck due to my survival instinct. “You’re such an asshole,” I added, tightening my arms around his throat, half-choking him.  
 
    Ink passed by us like a shooting rock, followed by Fang, Alistair, Silver, and last Lilka. They were going down faster than us, even though the combined weight of Ryder and me outweighed them.  
 
    We were all going to perish. I closed my eyes, half-resigned to my fate as my heart pounded in my ears. But at least I wouldn’t die alone. Ryder’s strong, firm heartbeat both comforted me and made me ache for our inevitable doomed fate.  
 
    “Hold on, sparrow,” Ryder warned as he lifted my butt and wrapped my legs around his waist, then he dove toward his team.  
 
    “Formation!” Ryder shouted.  
 
    He caught up with Silver and grabbed his shoulder. The three of us went after Ink. The rest of the team all caught each other either by the arm or by the foot.  
 
    Seven of us free-fell out of the clouds together.  
 
    “Is it the plan to fall faster and die together?” I shouted miserably.  
 
    “That’s the spirit!” Ink shouted back.  
 
    The landscape rushed toward our faces at a rapid speed. Low-rise buildings amid winding streets surrounded by a twirling sandstorm zoomed into view. Yet the storm didn’t crash into the sector, held back by an invisible force field.  
 
    We were going to die in an alien land.  
 
    “Off world,” Silver said.  
 
    “If we fall into the sandstorm, we’ll be torn apart,” I cried. “It’s no better than going splash on those pointy buildings. Nice to know all of you a little bit, except Ryder and his stupid ex. I’m going to close my eyes to meet my fate.”  
 
    The harsh wind whipped my face and bare legs. Heat rushed toward me; the sandstorm carried fire. My fate was sealed. I was going to be incinerated. I only hoped it would be quick. As the heat increased to an unbearable degree, I started to scream.  
 
    In my panic, I loosened my hold on everyone, yet Ryder still gripped me.  
 
    “Let go!” I yelled. “You might be the only one who can survive this. Go save yourself, asshole!”  
 
    At that moment, my hatred for him evaporated. The bittersweet idea of revenge snuffed out like a spark. What was the point of bringing hate with me to my death and being stuck with it forever?  
 
    Ryder’s hold on me only tightened as I tried to break free.  
 
    “There’s no escaping me, sparrow,” he purred, power rushing out of him. “Our fates are bound.”  
 
    A shockwave of silvery light mixed with ice spread beneath us like a vast blanket. Beneath it, a river of hellfire appeared, burning away the rocks and sand that swarmed toward us from the edge of the sandstorm.  
 
    The hellfire and ice did not cancel each other out but worked together to deliver us to safety.  
 
    “How?” I stuttered.  
 
    “No matter how the gods try, they can’t rob me of all my powers,” Ryder said. “They come out at critical times like this. Neither the fucking gods nor their curse can kill me.”  
 
    My eyes widened. “It’s impossible to own both ice and fire magic.”  
 
    “I’m the perfect contradiction,” he said smugly. “Hellfire is my dad’s signature magic, and Mom is the most powerful Ice Fae. They’re fated mates.”  
 
    He kissed me, sending shivers all over me.  
 
    “For good luck, sparrow,” he said before we crashed through a roof and all the way down just as his power tapped out.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Right before the crash, Ryder flipped me around in the air so I was on top of him, cocooned in his arms. His left shoulder hit the roof first as he cushioned me. I blinked in surprise at his chivalry.  
 
    Despite Ryder providing a great cushion for me, the impact still sent a jolt of pain to my bones. He got the worst hit though. Beams and tables shattered beneath us, and the ceiling fell onto us as well.  
 
    Crashes boomed in my ears, followed by groans of pain and mutters of displeasure from Ryder’s men.  
 
    I was on top of Ryder. With his strong arms around me protectively, I took in our surroundings. Lilka had crash-landed amid the team. I bet that was by design. Even though they didn’t like her too much, they still protected her.  
 
    Her gaze snagged on me, venom in her eyes that nearly made me shudder. She’d seen how Ryder had gone down first and cushioned my fall. Instead of picking her to protect, her leader had picked me, even though he hated me. That reality must be a hard pill for her to swallow.  
 
    I swept my gaze over the room as more than two dozen beings gawked at us. Some of them sat around wooden tables with their snacks and drinks; some huddled at the bar, goblets forgotten in their hands as they watched our crash unfold in front of their eyes.  
 
    They weren’t humans but appeared to be a variety of alien species. Quite a few of them had greenish skin. A couple of them had horns sticking out of their heads, some more beastly than others. A blue-skinned female wore only fluffy skirts, and she had four tits.  
 
    Two alien beings tended the long bar. The horned male resumed pouring poison for a large patron, quickly getting over our crash as if it was nothing new. A stunning mature-looking woman, who looked like a manager or the owner, grabbed the collar of a playboy-looking supernatural and hissed something at him.  
 
    It was like we’d entered one of the alien bar scenes in a Star Wars movie.  
 
    Three pretty, sultry barmaids stood frozen in the aisles between tables. They must’ve been on their way to deliver drinks or flirt with their patrons before we crashed into the scene.  
 
    I stared at them, and they stared at us—mostly at Ryder—with interest. I fought back a snarl that nearly left my throat. I was still a fish out of water, but it didn’t matter. I’d soon collect intel on them. I hoped that they could understand me. Then I’d probably find a chance—which might be my only chance—to return to Earth.  
 
    Half of the beings in the bar had their hands on their weapons as they assessed what kind of threat we posed. The only ones not paying attention to us were six dangerous-looking beings sat around a game table, playing some sort of alien board game.  
 
    They spared us an indifferent look before returning to their game, their bets piled high on the table.  
 
    Then everyone else started shouting.  
 
    “Ryder, you’ll pay for the damage!” the gorgeous mature woman from the bar barked. “Why couldn’t you just walk through the door like everyone else for once?” 
 
    The bartender nodded a rueful agreement.  
 
    The three barmaids came alive, heading toward Ryder and swaying their hips with sultry smiles on their faces. They all seemed awfully familiar with him, and a growl escaped my lips.  
 
    Sadie the phoenix’s words to Ryder echoed in my head. “You and your team are welcome to visit the brothels right before the next hunt. Will you still be interested in dipping your demigod dick in some random cunts when you had a special one just now? They say that no woman has ever been able to sate you. How about June?”  
 
    Were they his casual harem?  
 
    I bristled and glared down at him before I realized that I was still straddling him, but I was in no hurry to get off him. If I got to my feet too fast, I might feel lightheaded.  
 
    Ryder offered a lopsided grin at my angry gaze. He had an arm beneath his head, as if he was more than cozy lying there with me perched on him, a large hole in the ceiling. A glint of mischievousness replaced the flicker of relief in his golden-blue eyes.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if I was more furious or turned on when I felt his hardness beneath my bottom. Either way, I had to fight not to grind my ass against his erection as heat coursed in my blood and kept rising. He might be shameless, but I wouldn’t let him drag me down.  
 
    “I hope you don’t go into heat here, sparrow,” he purred. “That’d be extremely inconvenient. You know what I mean?”  
 
    Anger seared my middle, and I thinned my lips. But I also remembered that he’d saved my life. He’d even taken the direct impact while trying to lessen my pain by cushioning me.  
 
    “Do not flatter yourself,” I snapped and jumped up, although my body groaned, not liking me putting distance between us.  
 
    Ryder let out a low chuckle. “No need to be defensive, sparrow. I like you on top.”  
 
    “No, thanks,” I said.  
 
    The barmaids reached us, peeking down at him with the sexiest smiles they’d practiced for their profession. One of them shoved me out of the way to get to him, and I stumbled. Ryder only chuckled again. He wasn’t in a hurry to get up from the ground, as if he liked where he was.  
 
    The team had gotten up, dusting themselves off and groaning in displeasure while surveying the bar, on high alert. If any hunters were here, they wouldn’t be sneaking up on us. I sent out my senses to explore; it didn’t feel like anyone in the bar had the kind of power to take us on.  
 
    “Hello, stranger,” a blonde barmaid purred. “It’s been a while since we saw you. Where have you been, Ryder?”  
 
    “Here and there. Miss me?” he purred back while his gaze never left me, a taunting smirk hanging on his lips.  
 
    He enjoyed riling me up.  
 
    “We do, Ryder, and you know that,” a second blonde barmaid pouted. She was also pretty, a little shorter than the first blonde.  
 
    The third blonde smiled at him. “You aren’t just going to lie down there the whole day, are you, Ryder? Why don’t you come to our bed, which is more comfortable?”  
 
    They’d all shared him before?  
 
    Rage shot into me. My dragon wanted to claw her way out and swat away all three blonde barmaids like they were spiders that were trying to trap Ryder. Heat burned in my chest at her temper and furious possessiveness.  
 
    Before I issued a growl of challenge, Lilka hissed at the barmaids. But when she glanced at me, she dropped her act, delighted viciousness gleaming in her eyes.  
 
    “Ladies, Ryder is all yours. Take good care of him,” Lilka crooned, flashing me a victorious, mean smirk, as if she had the right to give him away.  
 
    She was trying to use the other women to get under my skin, one of the oldest tricks in the book.  
 
    I felt the scales start to form along my spine. Panic rushed through me. I needed to control the situation, or it’d end up a disaster for me. And Ryder wasn’t worth it.  
 
    I trained my glare back on Ryder and kicked his boot.  
 
     “Quit fooling around!” I yelled. “Now isn’t the time for your stupid games! We weren’t dumped here for fun. Don’t you remember what Sadie said?”  
 
    The phoenix had warned, “You’ll be chased and hunted in the off world, but you won’t know who your hunters are or where they come from before they close in on you like awesome vultures. Of course, our irresistible June will join you. Isn’t that exciting? And you haven’t answered me yet, Ryder. How do you really feel about our lovely June?” 
 
    Something dark and menacing flashed in his eyes. Ryder leapt to his feet, lithe beyond measure, while the smile on his face turned lethal and feral. 
 
    “Can’t we get some love too, ladies?” Ink demanded with a wink. He was the only one besides Lilka still parked in the center of the room. The rest of the team had vanished out of the bar. I guessed that they had gone to scout. “No use fixating on Ryder anymore. He’s no longer available.”  
 
    He struck up a casual conversation and flirted with the barmaids, but I could tell from the sharp alertness in his eyes that he was watching our backs.  
 
    The barmaids trained their eyes on me at Ink’s revelation, then stepped back in sync as if alarmed. I bet my dragon had peeked out, glaring at them threateningly without me baring my teeth.  
 
    A short, horned male strolled toward Ink, beaming at him like he had a huge crush on my demon friend. Half of his head was shaved; the other half was braided in the Viking style. The shorter blonde barmaid also changed course and headed toward Ink.  
 
    “Fuck off, Ronnie.” Ink shoved away the short, horned male roughly while pulling the shorter blonde barmaid against his chest. “I don’t want your dick anywhere near me.”  
 
    “You wounded my feelings again, my love.” Ronnie stumbled while batting his long eyelashes at Ink.  
 
    “It’s better than wounding your flesh,” Ink said viciously. “Come at me again and I’ll put a hole in you, then you can fuck yourself.”  
 
    Ronnie sighed and walked away, murmuring about expecting to get a spank instead of getting a hole to fuck himself.  
 
    I’d have chuckled under any other circumstances, but this was an unfamiliar, alien setting for me, and I was anxious, even though I hadn’t sensed any danger so far.  
 
    Hundreds of ideas ran through my head in the next second. First, I needed a change of clothes, or at least a pair of pants. I didn’t want to get hunted while wearing a shirt that only covered the top of my ass. Second, I must get familiar with the area in case the hunters the phoenix had warned about came calling. And third, I wanted to find out how to depart the Wild Hunt for any other world than Pandemonium, preferably Earth.  
 
    Before I could approach any of the barmaids to ask to have a word with them, several male aliens whistled at me while beckoning me toward their table. I vaguely remembered one of them, a bear shifter from Cypress’s compound. The shifter with a shaved head had tied me behind his monstrous horse and dragged me through the gate. He’d later joined his pals to try to gang rape me.  
 
    “Those are Ryder, his minions, the beautiful Lilka, and the pussycat,” he told his companions. “Let’s have fun with that pussycat, shall we, gentlemen? And I bet all my money that she isn’t wearing anything under that shirt.”  
 
    My face burned with cold anger. Ryder had somehow moved to the bar and had a drink in his hand. A few women who barely had anything on their persons surrounded him as he laughed with them easily. He had never been that way with me; he always taunted me when he wasn’t outright nasty.  
 
    Ink had a couple of fangirls with him as well, listening to his jokes. As he warmed up, he accepted some guy fans as well. He was too pretty and much more approachable than Ryder.  
 
    A group of three alien males from the bear shifter’s table swaggered toward me, their egos not allowing me to ignore them. The bear, however, glued his ass to the seat and just watched with a lewd grin on his boorish face. When he saw that I was glaring at him with death in my eyes, he lifted his goblet in a mocking salute. This was his version of revenge. That coward wanted to make trouble for me while watching from the sideline. 
 
    I pressed my butt against a table that we hadn’t toppled and rehearsed my moves. I’d turn them down harshly and give them a chance to walk away, but if they didn’t get the hint, I’d kick the first guy who reached me in the balls before ramming my knuckles straight into his throat.  
 
    They were all nearly a foot taller than me, or I’d rather hurt their sensitive eardrums, which always hurt like a bitch.  
 
    “Hello, you’re the pussycat, right?” a bearded guy asked.  
 
    That was the lousiest pickup line a guy could ever come up with.  
 
    I was never a fan of heavy-bearded dudes. Who knew if they washed their beards daily or not? What if there were fleas inside? I heard some guys even used their beards as napkins.  
 
    “Get lost,” I said icily.  
 
    “Whoopee, she’s a prickly pussycat! I like it!” the second guy exclaimed. He didn’t have a beard, but he had a mustache, which was also a big no for me.  
 
    The third guy crowed as if it was funny. He was short and bald with a beer belly. Men with that kind of physique were often overconfident.  
 
    “Fuck off,” I said.  
 
    They refused, instead surrounding me in a half-ring.  
 
    From the corner of my eye, I saw Ink push away the two women who were draped over him. Ryder, however, stayed where he was. He wasn’t even looking in my direction while he drank and laughed with his harem, who hung on his every stupid fucking word.  
 
    “Now you’re forcing me to teach you how to respect a man like me,” the bald guy snarled.  
 
    “A worm like you, you mean,” I said in disdain.  
 
    He lunged at me. I wheeled away from him and lashed out, the heel of my foot ready to make solid, brutal contact with his crotch. Yet before I even touched him, he screamed in pain and fell in a heap.  
 
    Not only was he down, but every man who had come for me now lay on the ground, staring sightlessly up at the hole in the ceiling.  
 
    Ryder stood two feet away, staring down at the corpses, rage in his eyes.  
 
    I hadn’t even seen him move. I’d thought that he had eyes only for his groupies. Those men hadn’t had a chance to lay a hand on me. The punishment seemed severe, but then no one here lived by the laws and rules of the human world where I came from.  
 
    Ryder scanned the bar and smiled cruelly. “Any other piece of shit want to touch what’s mine?” he demanded. 
 
    “I don’t need you to fight my battles,” I said. “I know how to handle this situation! And I’m not yours.” 
 
    He ignored me.  
 
    “C’mon, Ryder, don’t be a party pooper,” the bear shifter called, taking a big swig from his goblet. I got a strong whiff of low-quality booze. “I get it, the pussycat is your new woman.” He shrugged. “But it’s not like you’ve never shared a woman before. You never cared. Why is this one so special? You even stomped our compound, broke our gate, and killed my friends to take her. I thought you’d be tired of her now. Is her pussy—” 
 
    A throwing star sailed through the air and cut into the bear shifter’s mouth. His eyes rolled back as blood poured between his lips.  
 
    “I didn’t have time to deal with you last time when you hid after you tried to force yourself on my woman,” Ryder snarled. “I’m glad you’re here; it saves me the time it would take to look for you.”   
 
    My heart pounded at his brutal side, yet it somehow turned me on. Damn, I was becoming a psycho like him.  
 
    “Don’t even lay your eyes on what’s mine,” Ryder said, his eyes so cold and deadly that even I shivered.  
 
    Power rippled off him, crackling the air. All the beings looked away, and several of them shuddered.  
 
    The dragon was possessive. He said I was his and that I was important to him.  
 
    My resentment toward him thinned until he added with a snarl, “She’s my slave. I’ve marked her.”  
 
    This time, I didn’t even bother shaking my head. There was no point arguing with him; I had more important thing to do. Let him think I was his slave and his possession until I vanished without even flipping him the bird.  
 
    Feeling like I was being watched, I wheeled around, my gaze hooking on the gorgeous mature-looking woman in the far corner of the room. She’d shouted for Ryder to pay for the damage, so she must be the one in charge.  
 
    She had fine dark skin with cropped bronze hair. Her pointed ears were studded with diamonds. A beauty mark stood out under her two-toned hazel eyes.  
 
    What really interested me was that she was my height and size.  
 
    She was refilling drinks for the five patrons at the gambling table, and no one lifted an eye as they focused on throwing dice and tossing some miniature alien figures or abstract objects across the board. Her patrons must be familiar with her to let her approach them in the middle of the game.  
 
    The woman arched an eyebrow at me as I strolled toward her and stepped away from the table. “Yes?”  
 
    “Lady, could you spare an extra pair of pants and boots?” I asked hopefully. “I left my place in a rush.”  
 
    She gave me a onceover. “What will you pay?” 
 
    I suddenly remembered that I had nothing to offer her. I didn’t even know what currency they were using here.  
 
    I flushed, jerking a thumb in Ryder’s direction. “Uh, you know I came with that jer—k Ryder. He claimed me as his slave, so my master will take care of the bill. Just put it on his tab. I don’t think he’ll mind.” Then I added with some disdain, as I couldn’t help it, “A man like him won’t like to be called cheap.”  
 
    The woman with the beauty mark and two-toned hazel eyes chortled. “You must be his precious slave then. I saw him wrap you around him when he crashed through the ceiling. You also kicked him. That hot-tempered dragon wouldn’t allow anyone to even touch him if he didn’t give permission first. He’s been coming here for centuries, and I’ve never seen him that possessive and protective toward any other female.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes at her. “You read him wrong.” 
 
    She arched an eyebrow again. “Did I? My bad then. As for payment, we don’t need to bother the dragon. You can pay me.”  
 
    I spread my arms. “I don’t have anything on my person, and I’m not going to give you my last shirt.”   
 
    “Don’t worry about your shirt, girl,” she said with a motherly smile. “The feather in your hair will be a good payment.”  
 
    My hand went to touch the side of my hair and found the feather. It’d survived the fall.  
 
    I hesitated for a second, but when I shot a glance in Ryder’s direction and spotted him joking with his casual harem, I made a decision.  
 
    “Alright then,” I said. “Let me have a pair of pants, a pair of new boots, and some information, and the feather is yours.”  
 
    A glint of gleeful light flashed in her eyes.  
 
    She stretched a hand toward me. “Payment first.” 
 
    “No way,” I said. “I ain’t no fool. I won’t give you anything until I’ve gotten new pants and boots on. Then you can have my feather while you tell me what I need to know.”  
 
    Her lips pursed. “You have trust issues.”  
 
    “Sue me. I’m not afraid of admitting my trust issues,” I said. “I’m in the wild west of a barbarian land.” 
 
    “No need to be sarcastic,” she said with a smile. “Follow me upstairs, girl.”  
 
    “If you ambush me, lady, you’ll be sorry,” I said. “I didn’t use to be a mean person, but Ryder has brought out the worst in me. So be warned.”  
 
    “I’m a businesswoman.” She rolled her eyes. “We don’t even tamper with our patrons’ drinks, except one time one of my girls put a horny pill in Ryder’s poison. It didn’t affect him though. And we learned not to attack anyone who belongs to that dragon.” 
 
    “Your girl wasted an expensive pill on him,” I said bitterly. “He’s a man whore. All you girls need to do is bat your eyelashes at him and he’ll follow. Oh, I stand corrected. You don’t even need to waste your energy batting your lashes. He’s easy, with completely loose morals. Wiggle a finger and he’ll come running. Look how cozy he is with his new harem there.”  
 
    She chuckled. “Oh, he’s never been this chatty before. He barely talks to anyone usually, just sits there scowling as if the whole world wronged him. He’s putting on a show for you, girl. There’s something between you two.” She gave me a onceover. “You don’t have much experience when it comes to men, do you?” 
 
    I didn’t need anyone to point out that I was lacking. “Who wants to waste any breath on men?” 
 
    She laughed again. “You’re a delight. I can see why Ryder is smitten with you.” 
 
    “He’s not smitten with me,” I said. “It’s quite the opposite, if you must know.”  
 
    “You’re both drawn to each other like two moths to a flame,” she said. “Neither of you can help it, and neither of you can hide it from someone powerful like me. I’m Mo, by the way.”  
 
    “I’m June Winters,” I offered politely as I followed her to the back of the tavern, my hands grabbing the hem of my shirt.   
 
    Then we were climbing flights of stairs. Mo halted mid-stair, and I nearly bumped into her rear. I looked up and spotted Ryder parked on top of the stairs, blocking our path.  
 
    How had he gotten there so fast? A second ago, he’d been cozy with all the pretty women at the bar.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded. “Shouldn’t you go back to your harem?” 
 
    “Are you jealous, sparrow? Or do you want to join in?” 
 
    I snorted. “Only in your dreams. Now fuck off. I have business to attend to.”  
 
    “What business?” he demanded.  
 
    “It’s none of your business,” I said.  
 
    “Everything you do is my business,” he said. “I caught you and then had to rescue you to make you my slave, remember?” 
 
    “Think twice if you think that you actually own me,” I said calmly.  
 
    He smirked. “Anger suits you, sparrow. You look damn hot when you’re furious.”  
 
    I bristled. “Taunting me will get you nowhere, because I don’t bite.”  
 
    “Oh, you’ll bite,” he said. “And you’ll like being bitten.”  
 
    Despite my resistance, heat shot into me. Dirty pictures formed in my mind at his purr and improper suggestion.  
 
    Mo sucked in a breath, heat brewing in her eyes as well. 
 
    “Well, it’s interesting to watch a lover’s quarrel and fireworks.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “But I’d prefer to stay clear of the crossfire. I have no intention of being burned when a dragon is involved.”  
 
    Yet she didn’t heed her own advice and step away. She only moved to press herself against the side wall so she wasn’t in between Ryder and me and continued to watch with keen interest.  
 
    “We aren’t lovers,” I spat. “And we never will be.”  
 
    “Are you certain, sparrow?” Ryder smirked. “Are you going to tell your new friend Sue that I’m not your type?”  
 
    “It’s Mo,” Mo corrected him.  
 
    He ignored her.  
 
    “I don’t need to tell anyone that,” I said. “Everyone can just tell that you aren’t my type.”  
 
    “So you think everyone is smart?” he taunted.  
 
    “Are we going to deal or not, June?” Mo asked. “I’ll need to go back to tend to the bar.”  
 
    “No deal,” Ryder said, his tone harsh as all the playfulness left his voice. “You won’t have the phoenix feather, Mo.”  
 
    “Can you be a human for a second?” I shouted at him. “I haven’t had shoes on my feet ever since the damned day I met you. My feet hurt so much! When I’m being hunted, which will be soon, I’ll need a pair of boots to outrun those fuckers! So, I’ll do whatever I must to get a pair of shoes, including giving away the useless feather!”  
 
    He tsked. “Sparrow, sparrow, you’re losing it. First, I’m not a human. I’m not exactly a demon either. As I told you, I’m worse. But that’s not important. The important thing is to get you a pair of boots so you won’t constantly nag me. I should’ve taken care of it earlier, but everything happened so fast. Also, the phoenix feather isn’t useless but contains the most potent healing magic. Mo knows that, and I’m here to stop her from taking advantage of you.” He turned to Mo. “If you take the phoenix feather I gifted June, you’ll suffer my wrath. Just give her whatever she needs.”  
 
    He stretched out a hand. A misty light flashed before a small pouch landed on his palm. He revealed a handful of gold coins inside. He tied the pouch and tossed it to Mo, who snatched it like a pro.  
 
    Sadie had revealed that Ryder had robbed a lot of rich beings when he was a toddler and hoarded their treasure in his personal pocket realm. That was how he accessed his flaming blade as well. When he summoned it, the sword just landed in his hand.  
 
    “Here’s the payment,” he said. “Give June whatever she wants so she’ll stop complaining and give me some peace.” I glared at him. “The payment also covers the damage in the house.”  
 
    “It’s going to take a lot more gold to patch up the hole you caused,” Mo said.  
 
    “Spare me your lies,” Ryder said. “You have plenty of spells to patch it up, or this place would have been dust centuries ago.”  
 
    I mentally stored the information. When we’d fallen from the sky, I’d spotted the sandstorm raging outside this establishment, yet it was held back by a force field. Was the sandstorm always there? Were the beings here as trapped as we were in Pandemonium?  
 
    The gods, the gamekeepers, had dumped us here. Was this one of their stages?  
 
    “So you say, Ryder.” Mo shrugged.  
 
    “Show’s over,” Ryder turned and barked at the gathered beings at the foot of the stairs. “Mind your own fucking business!”  
 
    Everyone returned to their tables and drinks.  
 
    “Lady Mo,” I said, stomping up the stairs and bumping Ryder’s shoulder without care. “Let’s get it over with, please. We’ve wasted enough time, and I want to get those boots you promised.”  
 
    Ryder spanked my rear as I passed him.  
 
    I bristled and turned to glare at him.  
 
    Ryder winked at me with a smirk. “Don’t take too long, sparrow. You’re still my slave.”  
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    I followed Mo into a suite at the end of the corridor on the second floor. It had a leather sofa, a round table adorned with a painting of some exotic plants, a set of two high chairs, and a nice rug. 
 
    “You live a better life than I, Lady Mo,” I said.  
 
    She smiled and invited me into her bedroom. While I scanned an ivory vanity set and a king-size four-poster bed, she went into a walk-in closet. In a second, she pulled out a couple of shirts, a pair of pants, and two sets of boots and tossed them onto the bed.  
 
    I dove for the boots first. “Do you have a pair of socks to go with them?” 
 
    She opened a drawer and added a pair of knee-high socks onto the pile. I wasn’t going to be picky about the socks with unmatched colors. I patted the bottom of my aching feet, put on the socks right away, and let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    Even a small comfort could lift your spirits.  
 
    “So, where are you from, Lady Mo?” I fished.  
 
    “Somewhere,” she said a little defensively.  
 
    Okay then, I’d get to the point and skip any personal information.  
 
    “Have you heard of Earth?” I asked.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “What is this place called then?” 
 
    “Moonshine on the Wheel.”  
 
    “The bar?” 
 
    “This realm.”  
 
    That was a strange name.  
 
    “What kind of realm is it?” 
 
    “An off world.”  
 
    “Are you a robot?” I pursued, trying to see if I could provoke her.  
 
    Something dark flashed in her eyes as she let her guard slip for a second. “I wish I was.”  
 
    I wasn’t going to give up. I needed to pry information out of her.  
 
    “I saw the sandstorm surrounding this establishment, but it’s held back by a force field. Has it always been like that?” 
 
    “Not always, girl,” she sighed. “But if you’re seeking a way out, there’s none. We were put here as one of the game pieces, and no one can leave.” She grabbed her throat as if something suddenly choked her.  
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    I rose to my feet and headed toward her to help her, but she put up a hand to stop me from venturing further. 
 
    “I can say no more,” she spat between coughs, “not even for the phoenix feather. The only way to escape is death.”  
 
    “That’s depressing,” I said. “But I’ll find a way out.”  
 
    “You need to get ready,” she said. “You won’t have much time, June. That’s the kindest thing I can say and do for you. Now I must leave you to it.”  
 
    Mo walked out of the door and closed it.  
 
    Mo’s warning reminded me of what the phoenix had said about the hunters coming for us when we least expected it. I ran my lips between my teeth as anxiety churned in my stomach. Ryder and his team had been to this off world for “entertainment,” so they were familiar with this realm. Would the hunters come when they were in the middle of entertaining the girls?  
 
    I pulled the old shirt over my head, tossed it to the foot of the bed, and picked up the silky shirt Mo had offered. It fit perfectly with a hooded light jacket. I shrugged on a pair of leather pants in delight. And finally, I had a pair of hunting boots on that protected my feet like gloves.  
 
    My glee paled as a rush of laughter from Ryder and his groupies floated through the gap beneath the door. They giggled so loud that it grated on my nerves. The more I listened to them, trying to make out their words, the angrier I got. 
 
    I was still coping with my pent-up sexual frustration. Ryder had refused to fuck me in truth while he had no problem fucking anyone else. Only when his men volunteered to help me out did he step in. While the asshole didn’t want me, he refused to let anyone else have me either.  
 
    He’d resorted to using his tongue and fingers to temporarily relieve me. I was no longer in pain from the heat circle invoked by his bad dragon, but I wasn’t truly sated. The ache still throbbed in me, and the need still burned in my veins.  
 
    Another wave of Ryder’s laughter reached me. That son of a bitch was flirting shamelessly. The humiliation he’d dealt me swirled back as I compared how nicely he treated those random women and how harsh he’d been toward me.  
 
    His cruel words and actions that had caused me unbearable humiliation and pain replayed in my mind.  
 
    “I wasn’t fucking her; I’m handling her.” His words were like hard ice stabbing into my chest when he told his ex-lover, “I’m taking care of the matter so Jules won’t be a ticking bomb.”  
 
    Then he’d declared in front of Sadie and everyone, “June’s fun, more fun than other bitches. Your bitch queen can watch how I play with her pawn, but she’s a fucking fool if she thinks that June means anything to me.”  
 
    If I could survive this hunt, I didn’t want to see him again. The prospect of suffering his ridicule while begging him to touch me when the heat circle returned—and it’d return—didn’t sit well with me.  
 
    I had to get away. I had to escape now.  
 
    This might be the only opportunity I had to get away.  
 
    I checked my attire, satisfied with how it looked, before I found a dagger in Mo’s closet. The gold coins from Ryder should cover the dagger as well. I strapped it on the back of the jacket, which actually had a sheath designed for a hidden blade.  
 
    I hurried to the window and peeked out. A cluster of low-rise buildings and houses with tiled roofs extended half a mile away. Beyond them, the sandstorm roared, the sound only muffled by the force field. Then I realized that Moonshine on the Wheel was like a dome trapped beneath the sandstorm.  
 
    An idea hit me. That damned storm that had brought me to Pandemonium shared similarities with this sandstorm. For starters, they were both supernatural storms. If I could get past the sandstorm, I might be able to hitch a ride to Earth, back to home.  
 
    But could I pick up the life I’d been torn away from? I hadn’t left for long though. It’d been less than a week, though it’d felt like years.  
 
    There was no life here for me with Ryder.  
 
    That asshole’s flirtatious laughter drifted up to the room again. I looked down at the ground outside the window. This suite was on the back end of the building around the corner. I didn’t spot anyone on the ground. Fortunately, Ryder’s men were nowhere in sight, or they’d intercept me and thwart my plan.  
 
    With little effort, I pushed up the jamb and pried open the window. Carefully climbing onto the windowsill, pushing my legs out first, I jumped.  
 
    I was no longer the ordinary, average June. Without the spelled glasses hindering my ability, I was gaining strength and power by the hour. I alighted without a sound. I could get used to this badass side of me.  
 
    Pricking my ears to listen to the surrounding sounds, I picked a direction and darted toward the shaded streets between two low-rise buildings. I’d then cut diagonally and head straight toward the border of Moonshine on the Wheel, toward the sandstorm.  
 
    I’d escape the Wild Hunt or die trying.  
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    I dashed between the shacks and rundown buildings, watching every shadow, corner, and window on high alert. My hypersensitive senses sent me weird feedback, and I couldn’t tell if it was danger looming ahead or something worse. But I knew that I was being watched.  
 
    Yet I hadn’t spotted or sensed anyone in the area, which was like a ghost town in an apocalyptic era. The alien bar was behind me now. My ears were finally clear of Ryder’s infuriating flirting and laughter.  
 
    To my surprise, an empty ache rose in me, throbbing in my chest and expanding as I put more distance between him and me. I swallowed and snarled at the stupid feelings, but then a wave of guilt slammed into me at ditching the team, especially Fang.  
 
    But they had to understand that I wasn’t cut out for this life, that I couldn’t stay under the same roof with Ryder. Their undying loyalty lay with Ryder. When it was either him or me, they’d always choose him. A century of loyalty couldn’t be uprooted overnight. 
 
    And if they knew my true role— 
 
    I shuddered as I touched the sigil of a sword with twin flames ablaze on the swell of my breast. Whoever marked me wanted Ryder dead badly, and part of me even believed that I wanted the same with the spell muddling my mind.  
 
    Now all I wanted was to run away from all this shit before more hit the fan.  
 
    I caught a fleeting shadow then light and wings from the corner of my eye. What the— 
 
    My heart rammed into my ribcage as fear seized me in its claws while a rush of adrenaline buzzed on my skin.  
 
    Had the hunters come for me already? They’d take me out with ease while I was alone. I must warn the team before it happened, so at least they’d be ready.  
 
    I looked back in the direction of the bar. From this distance, I could no longer spot it. Even if I tried to go back to the team and warn them, I wouldn’t make it in time.  
 
    Then a great, familiar power washed over me, drawing me toward it. So instead of running back toward the bar where Ryder and the team were, I sprang toward where the fleeting light and wings had vanished around the corner of a building.  
 
    I zigzagged amid a cluster of shacks at speed, a dagger in my hand, until I reached the end of the street.  
 
    At the edge of the perimeter where the unseen force field held back the swirling sandstorm stood a giant, superior being, his white wings arching above his armored shoulders and spreading wide, bathed in an intense halo of light.  
 
    A word hit me: archangel. They possessed a glory that no mortal or lesser being could withstand without being burned to ash.  
 
    Genetic knowledge surfaced like a flame searing my bones. I was facing an archangel, and I could withstand his glory easily while his massive power, both dark and light, kept rippling over me.  
 
    I held his shining gaze as an inbred connection forged between us. Who was he, and what was I to him?   
 
    My heart beat wildly, and my throat felt parched. 
 
    Then a power I hadn’t known was within me rose to the surface, responding to his and beating in me like a second heart. While I parted my lips in a gasp, I took notice of my dragon lurking, as if trying to shield herself from the archangel. 
 
    I didn’t sense a threat from him, yet my dragon’s reaction made me keep my guard up. Not all angels were good angels.   
 
    The archangel’s magnificent wings vanished behind him in the misty light.               
 
    He watched me with intensity and curiosity and something else I couldn’t make out while I stared at him like an idiot. There were twenty or so feet between us. His power beckoned to me, and all of a sudden, I was burning to cross the distance and run to him, a formidable being with the power of a hurricane.  
 
    He looked at me expectantly, either waiting for me or believing that I wouldn’t be able to resist him. So I clenched my teeth and glued my feet to the ground by sheer will. He paused for a second, then surprise flitted by his eyes along with a shade of annoyance.  
 
    Despite the distance, the connection between us pulsed stronger. The glyph of a blend of a sword with twin flames and an ancient scale ignited in me, burning my skin. I didn’t need to glance down at the swell of my left breast to know one flame burned blue, the other orange.  
 
    Chaotic thoughts burst in my head in an angelic tongue, flowing and striking like flashes of lightning as I fought not to drop to my knees and grasped my head to expel the invading persuasions.  
 
    I hissed a command to strengthen myself and protect my core, and then I let the thoughts that weren’t mine pass through me instead of fighting them, which would only result in them taking root in me, just as Mom had drilled into me.  
 
    Mom must’ve known this would happen and I wouldn’t win against an archangel in a straight fight, so we found the back door. I was grateful Mom had tried her best to prepare me.  
 
    The persuasions swept over my mind like a firestorm, and I endured the agony of my mind being torched. Fortunately, I was a dragon who could handle even the hottest fire.  
 
    What was this archangel’s name? Gabriel, Michael, or…? There’d been twelve archangels in total, though three of them had fallen: Lucifer and Lilith had led a rebellion that didn’t end well. After a moment of searching, Azrael, the angel of death’s name, popped into my mind.  
 
    His power slammed into me again, and the sigil on my skin burned unbearably hot. Sweat broke out on my forehead. As I tried to shove away his power and shield myself, I had an uncanny feeling that this asshole might be the one who had marked me.  
 
    A memory seared through my mind, threatening to either shatter it or expand it toward a new horizon with all new possibilities, as if I was a beacon waiting to be reactivated.  
 
    When the glyph had first been activated, a burning compulsion had been initiated in my head: to extinguish Ryder Nightstar, the fallen archangel’s last bloodline.  
 
    Who hated Lucifer the most? Who was Lucifer’s eternal archenemy? Everyone had thought it was Michael, but in fact, it was Azrael. It kind of made sense now, since the angel of death was said to be most jealous of Lucifer. He’d thought the soul business in heaven or hell should be his task and domain.  
 
    Lucifer taking over hell encroached on Azrael’s territory.  
 
    The common belief was that the sigil of the sword of truth and the scale of justice was Michael’s signature. Few knew that Azrael carried the same symbol, since he wasn’t as popular as Michael, and Azrael hated more than anything to be in anyone’s shadow.  
 
    Azrael always wielded a dark sword with twin flames. 
 
    “Azrael,” I whispered.  
 
    The angel of death smiled, dark flames flashing in his eyes.  
 
    I had many burning questions, but I clamped my mouth shut and waited for him to make the first move.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon, June,” he said, his voice like music inside the thunder.  
 
    Then he stepped through the force field, his wings shooting out of his back, and he leapt into the sandstorm, vanishing.  
 
    My heart pounded. That was my way out.  
 
    When hope rose in me, shame rained down as well. What about the team? What about Fang? How could I abandon them like this?  
 
    I swallowed as conflict warred in me. If I went back for them, I wouldn’t get another chance. The path that Azrael had just opened could seal at any time.  
 
    I bit my lip as I tried to beat back my guilt. I had a life back home too. I had Oliver waiting for me, though the memory of him was fading by the hour. No, I needed to cling to him. He was a good thing in my past life. And didn’t I also owe Oliver my loyalty? Yes, I’d cheated on him a couple of times, but I hadn’t exactly had a choice.  
 
    The team and my new friends would be fine without me. I kept talking myself out of my guilt. They’d been a tight-knit unit even before I showed up. To a degree, I was still an outsider. They had their life, which wasn’t much of a life, but I had to go back and pick up the pieces of mine on Earth.  
 
    I didn’t belong here. Hadn’t Ryder and Lilka called me a liability? I was pathetic in their eyes. So no, I wasn’t going to give up my world for them, especially when Ryder treated me like dirt and would continue to do so. I meant absolutely nothing to him. When the heat circle hit me again, I’d only suffer worse—unbearable pain and further humiliation.  
 
    I’d take my leave, and then I’d forget everything here. I’d lock the memory of Ryder in a dark box, and it would be like this nightmare version of a fairytale never happened.  
 
    Wasn’t this always my goal—to escape this realm and Ryder and go home?  
 
    Well, he could flirt with those women all he wanted.  
 
    Enjoy it while it lasts, asshole, and sayonara.  
 
    I ignored a rising unsettled feeling and the pulsing ache in my core and sprang toward the opening left by the angel of death.  
 
    Ten feet, five feet, then— 
 
    A strong arm wrapped around my waist, yanking me back.  
 
     “Sparrow, where do you think you’re going?” Ryder purred menacingly in my ear.  
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    His minty breath tickled my neck as he spun me around, slamming me into his chest. I stared up at him incredulously. I couldn’t believe that he had caught up with me in the nick of time. When had he had the time to find out that I was gone while dallying with those women who intended to get into his pants? 
 
    Part of me was relieved that he’d come to find me, and the other part was outraged at being stopped and losing this one chance.  
 
    I struggled to break free. “Let me go!” I demanded.  
 
    “So you can be a fool and get yourself killed?”  
 
    “There’s a path in the sandstorm,” I said urgently. “I can ride the storm back home. I have to try. You can go back and get the team, and if you hurry, everyone might be able to leave the Wild Hunt for good.”  
 
    “Don’t be naïve,” he snorted. “There’s no way out, sparrow. We’ll have to sit and wait for those fuckers to show up and slaughter them all. What you thought was an opening in the storm is a trap.”  
 
    He didn’t see it. He hadn’t seen Archangel Azrael, and I wasn’t going to volunteer the information. And to my dismay, I could see that the opening was closing.  
 
    “Let me go, Ryder, please.” I resorted to pleading. “I don’t belong here. I need to go back to my own world before I completely lose it in this place.” 
 
    He gave me a look, his expression unreadable. “You won’t lose it. I won’t allow it.”  
 
    “You don’t get to decide this for me!” I snarled.  
 
    “You stay where I stay,” he said with finality. “And you’ll stay in my shadow in every hunt. You’re mine,” he growled savagely, as if he was challenging someone, probably the gods he hated so much. “My prisoner.”  
 
    “Let me go!” I shoved him, but he pinned me against his hard chest, his arms tightening around me in a vise grip.  
 
    “Never!” he promised.  
 
    The fierceness and possessiveness in his voice made me shudder, and I had to watch the opening close like a clam, sealing my only chance of escaping this misery.  
 
    Rage shot into me, hot in my chest.  
 
    “You!” I screamed at him. “Why did you come after me since I mean nothing to you? You psychopath, you ruined my only shot at going home. Why didn’t you just stay with your groupies and fuck them?” 
 
    He taunted me with a chuckle. “You’re throwing a jealous fit, sparrow.”  
 
    The archangel’s sigil of twin flames seared hot, sinking deep into my chest like burning iron. The spell it carried that wanted Ryder dead speared into my head, creating a haze of angry heat, and I wasn’t inclined to fight it right now.  
 
    I broke his hold with a burst of strength, elbowing him hard in the ribs. As my anger and intention fueled the sigil, it responded by lending me incredible supernatural power.  
 
    Ryder staggered back, shock slamming into his cruel and handsome face. Yep, he hadn’t thought this liability could be more than met the eye. I had to admit that he was a formidable warrior.  
 
    I’d seen how he fought the Frost Gods. Even they hadn’t been able to push him back like I’d just done when they crossed blades. I wasn’t more powerful than the gods, but Ryder was too relaxed with me, as he didn’t think much of me, just like his ex. In fact, they both showed disdain toward me.  
 
    He didn’t know about the archangel’s mark, activated the moment my mating heat ebbed temporarily when he abandoned me to join his ex outside the door.  
 
    Azrael’s presence only enhanced the potency of the sigil.  
 
    Archangels possessed superior strength, speed, and hearing. While I got a power boost from the sigil, Ryder’s power was tightly bound by the curse. Too bad for him, yet I held no sympathy toward him. He’d killed off all of my positive feelings for him except the unceasing carnal need.  
 
    “Where did that come from, sparrow?” He blinked. “Why are you suddenly strong like you’re on steroids?” 
 
    Would his mouth ever stop pouring out insults?  
 
    “Dumb question, asshole,” I snapped. “You should ask why you’re weak. And you don’t know a fucking thing about me.”  
 
    Something menacing flashed in his eyes. Calling a man weak was like saying he had a small dick. If you added the word soft, it was like rubbing salt in the wound. Call me bad, but he’d made me callous. So I didn’t even wait for him to recover from his surprise before delivering a punch to his jaw, payback for all my pent-up rage and sexual frustration.  
 
    He ducked the punch, unbelievably fast, which only pissed me off more. If he’d just let me hit him, my rage might recede a little.  
 
    I didn’t blame him for his shock. I did not recognize this new me either, this different creature. For twenty-one years, I’d been nice, polite, and had followed all the rules in the book. And what had I gotten from that?  
 
    Now I had only rage, violence, rebellion, and lust flooding me.  
 
    Part of me wanted to reject this new version and go back to my old self, yet the core part of me dug its heels in, knowing there was no going back.  
 
    The moment the unforgiving heat circle hit me, the archangel’s mark activated, and the scales formed during my partial transformation, I was changed forever.  
 
    Ryder circled around me to taunt me further. I turned with him, never exposing my back to him, while glaring at him with fire in my eyes. But my anger only turned him on. His dragon loved challenges.  
 
     I didn’t want to give him the thrill of the chase, yet I couldn’t turn off my emotions when it came to him, especially while I burned all over.  
 
    He grinned. “Are you turning into such a foul-mouthed, delightful little thing, sparrow? Be careful, or you might end up being my type.”  
 
    His sensual lips tugged up, making him even more devilishly handsome. My blood flowed to my crotch; my mind drifted to how he’d sucked my clit and made my every cell feel more alive than ever.  
 
    I craved his mouth on my aching pussy again.  
 
    I blinked back to the present and gave a hiss, madder at myself than him. Yet I decided to take it out on him nevertheless. He’d brought all of this on me in the first place. I swung an arm toward him, aiming for his ear. That would hurt like a bitch.  
 
    But he blocked me with his forearm, laughing hard. While he thought I was playing tough with him and his dragon obviously loved every fucking minute of it, pain from the impact shot through my bones.  
 
    He paused when he saw the pain on my face.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was being insensitive.”  
 
    That only made me angrier. I wanted to hit him again, and harder.  
 
    He stepped toward me, as if wanting to comfort me. I opened my arms, accepting his offer. He let out a satisfied sigh at my submission and pulled me into his arms. At the same time, I grabbed his shirt, leapt up, and banged my forehead against his nose.  
 
    “How do you like me being your type?” I shouted.  
 
    To my horror and shock and slight satisfaction, a trail of blood flowed from his nose. Once again, I had drawn blood with my bare hands while the gods had to use specially forged blades to cut him.  
 
    He brought up his hand and touched his nose. He stared at the blood on his fingers, and his expression turned utterly blank.  
 
    That was bad. Now he was going to murder me or punish me severely. I panted hard. I’d gone too far. I’d been out of control ever since the heat circle and the archangel’s mark messed me up.  
 
    Ryder raised his head and fixed his gaze on me, his blue-golden eyes on fire.  
 
    He stalked toward me, all predatory. Fear gripped me.  
 
    “Stop,” I said. “It was an accident.”  
 
    “It was no accident,” he said, and then he pounced on me. I didn’t stand a chance when he moved with that kind of speed.  
 
    He hurled me toward the wall of a building at the edge of the alley. But before I crashed into it, he was there, catching me and lifting me, then slamming me against the wall.  
 
    “Fuck you, asshole,” I growled, my legs kicking out, but he pinned me down.  
 
    “Ask nicely, sparrow,” he said viciously.  
 
    The expected blow didn’t land on any part of my face. Instead, he dipped his head and slammed his mouth onto mine.  
 
    Pleasure crashed into me, replacing my initial shock. I hated him, yet my body hungered for him as it had never craved anyone else. It was like I’d been starving for his touch even before I knew he existed.  
 
    It was borderline unhealthy, but all I wanted was to melt into him.  
 
    I needed him so much, as much as I wanted to hurt him.  
 
    I kissed him back hard. Just when he growled in approval, I bit his bottom lip, bleeding him again and tasting his rich, powerful blood on my tongue. Even though the curse bound his power, I still tasted its potency, so much so that a wave of vertigo hit me, making me sway. I couldn’t even imagine what his power would be like once the curse was lifted.  
 
    Would that day ever come?  
 
    My bite only spurred him on. He deepened his kiss, so I gave up biting him and licked him, not wanting to risk exciting him more. The demigod dragon was unpredictable.  
 
    In return, his kiss started to bruise me, making my lips swollen, which wasn’t too bad a punishment.  
 
    Heat coursed through my veins, raw need throbbing between my thighs. Liquid fire licked my pussy, hard and furious. Oliver had kissed me, but it was nothing like this. Ryder was shattering my world with a mere kiss. Part of me relished the destruction he’d bring me, craving it, wanting all he could give me. I moaned at his domination, my fingers digging into his thick mane to pull him even closer.  
 
    Then my mind lit up with a command, and the archangel’s mark flared on top of my breast. My hand no longer threaded in Ryder’s hair. It formed a fist and rammed into his throat as I pulled my lips away from him.  
 
    Ryder growled, his sound promising true punishment, while my eyes drank in his masculine beauty that hurt so much I wanted to smash and destroy things—or him.  
 
    How dare this motherfucker kiss me when a moment ago he’d been entangled with all the women in the bar, laughing and drinking with them.  
 
    Had he fucked them before he rushed to thwart my plan, ruin my chance at going home, and claim his illegal ownership?  
 
    The image of him kissing and screwing others flared in my mind. The compulsion taking root in me fueled it, making it seem so real. Rage hit me like rising waves against the base of a cliff, offering me endless energy and promising a reward after I slayed Ryder.  
 
    Only I could kill him.  
 
    I was born a dragon slayer.  
 
    I slammed the heel of my palm toward his nose, wanting to see him bleed more before I decided how I would destroy him.  
 
    Alarm flickered in his eyes. He must’ve seen the murderous glint in mine.  
 
    “June, what’s wrong?” he asked and grabbed my wrist in mid-strike.  
 
    I swung my leg to kick him, but he dashed to one side then lunged to cage me. He trapped my wrists, then his legs moved to cut in between my thighs. When I tried to bang my head against his again, he leaned back to avoid the crash.  
 
    “Talk to me, June,” he asked urgently. “Something happened to you. What is it?” 
 
    “Die, dragon!” I hissed.  
 
    “Hate me that much, sparrow?” he snorted. “Then I must have you before you deliver my untimely demise.”  
 
    That sounded good too. I should fuck him before killing him.  
 
    He dipped his head and kissed me again, his tongue thrusting into my mouth. I bit him again and tasted his rich, spicy blood. He tasted like nectar mixed with hellfire, and his fire caressed me as if I was its mate.  
 
    Heat rose in me, filling my veins. An aching need throbbed in my pussy, burning with intensity.  
 
    Pain rocked into me.  
 
    The heat circle had just returned, seizing me with punishing force. I whimpered, and Ryder pulled me closer, his raw power sinking into me. My beast rose to meet it.  
 
    A dragon growl rumbled in the back of Ryder’s throat, and my dragon purred, ready for any challenge that I wasn’t up to. Ryder swept his tongue over my hard palate, and I sucked at his tongue, tasting him greedily.  
 
    Then our tongues twined in a mating dance while both of us tried to dominate each other. He seemed to approve of my aggressiveness while insisting on leading me. He let go of my wrist and cupped the back of my head, and I grasped his hair, pulling his head further down to me so I wouldn’t need to stand on my toes.  
 
    Heat threaded us together, and our kiss grew so intense it turned violent. Ryder bit my bottom lip, sucking my blood. I could feel his dragon peeking out at me, needing me, growling and purring while thrashing his mighty scaled tail giddily.  
 
    I chuckled against his lips as I felt Ryder work hard to rein in his dragon.  
 
    His hand pushed my shirt up and cupped my breast before moving down until it palmed my slick pussy. I was burning for him. I knew my mating heat wouldn’t be sated by his tongue or fingers this time.  
 
    I needed more. The heat circle had upped the game and grown greedy.  
 
    He’d have to truly fuck me. The need was so raw and urgent that I whimpered, remembering that he’d vowed not to fuck me for real.  
 
    He gave me one more kiss before pulling away.  
 
    “You want my cock, sparrow?”  
 
    I could no longer think straight through the haze of heat. I’d give everything to have him bend me over and pound into me brutally.  
 
    I was but a beast ruled by lust. I wanted and wanted. All I could think about was being fucked by the male in front of me. When mating heat seized me, I was reduced to a carnal animal.  
 
    I could no longer resist the primal need of my dragon, and I longed for Ryder to shatter me and destroy me, and in turn, I’d destroy him.  
 
    Fuck him. Kill him. Mate him. Slay him.  
 
    Mayhem and madness.  
 
    I was the incarnation of desire and violence. 
 
    “Yes,” I whined.  
 
    “Yes what?” 
 
    “I want your cock. If you want me to beg, I’ll beg.”  
 
    “Can you really take it when I fully fuck you?” he taunted.  
 
    “Just fuck me!” I roared.  
 
    My hand slid under his waistband and grabbed his cock, stroking it in my haze of heat.  
 
    Ryder hissed in pleasure.  
 
    “I wasn’t supposed to fuck you, sparrow,” he said roughly. “But it no longer matters. The wheel started spinning the moment you stepped into my world. I wanted to fuck you more than anything and anyone the instant I saw you.”  
 
    “You talk too much.” I heaved a sigh as lust churned in me like a storm straining to be let loose. “Your words are noises buzzing in my ears.”  
 
    “I hope you won’t regret it for your own sake,” he said. “But I don’t care if you’ll regret it or not. My dragon and I will go insane if we don’t fuck you.”  
 
    I glared at him. He had no idea how to make a woman feel good with words. Before I could point out more of his flaws, he yanked my pants down to my ankles, then he also dropped his pants. I gazed down as his cock sprang free. Its hard length was long, silky, and massive. It was so brutally beautiful, like him.  
 
    I couldn’t take my eyes off it.  
 
    Ryder lifted my leg into the crook of his arm. When I was all open to him, he drove into my molten core in one swift, powerful thrust.  
 
    I gasped, and he hissed in pleasure. I shut my eyes for a second at the incredible sensation as he filled me, the heaviness of his hard shaft delicious. When I opened my eyes again, my gaze stayed on his eyes. He gazed down at me intensely as he held his breath, as if I was the only thing that he ever wanted and deserved his undivided attention, even adoration. His eyes glowed with possessive need, his face distorted by his unbridled male lust.  
 
    Then he started to move in me, not too slow and not too fast. I wondered if he even knew how to go slow, since he was all dominating and consuming. He was high maintenance. It’d been written into his DNA before he was born. His men had told me that he came from five powerful bloodlines, and he was more than a demigod.  
 
    I clung to him, needing him like air in my lungs, as he kept thrusting in me. Pain receded to the back of my mind, yet the mating fever still pulsed, so I propelled my hips back toward him, wanting to reduce the space between us, wanting to melt into him and become one with him, even if it was not possible.  
 
    We breathed hard as we fucked brutally; the mating need that seized me showed him no mercy either. It was so feverish that the compulsion of slaying the dragon was shoved to the sideline, for now. Fucking a gorgeous man while constantly thinking of murdering him could drive a girl to madness.  
 
    “You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever laid eyes on,” he whispered in my ear. “The only woman I’ll ever fuck.” 
 
    I pushed myself onto him, riding his length as he fucked me like there was no tomorrow.  
 
    “I don’t believe you,” I said, “not even when I’m in the throes of heat.” 
 
    “You’ve become a cynic, sparrow,” he purred.  
 
    “Thanks to you, asshole,” I said.  
 
    It only mattered that he kept fucking me, his cock filling me, stretching me to the darkly delicious limit. My dragon swayed her hips in glee at Ryder’s powerful thrusts. His strength was formidable, which she appreciated.  
 
    A stray thought hit me in the forehead.  
 
    “I’m afraid that my dragon won’t accept Oliver, my boyfriend,” I murmured as I moaned. “When I go back to him, I’ll need—” 
 
    Ryder’s eyes flashed with jealousy, so intense that a gasp escaped my lips.  
 
    “You’ll never get back to your little weasel ex-boyfriend,” he spat in rage. “He’d better hope he never sees my face.” 
 
    “He’s done nothing to you,” I said in defiance, surprised that I still had the presence of mind to do so while I had a rock-hard cock pounding into me.  
 
    “He had you once, and that was unfortunate enough,” he growled, thrusting into me harder, and I moaned at the incredible pleasure. “You’re no one else’s but mine. Mine.” He added viciously, “You’ll think of no other man but me from this moment on. And that reminds me to mark you. I’m going to savage and destroy this lovely little pussy, so you won’t ever think of another man!” 
 
    “If you destroy my pussy, or you fuck me too hard, I won’t be able to walk properly for a week!” I protested. “I refuse to be a laughingstock!” 
 
    He let out a low, dark chuckle. “Then I’ll have to carry you everywhere, and you’ll be forced to depend on me again.”  
 
    “You’re a savage.”  
 
    “You know that already, baby,” he said, rocking his hips against me, his shaft drilling deeper into me.  
 
    His lips dwelled on me again, his tongue thrusting into my mouth, mating mine while he drove his steel rod into my depths.  
 
    Pleasure seized me over and over, rippling to my nerve endings and exploding like fireworks.  
 
    I’d never thought it could be so delicious to have a cock inside me, impaling me over and over. But Ryder had a mighty cock. My pussy gloved it tightly and possessively, sucking it into my core. My walls clamped down on his hard length mercilessly, milking it and claiming it as mine.  
 
    “You greedy little minx,” he growled in approval, his dragon’s giddiness radiating. “Your cunt can’t get enough of me. You suck me in so hard, baby, and one day you’ll be the death of me.”  
 
    My heart fluttered. It might just be the truth.  
 
    I was a black spider that wove her web to trap a willing victim. Yet when he fucked me like a burning sun driving into the moon with all its heat and force, all the misery I’d felt left me, giving way to this passion and carnal pleasure. Now I understood why people would die or go to jail for sex.  
 
    Ryder drove into me harder and faster. He pulled out a few inches before thrusting back in brutally. His rhythm was composed of three long thrusts then five short, rapid thrusts, delicious, powerful, and well-paced.  
 
    He was very skillful. He knew his shit.  
 
    I arched my back, clinging to him, as if I’d vanish into nothingness if I let go. The sound of  
 
    flesh slapping flesh joined my endless moans. The pleasure became too much, but I still wanted more. Ryder Nightstar was set on a course to shatter me, then rebuild me, then shatter me all over again. 
 
    He played my body like no one else could or ever would. His hand went around to brush my swollen clit, and I cried out my surrender.  
 
    I murmured his name, not sure if I should beg him to stop and let me take in some much-needed air or beg him to never stop and just fuck me until I could no longer remember where or who I was.  
 
    “I’ll unmake you as you unmake me with your sweet pussy, little sparrow,” he purred in pure male satisfaction, liking my reaction too much. “And one day I’ll bring you to a place where I can fuck you all day and night nonstop, ravaging you in every way I want, and then you’ll be completely mine.”  
 
    “You fucked so many women before me.” I let out a dismayed breath.  
 
    “Yes, but all pale in comparison,” he said. “Your pussy is made for me. I decided to fuck only you from the first time I laid my eyes on you.”  
 
    He thrust, the tip of his thick crown hitting the side of my wall by design. Another strong wave of pleasure knocked me senseless, rocking me to the peak of a high wave. I propelled my hips toward him, and he quickened his pace, thrusting in and out of me in a blurry movement.  
 
    I could die from this pleasure, and I didn’t mind it one bit. 
 
     My heart beat wildly, my blood raced, and my breath shortened, turning shallow and labored, as I felt the inevitable climax building to breaking point.  
 
    My heartbeat increased like wings beating in the wild wind. Ryder’s eyes brightened as he sensed the shift in me.  
 
    “Come for me, baby,” he ordered. 
 
    Once I exploded around his cock, there was no turning back. I didn’t know where the future lay or what was going to happen between us after this, but one thing I knew: I still hated Ryder with the passion of a thousand stars even though I desired him more than anything or anyone at the same time.  
 
    Maybe I should stop while I could and try to think it through. As soon as the idea of parting from his flesh formed, burning agony speared me like a hundred knives stabbing me everywhere.  
 
    I arched my back at the onslaught of pleasure and pain.  
 
    When Ryder delivered the next series of merciless thrusts with bruising strength, I could no longer hold back and erupted out of control.  
 
    I’d become a slave to this need, this heat. I cared for nothing else—not this world or the next, not Oliver, not my old life or future dreams. All I wanted was for Ryder to fuck me like this and never stop.  
 
    For a heartbeat, I pitied myself as much as I’d pitied Lilka. She got a few fucks from Ryder, and she could never let him go after that. Her obsession would be her downfall one day, and I warned myself to never go down the same path as her.  
 
    Ryder rode my orgasm with more brutal, relentless thrusts, marking me and ruining me for any other man. As my orgasm prolonged, I sank my fingernails into his shoulders to anchor myself.  
 
    Ryder drove into my depths again, a rumbling sound vibrating from his cut chest as he tried to rein in his dragon while groaning in pleasure. Then abruptly, he pulled out, spun me, and pushed me to the ground.  
 
    I found myself on all fours in the middle of the alley lined by shacks, my ass in the air, an arm wrapped around my waist to secure me.  
 
    “I want to gaze at your lovely pussy,” he demanded, his voice velvety, rough, and full of dark lust. “I want to see what a hot mess it is with our mixed cream coating your plump folds and narrow slit before I fuck you from behind.”  
 
    His dirty words only made my blood boil for him, and heat engulfed me once again.  
 
    He knelt behind me, a hand gripping my hips, his other hand holding his cock. The tip of his massive shaft pushed forward and nudged at my slick entrance. I sucked in a sharp, delighted breath as it brushed up and down my slit possessively, light at first before he applied more pressure. I turned my head to watch over my shoulder. The demigod dragon stared at my bare pussy with fascination and obsession, his handsome face twisted like a beast as lust held him in its iron claws.  
 
    His cock still played with my pussy, brushing my plump folds while he watched. I couldn’t see it, but nevertheless I was getting more and more excited.  
 
    My dragon purred loudly in my chest, urging me to sway my ass to entice his dragon. I ignored her for a few seconds, then for my own benefit, I started to rock my hips and sway my ass.  
 
    I was getting impatient. I wanted Ryder to quit fooling around and just fuck me good and hard. This insatiable lust was becoming second nature. A low, beastly growl escaped his lips. I bet his dragon had lost patience as well.  
 
    Ryder settled himself behind me, the tip of his hard cock pushing into my narrow slit. It parted for him like a bud blossoming.  
 
    He kept pushing through my narrow passage, one inch, then another inch, slowly and purposefully, as if he wanted to savor the moment of feeding me his length while showing both himself and me that we had all the time in the world.  
 
    But the world didn’t belong to us.  
 
    We didn’t have the luxury of a long foreplay, since at any moment the hunters could drop on us. But both of us were so enthralled by the mating fever that we brushed off the danger and flirted with disaster.  
 
    He glided in smoothly and powerfully. When he was midway, he could no longer hold back but gave a brutal thrust until his cock was embedded to my core. I let out a half-scream and half-moan at the mind-blowing pleasure. Nothing could be better than this.  
 
    I knew that I’d be doomed if I got addicted to him, but I no longer cared.  
 
    We fit perfectly, as if our match was intended by heaven, or more likely by hell, considering how we hated each other while we couldn’t stay away from each other due to this intense physical attraction and burning need.  
 
    He sheathed himself deep within me, securing me. His hands cupped my breasts, fondling them and squeezing them. I arched my back at the pleasure and heaved my ass higher to give him better access, my need searing. For a heartbeat, I wondered if my need for him would ever fade, as it burned so brightly and intensely.  
 
    He leaned forward and pounded into me. With this position, he could maneuver me better and hit every spot he wanted. It seemed that he knew my body better than I did, as he hit all the pleasure spots.  
 
    “You’ve doomed yourself to be my plaything, sparrow,” he purred, his voice both harsh and defiant, as if his words were meant for someone else to hear.  
 
    Was he challenging the gods? Were they watching now? If so, they were just a bunch of old perverts. I probably should cover myself, but the wave of mating heat swept over me, making me careless, reckless, and utterly shameless.  
 
    I moaned for the shockwaves of pleasure Ryder gave me. I could be his plaything for a little while since I could get my fill as well.  
 
    “Swear to me, sparrow,” he demanded. “From now on, this cock is the only one you’ll ever have.” 
 
    I wasn’t going to swear anything and put myself in a bind, especially not to this asshole who controlled the fate of my heat circle. It was a fool’s errand to promise things in this brutal realm anyway.  
 
    “Whatever,” I bit out.  
 
    “That attitude,” he snorted. “You’re mine, sparrow. Nothing and no one can take you from me. I forbid it with every power I have and every breath of air I inhale.” 
 
    I ignored him while slamming my ass into the base of his cock to get more friction for my own pleasure. He pinched my clit, and I cried out. The sensation was so much that it was equal to torture. I might just come from that.  
 
    He pinned me to stop me moving while stilling inside me. “You aren’t allowed to come this round until I give you permission.”  
 
    He would do that. He wasn’t kidding, and he had the power to stop me from coming. I knew I was at his mercy.  
 
    “What do you want?” I spat. I needed him to move and fuck me even harder. My release was so close. I needed it, and I’d get it at all costs.  
 
     “Simple,” he crooned. “Tell me that you’re mine.”  
 
    “It doesn’t matter what I say,” I snorted.  
 
    He got up and lifted me, heaving my ass up until my hands left the ground, and thrust into me brutally, making me utterly at his mercy.  
 
    I moaned at the pleasure while my arms flailed, my hands trying to find something to grab.  
 
    “Tell me you’re mine. Surrender and you’ll get what you want,” he coaxed. 
 
    “I don’t know how,” I said coyly, then cried out as he pounded into me again and again. “Maybe you can show me how to surrender first?” I asked breathlessly.  
 
     I was resorting to stalling him, wanting more pleasure from him and not wanting him to stop giving me what I needed. The waves surged higher and higher, lapping with the promise of sweet agony. A few more hard thrusts from the demigod dragon and I’d come undone, just like I needed and deserved.  
 
    I was determined not to let him ruin it for me just because he was an unreasonable, dominant asshole who had a mighty cock and amazing skill at pleasuring women.  
 
    “You want me to show you how to surrender?” he asked incredulously.  
 
    “I’d appreciate it if you proved to be a good teacher,” I said sweetly.  
 
    I wiggled in the air as I tried to find a way to ride his cock backwards. The sandstorm traced along the unseen dome ahead of me, battering it wildly and roaring silently. The air around us smelled of flame, sand, and dirty sex.  
 
    “I’ll teach you how to submit to me!” Ryder growled.  
 
    It felt so surreal with the sandstorm roaring around us, but the wet, erotic sound of Ryder pounding into me heated my blood to boiling point.  
 
    When a sequence of hard, rapid, thrusts came, I erupted around his cock. He hissed as my pussy milked him so hard. I sensed his cum was about to explode. Then, abruptly, he pulled out. I turned to look at him over my shoulder as my inner muscles convulsed violently.  
 
    Pain twisted his face as he gazed back at me, his golden-blue eyes brimming with unfulfilled desire. Then he pressed the tip of his cock hard against my inner thigh, his hot seed spilling out. 
 
    I was disappointed and bitter yet somehow also relieved that he’d ejaculated outside of me. My body needed his seed in my womb, but while I was in heat, I was definitely fertile.  
 
    I couldn’t think straight while being seized by the mating fever, but he’d made the right decision for both of us. The last thing I wanted was to be knocked up in this cursed realm.  
 
    Shouts burst out behind us. The team had caught up with us.  
 
    I wondered how much they’d seen. Though Ryder blocked their sight of my flesh, they could still see how he’d driven into me from behind, absolutely submissive and at his mercy.  
 
    Shame slammed into me like hail, yet it couldn’t cool the heat and lust still coursing in my veins.  
 
    I struggled to get down to the ground, and Ryder pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and quickly cleaned me. I pulled my pants up hurriedly, my face burning.  
 
    Instead of tossing away the handkerchief, he inserted it back into the inner pocket of his leather jacket, as if he wanted to cherish it later or more likely keep it as a trophy of his conquest. I had no way of knowing since he was acting erratically.  
 
    His team had unfaltering confidence in him being unbreakable, but maybe the Wild Hunt had finally done a number on him.  
 
    Lilka shrieked in agony.  
 
    At the same time, the force field collapsed. The sandstorm swept over the once protected dome, its roaring drowning Lilka’s wailing.  
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER 8 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryder pulled me against his chest, his hands covering my head to shield me as he roared, “Take cover!”  
 
    Only there was no cover when the storm hit.  
 
    Sheets of rocks, dirt, and red sand flew in every direction. A taller building at the other end of the alley was decapitated, the upper part flipped in the air, wheeling toward us at high speed and plummeting into the ground where Ryder and I had been standing two seconds ago.  
 
    We’d have been smashed to meat pulp if Ryder hadn’t moved lightning fast.  
 
    Everything around us was turning to rubble in the onslaught of the storm.  
 
    “Shields!” Ryder shouted as he shoved me behind him.  
 
    Fang, Alistair, Ink, Silver, and even Lilka dashed toward us. In an instant, they formed an upside-down V formation with Ryder in the lead, facing the storm. The formation was like a flock of birds facing the strong wind during migration. The team placed Lilka and me in the center, and she hissed like a rattlesnake behind me.  
 
    I turned to my side so I didn’t have to turn my back toward her. I wouldn’t put it past her to stab me in a fit of jealousy. On second thought, I darted to the front. My legs apart, I parked myself beside Ryder.  
 
    “June, stay back!” he said, a warning flashing in his eyes.  
 
    “I’m not weak, asshole,” I said. “No longer. Deal with it.”  
 
    He ground his teeth, but he didn’t push further. A shield appeared in his hand, silver-and-black armor forming around his body. He shoved the shield over my head, his arm firmly around my waist.  
 
    The team summoned their shields as well, and we crouched under the seal, which held against the blast of the sandstorm. Rocks and beams swirled in our direction and slammed against our shields over and over, but they held.  
 
    Then, to the right, Lilka succumbed. The next second, the storm tore her away—and she called me the weakest link.  
 
    I felt the pull of the storm, but I stood my ground without burdening Ryder despite his arm snaking around my waist to anchor me. I was still getting used to my new strength.  
 
    As soon as Lilka was blown away, our tight formation broke.  
 
    Ryder cursed.  
 
    “Ryder!” Lilka screamed, her hair wild in the wind. Her arms spread wide, and her legs bent as if the storm was crucifying her.  
 
    The men could barely hold on to the ground by themselves, but they staggered toward her to try and grab her.  
 
    “Stay back!” Ryder shouted at the team, then told Fang, “Hold June.” 
 
    He let go of my waist and leapt into the sky. My heart slammed into my throat. I couldn’t lose him to the storm. If he disappeared into it, I’d go after him. Then my heart slammed back down, a breath of relief escaping my lips as he plucked Lilka out of its deadly embrace and brought her to the ground.  
 
    We regrouped with Lilka in the very center. She clung to Ryder, burying her face in his back, and he let her. He gave Fang a nod and wrapped an arm around my waist again.  
 
    “What if the storm never passes?” Ink whispered.  
 
    “We hold as long as we can”—Fang gritted his teeth—“until the bitter end.”  
 
    “What end isn’t bitter?” Alistair murmured.  
 
    “I’ll push my dragon out so he can get us out of here,” Ryder said with determination. “We’ll survive this.”  
 
    The sandstorm bombarded us for what felt like an eternity before it finally passed through and returned to the sky.  
 
    Ryder lifted the shield first, and we all looked up at the sky only to spot a dozen giant lizard-like creatures with jagged wings shooting from the opening of the sandstorm, diving toward us. Their long, sharp claws wielded axes and chainsaws.  
 
    We couldn’t hide under the shields anymore. We’d be sitting ducks. It’d be hard to battle even one of those beings, let alone a dozen. The gods had designed this off world to be our tomb. The only one who could survive this was probably Ryder, but he’d be wounded badly. That was one of the ways the gods made him suffer.  
 
    I looked around in a futile effort to find cover after the onslaught of the sandstorm. The place was mostly rubble with the few remaining buildings in ruins. Even if we stayed in the shade of the demolished buildings, the lizard beings would wreck the structures easily and drop rocks on our heads.  
 
    We had no strategic advantage over the hunters.  
 
    The team looked grimmer than me, seeing the same thing or worse. Fang and Ink darted a glance at me, probably pondering how to protect me. They still thought I was the weakest link. Ryder slanted me a look, and I saw fear lurking behind the curtain of rage in his molten gold eyes. If I didn’t know him better, I’d say that he was afraid for me.  
 
    I didn’t fare any better. I could feel the blood drain from my face as icy fear pumped into my chest, squeezing my heart, so much so I was afraid of throwing up. I’d passed the phase of voicing my fear for everyone to hear, like during my first Wild Hunt when I’d been sent to face the Frost Giants.  
 
    It would be worse to face the lizard hunters than the Frost Giants. I fought the need to grab Ryder’s arm to seek comfort and security. He might just think I was weak and pathetic.  
 
    Ryder stretched out his hand, and a flaming blade fell into his fingers, which curved firmly around the jeweled hilt. Fang, Silver, Alistair, Ink, and Lilka all summoned their weapons as well as their leader pointed the tip of his flaming blade into the sky and roared.  
 
    The team roared their battle cries with him. My blood boiled, courage pumping into my heart, melting the icy dread that nearly paralyzed me.  
 
    I pulled out the dagger, which looked like a toothpick against the lizard creatures and their thick skin. I glanced at my dagger, then at Silver’s weapon, then at the hunters diving toward us.  
 
    Ryder opened his palm again, and an elaborate spear appeared in his grasp.  
 
    “Sparrow, this is for you.” He handed me the spear.  
 
    I recognized it as a naginata, originally used by the Japanese samurai royal class.  
 
    How did he know that I preferred a spear over a blade? I took it gingerly and nodded a thank you. The naginata had an oak shaft and a curved blade on the end. I brandished it to get a feel for it. The spear fit perfectly in my hand.  
 
    Ryder probably thought the length of the spear would help me keep the hunters at bay better than a sword.  
 
    “Stay in my shadow,” he warned.  
 
    Now that I had a better weapon, I felt the knots in my stomach ease a little, even though defending myself with it against those terrifying alien beings might be impossible.  
 
    My gaze shifted back to the hunters. All of them had grayish skin and scales, except the biggest one among them, who had blue skin. They all had grotesque breasts to indicate that they were females. The largest lizard-like creature stared down at us, her vast jaw opening to expose jagged fangs that were longer than my forearm.  
 
    She raised her head and howled with bloodlust, the sound grating my nerves like shattering glass scratching over endless ice and sending chills down my spine.  
 
    “What kind of motherfuckers would bring chainsaws to a fight?” I murmured to myself.  
 
    Alistair chortled in amusement. “Don’t pout, summer girl. I’ve seen worse.”  
 
    I shuddered.  
 
     Lilka sent me a hateful look. I had no doubt that she’d find a chance to stab me in the back. I’d never give her my back. I recalled her wails and screams after she saw Ryder fuck me. That delusional bitch really believed that I had taken what had been hers.  
 
    Three lizard beings peeled away from their pals and shot down, roaring, their yellow gazes fixing on me.  
 
    Fuck, I was their target. Why? But then, I wouldn’t wish my new friends to be the target. Why didn’t they single out Lilka? She was prettier than me, and I had dirt and smudges on my cheeks since Ryder had had me on all fours on the ground before the hunters’ arrival.  
 
    I shook off the memory of him deep inside me, thrusting brutally. I hadn’t believed that kind of ecstasy could exist. Would this be the last flashback before I was cut down? I turned to look around at our team, and determination formed in my mind, replacing the image of being slain by the grotesque lizard-like beings.  
 
    I raised my head and screamed at the enemies with all I had as they zoomed toward me. My companions winced, but the sound didn’t carry to the hunters. Why didn’t my “banshee” shrieks work this time? 
 
    “Defend!” Ryder roared before my scream died out.  
 
    He cut in front of me, and Fang lunged to stand by him just as the three hunters bore down on us. Ryder swung his blade, and it collided with the first hunter’s chainsaw, sparks flying at the contact. He wasted no time and kicked at the shaft of the ax the second hunter held before she swung it down.  
 
    The second hunter’s large bug eyes widened in surprise at Ryder’s incredible strength, and she staggered back. 
 
     Silver was there on Ryder’s other side in a heartbeat and sliced the second hunter’s tail before she could regain her footing. She was incredibly fast, swatting at Silver’s neck with her long, sharp claws. The fae leapt aside and thrust his blade, landing a slash on his opponent’s arm. She yowled.  
 
    Fang was engaged with the third hunter, and their axes hacked at each other again and again.  
 
    Alistair let out a curse word and rushed to aid Fang. They boxed in the lizard, who had weird tits and fought like a fiend.  
 
    Lilka stared up at the rest of the hunters, shielding herself and watching Ryder’s back. Her hands shook a little. She wasn’t as composed as when we were facing the Frost Giants, so I speculated that this might be one of their worst battles. I bet that she’d accuse me of bringing bad luck to the team if she got a chance.  
 
    The rest of the hunters watched the ground battle restlessly, itching to come down and devour us, only to be held back by their blue-skinned ringleader’s guttural warning as she studied Ryder’s moves and tried to find our weaknesses.  
 
    Ryder and his team had a reputation in all realms since they had never lost a battle, though they’d lost a few team members across the numerous hunts.  
 
    I tried to calm my wild heartbeat as my frantic gaze darted between the battle on the ground and the hunters hovering in the sky, their lethal wings beating like vast bats. My cold hand grew sweaty holding the shaft of my spear.  
 
    The sandstorm twirled and howled above the lizard hunters.  
 
    With a furious bellow, Ryder buried his blade into the heart of his opponent before kicking her corpse away. Her small eyes closed forever as the last stinky breath left her thin, scaled lips.  
 
    Another hunter challenged him. Without missing a beat, the demigod dragon reversed his blade and thrust backward, slicing off her clawed hand. Silver took the opportunity and slashed the hunter’s throat.  
 
    “Take over, Silver,” Ryder ordered. “And guard June.”  
 
    Something warm and strange swam in my chest. He wanted his men to guard me as if I was special to him.  
 
    Then he leapt into the air, at least fifty feet high. The hunters swung their weapons toward him, ready to slice and hack him to bits. My heart nearly jumped out of my panicked throat, my limbs going icy cold at his possible death.  
 
    Why would he do something so reckless? I cursed.  
 
    Ryder twisted away from our enemies’ reach by landing on the tail of a lizard being that meant to impale him, using it as a bouncing point to leap higher, an impossible move for almost everyone. But Ryder was a demigod dragon, more powerful than any other dragon, according to Fang.  
 
    I let out a relieved whimper as I watched him touch down on the scaled shoulder of a hunter with relatively smaller breasts as she yowled in rage.  
 
    He’d brought the fight to our enemies, making himself the target to turn their attention away from his team and me. I should be grateful, yet fury seared a path to my middle. My lips thinned, trembling in fear for him. No way could even he withstand the odds of one against nine.  
 
    I wanted to yell at him, calling him an idiot for directing all the fire to himself. Yet I also knew that there was no better option. If all twelve—now eleven—hunters descended on us at once, at least a couple of our team members, especially me, would be maimed in no time.  
 
    The hunter beneath Ryder kicked in panic and turned her head to bite him, but Ryder flashed a wicked grin and embedded his flaming blade in her skull like a knife cutting through thick butter.  
 
    When he dragged it out, blood shot out from her head wound in a fountain. She had so much blood, but she was a big girl.  
 
    Before she tumbled down from the sky, Ryder kicked her horn, using it as another jumping point to hop onto another hunter’s back. 
 
    “Despicable dragon!” the blue-skinned ringleader bellowed and spat. “Your shamelessness knows no bounds!” 
 
    “Shamelessness is my middle name, babe.” Ryder laughed. “You’re welcome to slut shame me too.”  
 
    The hunter beneath him thrashed violently to throw him off her back, and Ryder kicked her.  
 
    “Behave,” he called, yet he darted a glance at me on the ground. “Be a good girl or I’ll spank you.”  
 
    He was such an asshole in every setting and every scene.  
 
    The ringleader barked out a guttural command, and the rest of the gray-skinned hunters got into formation and surrounded Ryder, brandishing their axes and chainsaws, ready to open him up without hesitation or mercy.  
 
    Furthermore, they had their vast jaws wide open, poised to swallow Ryder if he tried to hop on any of them. 
 
    Ryder gave a loud, exasperated sigh, not pleased with the hunters’ body language of “fuck you and fuck off.”  
 
    “You made me do it, and it’s all your fault,” he exclaimed and summoned a chain with two spearheads on the ends from thin air. “I gave you a chance to be a good girl, and you turned me down.”  
 
    He wielded the chain like he’d done it a hundred times. When he slammed it down, the spearheads on the ends of the chain sank into the lizard hunter’s wings beneath him. Ryder grabbed the middle of the chain and forced his victim to sail toward her companion on a collision course as if she was his pet.  
 
    The enslaved hunter wiggled and struggled and howled, wanting to take a bite out of Ryder or toss him off more than anything, yet she had no choice but to soar straight toward her team at high speed.  
 
    While Ryder forced his ride to break her fellow hunters’ formation, he summoned a dozen throwing stars and tossed them through the open jaws of the rest of the hunters, all at once. He was truly an asshole, but his aim was dead on.  
 
    Two hunters were a bit slower at blocking the throwing stars and suffered the consequences. One fell from the sky, but the other survived, as the throwing star came out of her other cheek instead of the back of her skull.  
 
    She got lucky, but she didn’t appreciate it, and she yowled in pain and rage.  
 
    She and another hunter peeled off and hurtled toward us.  
 
    Fang and Ink were still battling two hunters. Alistair and Silver left them and formed a protective formation around me as they waited for the new arrivals diving from the sky.  
 
    “Lilka, put away your differences with June and guard her back,” Silver said.  
 
    “Why?” Lilka sneered.  
 
    “Ryder would want it this way,” Silver said, trying to rein in his anger. “He won’t want June hurt.” 
 
    “What about me?” Lilka said. “Shouldn’t I be the precious one after all these years? I have no obligation toward that slut. My fealty to Ryder does not extend to his new squeeze toy.”  
 
    “You’ll have to answer to Ryder then if we survive this battle,” Silver said flatly.  
 
    “It’s okay, Sir Silver,” I offered. “I can handle this.”  
 
    “So be it,” Lilka answered in an acid tone.  
 
    The flying lizards headed straight for us, flinging their axes at Alistair and Silver at the front. Alistair and Silver swung their broadswords towards their foes, holding their ground. Lilka lunged, slashing her whip at the ugly she-hunter who bared her fangs at Alistair in their fierce duel.  
 
    Alistair, Fang, Silver, and Ink might not be as powerful as Ryder, but they were all excellent warriors who were incredibly strong and skilled. Yet they had a hard time finishing off their foes quickly. If the battle dragged on, it would put us all at a great disadvantage, as we were outnumbered.  
 
    I edged toward Silver’s opponent. I’d studied our enemies’ weaknesses, and all I concluded was that every one of them could overpower me. Those beings were highly trained supernatural killers. 
 
    A long tail swept toward me, aiming to behead me. I barely ducked in time, and the tail missed me by a couple of inches.  
 
    My heart pounded erratically, and Silver yelled for me to stay back.  
 
    “Fuck off, you useless Judas!” Lilka screamed, but the bitterness in her eyes told me she was disappointed that the lizard hadn’t succeeded in impaling me. “If anyone gets hurt, it’ll be your fucking fault!” 
 
    I knew that I shouldn’t distract Silver, but I believed that I could help. My speed and strength could match any member of the team, and I could be faster and probably stronger.  
 
    Let’s test it.  
 
    As Silver locked his blade with the hunter’s ax, I spotted an opening and charged, my naginata aiming for the hunter’s midsection. She saw me coming and twisted away, her long claws swatting at my chest.  
 
    Silver screamed, but he wouldn’t reach me in time. Horror bloomed on his handsome face. I dashed back to dodge the strike and landed in the middle of the hunter’s tail, the spearhead of my naginata stabbing into her side, piercing her hard hide.   
 
    I pushed it in with inhuman strength, smiling as I heard the snapping sound of the blade cutting open tissue and impaling organs. A shocked look slammed into the hunter’s lizard face, and Silver raised his blade and cleaved the creature’s neck with a single slice.  
 
    Her head dropped. Her body crashed to the ground with a thud.  
 
    Silver looked up from our enemy’s head to me.  
 
    “You gave me a scare, June,” he said, light glinting in his eyes. “But you did well.”  
 
    I grinned at him. “I can do better, Sir Fae.”  
 
    My legs pumped; I was on the move. I dashed across the field to aid Fang and Ink while Silver hurried toward the vampire to give him a hand.  
 
    “Hey, ugly!” I shouted at Fang’s opponent, a lizard with a long, scaled snout. “Look what I got.” I tossed her friend’s head at her hideous face.  
 
    Fang ducked out of the way. The hunter also dodged but was a second too late; her friend’s bloody head missed her face but landed on her tits. She swatted away the severed head.  
 
    She yowled. “I’ll eat your face!” 
 
    She charged, chasing me. Fang hacked at her jaw, but she twisted away and crashed her ax into his. Her other ax slammed into Ink’s sword. While she was angry and busy fending off my friends, I stabbed her tail with my naginata and nailed it to the ground. She roared in pain and thrashed her tail to break it free. Ink dashed to her blind side at amazing speed, his hand turning to enormous claws and ripping her spine free. The brutality was so real, but it no longer shocked me.  
 
    Another threat was eliminated.  
 
    I raised my eyes to track Ryder’s moves, hoping that we could get there to help him as he battled those hunters alone.  
 
    A wave of sand swept over us, and I raised a hand to shield my eyes. Beastly yowls boomed, chilling my bones. Then a dozen new lizard-like beings with yellow scales dropped from the sandstorm, each wielding a long, thick spear.  
 
    My heart froze as a moment of fear kicked into me.  
 
    “The gods are cheating!” Ink spat. “Fuckers!” 
 
    “They changed the rules of the game,” Fang said, his eyes glowing with fury. “They have no honor.” 
 
    “They want to end the century-long hunt and see us dead today,” Alistair murmured, dark light flashing in his sapphire eyes. “Let’s kill as many as we can.”  
 
    Silver stared up at the hunters in the sky, his face grim yet determined.  
 
    Seven hunters dove toward us, the rest joining the ranks that besieged Ryder. He swept a look at his team on the ground, then at me. We locked gazes, and I saw terror in his eyes.  
 
    He roared in rage, scales appearing on his jaw. But that was it; his dragon couldn’t come out this time. I bet that the gods had done something to make sure the demigod dragon wouldn’t be able to shift in this battle.  
 
    Lilka and Ink pressed their backs together to fight as a pair. Silver and Alistair hooked up, and Fang and I stood side by side.  
 
    The hunters’ lethal wings flapped rapidly as they rode the edge of the sandstorm. Then, as one, they came roaring down toward us and shattered our formation.  
 
    My hair flew wildly in every direction as I swung my naginata to drive back the hunters that pressed in on me. Cold sweat gathered under my armpits, dried, then drenched my skin again.  
 
    Fang and Silver were boxed in by four hunters. Ink, Alistair, Lilka, and I were dueling our opponents. I lost track of time, as every second felt like an eternity of terror. I twisted away from a blow after a hunter cut a slice along the back of my shoulder. Pain erupted in me like cold fire.  
 
    As I swept a panicked glance at the rest of the team, I could see that we were losing. The hunters were playing with us for their entertainment.  
 
    Lilka had some slashes across her thighs. Despite her trying to guard her face, her left eye had been nicked. She growled in pain and fear.  
 
    Fang limped nearby as he threw his ax at his foe. He’d lost an arm, blood pouring from the stump. Alistair had been speared by a hunter’s tail, which dragged him off his feet and into the air. The formidable vampire had become a sacrificial lamb. Dark crimson blood streamed from his chest. Silver and Ink were battered and bloody as well.  
 
    None of us looked good. The hunters would do us in soon.  
 
    Ryder roared and roared as he tried to break the enemy ranks and come to us, but he was surrounded by the hunters’ reinforcements. I caught a glimpse of him bending backward on his unwilling and struggling ride, reversing his blade and burying it into the eye of a new hunter who tried to sneak up on him.  
 
    I leapt onto the hunter’s back to avoid being impaled by either her tail or her spear. I was good at hopping on any creature’s back, as I’d had some practice when I’d first arrived on Pandemonium, one of the worst days of my life.  
 
     With all the strength I had, I stabbed my naginata into the hunter’s skull before she could take a bite out of me. I jumped off her corpse, taking in the hopeless situation around me.  
 
    Ryder stumbled on the back of his enraged ride, bleeding everywhere. Obviously, he’d been distracted as he wanted to come down to us, so he’d suffered many cuts that he should’ve avoided.  
 
    He couldn’t help us, nor could we give him any aid.  
 
    He bellowed to force his dragon out and failed again. The gods’ curse held his dragon captive. The cry of his muffled dragon stirred my dragon, as if she was eager to answer her mate’s call.  
 
    Despite our differences, his suffering, pain, and rage echoed in my bones and pierced my heart. Yet the worst was to come; the hunters would make him watch as they killed his team first before they maimed him beyond recognition.  
 
    I couldn’t see him hurt like that. I couldn’t see him destroyed.  
 
    My dragon thrashed and roared, and I let go. I set her free. If she had to rip me apart, so be it.  
 
    Lava formed in the center of my heart, burning and pumping into my veins, filling my whole being. Then I was all fire and nothing else.  
 
    Scales formed along my spine, then slithered up my shoulders. The next moment, my face started to change shape. Where my mouth had been, my skin stretched into a hard jaw. Scales covered my forehead in an instant.  
 
    My bones expanded, my tissues stretched, flesh tore.  
 
    The pain wasn’t like anything I’d experienced. A scream tore out of me at the pure agony, but it was cut off as my human neck turned into a dragon one, long and incredibly hard.  
 
    My organs enlarged, and my heartbeat turned to thunder in my ears.  
 
    I kept transforming, the agony a war song in my blood.  
 
    It hurt. Oh gods, it hurt so much.  
 
    Then it was done. I perched on the ground as a dragon with brilliant ruby-red scales. My clothes were tatters at my clawed feet. My large dragon eyes glanced down far below and mourned the ruined boots.  
 
    The battlefield froze, and I saw shock slam into my team members’ bloody faces.  
 
    They’d heard the tale that all the female dragons had been hunted to extinction. Yet here I was. They’d expected me to be anything but a dragon. Hope rippled across their faces only to be replaced by fear for me.  
 
    I might look like a formidable she-dragon, but I was a baby dragon who had no battle experience, and this was my first shift.  
 
    My dragon ignored their lack of confidence in me, raised her head, and roared thunderously.  
 
    Without wasting one more second, she spread her massive red wings and leapt into the air. I prayed with all I had that she wouldn’t tumble to the ground halfway through the sky.  
 
    The fear proved to be unfounded.  
 
    Let go. Let me have control! my dragon snarled at me, and I sank into the back seat.  
 
    Then I watched with utter amazement at how my dragon instinctively knew how to fly as soon as she took over the reins. She climbed into the sky rapidly, her wings beating the fierce wind with commanding power. Gravity had no hold on her.  
 
    She roared again, and thunder rolled over the horizon. I’d never felt such a high.  
 
    The lizard beings froze as my dragon charged into their ranks with ferocity that even shocked me. She roared as she collided with two hunters that were attacking Ryder and knocked both out of the fucking way.  
 
    Ryder wheeled, beholding my magnificent dragon form, pride and desire turning his eyes to molten gold. He tossed a series of throwing stars at our enemies as they regrouped to come after us.  
 
    Having relieved some of his burden, my dragon swished her tail and charged into another cluster of hunters. She headed straight for the blue-scaled ringleader, and they crashed into each other, biting, snarling, and clawing at each other with all their might.  
 
    My dragon put up a good fight even though we had never battled in our dragon form. She instinctively knew how to fight like she was born a warrior. Her barbed tail was a lethal weapon, sweeping away spears and axes. She was pleased with herself, feeling invincible, just as a hunter from our blind side found an opening and cut into her tail.  
 
    We roared in pain and wheeled toward that fucking hunter, moving lithely despite our size.  
 
    My dragon crashed into that sneaky piece of shit, slashing her claws at her belly. Our enemy yowled in pain, and my dragon’s fangs bit into her throat and tore it out. The claw digging into our side went limp as she toppled toward the ground.  
 
    Ryder roared in wrath as he spotted us bleeding, but he shouldn’t fuss, since we bled our enemies worse. He hacked at the hunters around him like a man possessed to try to get to us.  
 
    The hunters swarmed my dragon, and we were a lone wolf amid a horde of jackals. A lethal tail that we didn’t see coming speared my side, and we roared in pain.  
 
    While my dragon made up for her inexperience in battle with her fierceness, we were still at a disadvantage against those battle-hardened assholes that lived and breathed on the battlefield.  
 
    Claws sliced through my dragon’s lower belly while two lizards shot toward us from beneath. She couldn’t avoid that strike, since too many hunters swarmed us.  
 
    My dragon roared in pain and rage as we felt a horrible cut in the middle of our tail. My dragon thrashed, struggling to stay in the air.  
 
    A desperate, furious roar reached me, sinking into our bones and rocking our core. It comforted us and made us feel safe while freezing our enemies for a second. Then, in front of our eyes, an enormous and majestic dragon tore out of Ryder, overcoming the potent curse set by the gods. My dragon purred, drinking in his ebony scales shining like black diamonds dusted with sunset gold.  
 
    His massive, glorious wings extended to their full length. The deadly dragon fixed his burning golden eyes on us before turning to his prey. With another thunderous roar, he shredded the hunter beneath him with his mighty jaw and claws. He didn’t stop there; he shot into our enemies, a jet of fire surging toward the ones that hindered his path to me.  
 
    Encouraged, my dragon followed his moves and ripped into the hunters ganging up on us. Three of them tumbled to the ground for our team to finish off. Another stream of fire spewed from the black dragon’s mouth, engulfing a hunter.  
 
    My dragon yelped in delight, then roared while mimicking him, calling our fire. 
 
    Lava poured out of my dragon and engulfed a lizard being on the left, melting her as her scream died.  
 
    We thinned our enemies’ numbers with our combined dragon fires. The last two hunters fled toward the sandstorm roaring above us. One of them got away and vanished into the storm. The other tumbled down before she reached the storm, a spear buried in her underbelly.  
 
    We gazed down. Silver was the one who’d thrown my naginata at that hunter and scored. Good man.  
 
    Ryder’s dragon opened his jaw and thundered in triumph, and his team echoed his roar from the ground. It was over. We’d won. We got to live another day, all of us. And we hadn’t lost any team members. 
 
    Feeling exuberant, my dragon opened her mouth to join the victorious roar, but a yawn swept over her.  
 
    The black dragon trained his fiery gaze on my ruby-red dragon with utter adoration, then he led her in a circle, a dragon dance.  
 
    Mate, I heard the dragon calling in our mind.  
 
    Before my dragon answered, wrongness swept over us. My dragon body no longer felt like my own. Heaviness pushed into us like an ocean of lead filling our every fiber. Maybe my dragon had used up all the fuel we had, but it felt worse than that. It felt like we were dying.  
 
    And then my dragon was losing altitude. We plunged toward the ground. The black dragon growled and dove toward me to try to boost us up, but he was half a second late. My dragon crashed into a low-rise shack that somehow still stood after the destruction of the sandstorm and the battle. It finally suffered the fate of ruin under my dragon’s weight.  
 
    My dragon vanished into me, and my human body, naked and bloody, curled into a ball amid the rubble.   
 
    The next instant, where the black dragon had hovered over me stood Ryder. He crouched and gathered me gently into his arms.  
 
    “Poison,” he cried out in devastation. “One of the fucking hunters got a venomous bite on her.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 9 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ryder had been gone for two days, from what I learned after I’d woken up.  
 
    His absence was a throbbing ache in my chest. My dragon whined nonstop about his dragon being away. She wanted to cuddle with him, and more than that, she wanted to break out of my skin again and soar into the sky with the black dragon.  
 
    I was still wary of her and held my reins tight. I didn’t want her to overthrow and replace me. Right now, she wasn’t rebellious or getting too ambitious. One of the reasons was that we were both still weak from the aftereffects of the potent poison. Also, with all the magical elements awakening and warring in my spellbound body, I’d experienced a burning fever. The transformation had consumed much of my energy reserves as well.  
 
    I was aware that I’d got lucky that she hadn’t ripped me apart last time, so I wasn’t exactly keen on her coming out again. Just thinking of the agony of transformation made me shiver again.  
 
    I saved your ass. She sent me pictures of how she’d battled the hunters, and I closed my eyes, not wanting to relive them. I saved everyone’s asses.  
 
    My dragon didn’t exactly communicate to me in words, but I could understand her meanings and her mood. She was mostly interested in two things—mating and violence. Well, I didn’t even like confrontation. As for mating, it might be fun, but what she wanted would only cause inconvenience for me, since Ryder and I still didn’t mix.  
 
    Look how he’d taken off without even leaving a note.  
 
    My thoughts drifted to Ryder. I couldn’t help it. The more I resisted thinking of him, the more he circled in my mind.  
 
    Ink, Fang, and Alistair strolled into the common room and convinced me to play a card game with them. Silver had volunteered for patrol duty, as we always had the horde of beasts and the bear shifter gang to worry about, even though our force field could hold back both problems. At this point, I’d gotten used to the beasts’ wailing and yowling and could block them out half of the time.  
 
    I was dying to know where Ryder had gone and when he’d be back, but I refused to ask anyone. The men had all seen what had happened between us. I hadn’t seen Lilka either.  
 
    Had they run off together?  
 
    I clenched my teeth to push away the image of them being together before jealousy, rage, and anxiety overwhelmed me. I also snuffed out how Ryder had pounded into me brutally and possessively as we faced the roaring sandstorm.  
 
    A moment of weakness, I told myself. And he cost me the chance of escaping the Wild Hunt and returning home.   
 
    I wouldn’t go anywhere else without our mate. My dragon flashed me an image of her and the black dragon battling and mating, which was her biggest dream.  
 
    I tried to block her out and focus on the game.  
 
    As soon as Ink dealt the cards, I realized that it was a game I’d played before in college. But I didn’t reveal anything. It was better to be underestimated.  
 
    “You transformed, June,” Fang started, tossing a card he didn’t want into the center of the table.  
 
    I stretched out a hand, going for the card he didn’t want, but Alistair snatched it before me. I glared at him, and he smirked at me.  
 
    “I did, Fang,” I said. “I’m a dragon. What a surprise.”  
 
    “There’s no need to be sarcastic, she-dragon.” Ink smirked at me. “Everyone wants to be a big bad dragon.”  
 
    Alistair gave him a dark look. “Seriously?” 
 
    “I like my wolf just fine,” Fang said. “Wouldn’t trade him for the world.” He turned to me. “I told you that you were a shifter just like me, but I didn’t expect you to be a dragon.”  
 
    “What’s so hard to believe?” Alistair said. “Ryder’s dragon recognized her right away. That was why he evoked summer girl’s heat to call out her dragon. And he tried to mate her every chance he got.”  
 
    I felt my face flaming. The guys had seen Ryder fuck me in the alley before the sandstorm.  
 
    “It was said that all the female dragons were hunted to extinction,” Fang said.  
 
    Ink grinned widely. “Yet we got one here.” He reached out to ruffle my hair, and I ducked. It was already too wild for my liking.  
 
    “That’s probably why summer girl was brought here and tossed into the Wild Hunt,” Alistair said, a profound look on his handsome face as he dealt a card.  
 
    They didn’t know it was more than that. The gods wanted me to destroy Ryder as their assassin. The archangel’s mark grew hot on my breast.  
 
    “You’re our responsibility, June,” Fang said, regarding my pale face with concern. “We were supposed to guard you, but instead, you saved our asses in the off world. You’ve saved me twice now.”  
 
    “Don’t mention it, Fang,” I said. “You always look after me.”  
 
    “I’ve looked after you too, June,” Ink said. “Not that I’m fishing for thanks. I’m but a humble anonymous hero. And you are one badass dragon.”  
 
    I smiled at him but pulled my cards closer to my chest as the dashing demon peeked at me. “If you’re trying to figure out what cards I hold, it won’t work.”  
 
     “You and your dragon have no self-preservation,” Fang said after a moment. “You can’t just dive into danger headfirst next time. You’re still a baby dragon. You need training.”  
 
    “I have a great sense of self-preservation,” I protested. “I want to preserve myself. I don’t have any relatives. I’m the last of my bloodline. Oh, I meant to ask you guys, how long was I out?”  
 
    “Three days, and you had us scared,” Fang said. “Ryder carried you all the way back. He never left your side until the danger passed and your form was no longer distorted out of proportion. You stayed in your half-form with scales covering your face, and you had a tail. When your veins weren’t like black vines popping out of your skin, we knew the poison was purged.”  
 
    I winced. I wondered if Ryder had been repulsed by my deformed look.  
 
    “We could only watch from the doorway and brought you water and potions from the door,” Ink continued. “The possessive bastard didn’t allow anyone to get close to you. His dragon was in a mood too. You weren’t coherent or lucid. You threw up the whole night, and he took care of you.”  
 
    I blinked. I knew he was possessive, since he regarded me as his slave, but I didn’t expect him to take care of a slave like that. He lusted after me, but he also hated me. I looked too much like Ava, who’d murdered his mentor.  
 
    “He fed you soup spoon by spoon on the third day when you were able to swallow liquid,” Fang chimed in. “I’ve never seen him take care of anyone and be so patient.”  
 
    “Wait,” I called, worry wrinkling my brows. “Was it a veggie soup?”  
 
    “Yes,” Ink offered. “This humble hero brewed the soup.”  
 
    I relaxed. “Thank you.”  
 
    Ink shook his head, half-disgusted, half-amused. “Never thought I’d meet a vegetarian dragon.”  
 
    “Where—uh, where is the black dragon?” I asked. I could no longer hold back. But I wasn’t asking about Ryder. I just wanted to know where his dragon was.  
 
    “Don’t worry about him,” Fang said. “He’ll be back.”  
 
    I narrowed my eyes. They were hiding something from me, but I wasn’t one of those entitled brats who demanded trust and respect and money to be handed to them.  
 
    Yet I wasn’t without pettiness.  
 
    When it was my turn to deal the cards, I shuffled them swiftly and then slid two queens into my hand before I continued to deal.  
 
    Ink snatched my queen cards, turned them over, and yelled at me. “You cheat! How could you?” 
 
    How did he even catch me? I was super fast, but then, I was facing some supernaturals. My face flamed at being called out.  
 
     “It was the first time I ever cheated a little,” I protested in a small, angry voice. Why couldn’t I be the bad guy without consequences for once? “It’s so unfair, I can’t even get a break!”  
 
    “You don’t even have remorse?” the handsome demon grated.  
 
    “You’re usually laid back,” I bit back. I was a dragon now, so I knew how to bite. “What’s wrong with you? And it’s just a harmless game to kill time. Besides, everyone cheats these days. Cheaters win and scammers prosper. It doesn’t apply to me though, since I’ve had a basket of bad luck lately.”  
 
    “I can’t believe this.” Ink shook his head in disgust. “Even June, the nicest girl, started cheating. The world is doomed.”  
 
    “The world was doomed a long time ago. Let it burn for all I care.” Alistair chuckled. “But it was fun to see summer girl cheat and get caught.”  
 
    Fang looked straight at me, a moral compass wheeling on his face. “You shouldn’t pick up bad habits, June. Be the better one among us.”  
 
    “You ask a lot, Fang,” I said. “I’m cracking under the pressure.”  
 
    “You won’t,” he said. “You have us.”  
 
    “I just don’t want to lose all the time,” I said. “I don’t want to be the loser among you.”  
 
    “Ink was cheated out of his inheritance before he was betrayed and thrown into the Wild Hunt,” Fang said. “So he goes overboard when he catches even smalltime cheaters. If it’d been another person, he might’ve challenged them to a duel.”  
 
    “That’s intense,” I said, “but I won’t judge you, Ink.”  
 
    “So you’ll still cheat?” he asked incredulously.  
 
    “Not when it comes to you,” I said. “I give you my word. Cheaters win these days. When you can’t beat them, you join them, right?” 
 
    Alistair whistled. “That’s our summer girl. I officially welcome you into the team.”  
 
    I slanted a doubtful look at him.  
 
    “Does that mean that I don’t need to sleep with one eye open anymore worrying that you might jump me to get a sip of my blood?”  
 
    He chuckled lowly, not embarrassed at all. “It’s tempting. You can sleep with both eyes open and I won’t get near you. I never planned to bite you, ever since Ryder had his scent on you.”  
 
    I ran my lips between my teeth. “When was that?” 
 
    “When we first spotted you landing amid the horde of beasts,” he confessed, “but then you rose to the occasion and ran along the backs of the beasts like a woman possessed by fear and determination and confusion.”  
 
    Did that mean what had happened in the storm was real and Ryder had kissed me and pounded his cock into me?  
 
    I shook my head in denial. If I kept thinking of these things, I’d go mad. Reality was bent out of proportion. But I started to accept that I could no longer return to civilization. And even if I returned, I could no longer fit in with humans, knowing I was a dragon and more.  
 
    This was where I belonged now, with my friends and team members in this cursed, brutal realm, and I’d never felt more alive, no matter how fucked up it was. Oliver’s face popped up in the back of my mind and faded into the mist.  
 
    You finally see sense. It took you long enough. My dragon then showed me an image of her fantasy of fucking the black dragon, and I wanted to cover my eyes. If mate hasn’t come back tomorrow, let’s go look for him and then fuck him hard.  
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    The team condemned my former training as inadequate. Silver took the role of my mentor and was tougher on me than Mom.  
 
    After hours of strenuous training with Silver, bruised all over, Ink took pity on me and volunteered to train me in hand-to-hand combat. He promised that it’d be less hard. He was a hands-on kind of guy, so we ended up wrestling on the ground.  
 
    Before I could knee him in the nuts to throw him off, his weight suddenly left me. The wind blew my hair wildly; the beasts’ howls sounded right in my ears. Well, they were only several feet from the practice field. I wasn’t as afraid as before at their proximity, though I remained nervous.  
 
    Fang told me not to fear, but Ink said fear was good and could keep me alive.  
 
    I sat up slowly, dazed, and tried to locate Ink.  
 
    Where did he go? Then I saw him climb to his feet from the root of an old dead tree, glaring in my direction.  
 
    What did I do?  
 
    Then the scent of hellfire, burning sandalwood, and powerful male hit my nostrils just before Ryder towered over me, jealous rage darkening his golden-blue eyes and twisting his usually gorgeous face as he glared down at me.  
 
    He’d returned.  
 
    My eyes widened in surprise and delight, and my heart leapt in joy at his presence before I could dim the light in my eyes.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” I demanded, trying to cover up how giddy I was at seeing him.  
 
    “What did you do that for, man?” Ink groaned some more.  
 
    Ryder had torn him from me.  
 
    “What did I say about not touching sparrow?” Ryder hissed.  
 
    “I was teaching her hand-to-hand combat!” Ink said exasperatedly.  
 
    “By rolling on the ground with her and you on top?” Ryder grated. 
 
    Ink blinked in confusion. “You want her on top instead? She tried and nearly succeeded before you showed up.”  
 
    Alistair chuckled.  
 
    Ryder gave them all a hard look before regarding me with disapproval as well. 
 
     “If she’s on the ground with foes descending upon her, she’s already dead!” he yelled.  
 
    “That’s harsh, even for you,” I said.  
 
    Ryder narrowed his eyes. “Having fun with my men while I was away, weren’t you?”  
 
    “I was having fun?” I sneered. “I was training my ass off for the next hunt!” 
 
    Then I noticed Lilka right behind him. Had they gone off and then returned together? She smirked at me, as if sharing a sweet secret with Ryder.   
 
    A fit of jealous rage shot into me.  
 
    “And thank you for coming back to ruin everything, including the rest of my evening, d—demon!” I threw my insult, since demons were considered the worst thing in the human world.  
 
    “If you want to insult Ryder, please find another fucking word, June,” Ink said scathingly, remaining a safe distance from Ryder and me. “I’m more of a demon than him, so I don’t appreciate the racial slur.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, sparrow,” Ryder purred menacingly. “We’ll have a long evening ahead of us to ruin.”  
 
    “Yeah, go ahead and spend it with your harem!” I shouted, disdain dripping from my voice.  
 
    He spread his arms. “My harem? Where are they?” 
 
    “You tell me,” I spat. “You were quite cozy with your sultry groupies in Moonshine on the Wheel.” I bared my teeth. “You probably went to see them during those three days when I was out cold from the poison.”  
 
    I shot to my feet, a sudden lightheadedness making me sway, and Ryder was there in an instant, holding my elbows. I shoved him, but he stood his ground, his hands grasping my arms. Even that touch sent a buzz of pleasure to my toes.  
 
    My dragon preened in delight, and I gave her a quick “I dare you” warning before her purr came out.  
 
    “From now on,” Ryder stared down at me, “I don’t want my men to train you in hand-to-hand combat, and no wrestling. I’ll take up that task now that I’m back.”  
 
    “I don’t want you to train me,” I said. “If you insist, I’ll spend the entire morning in bed.”  
 
    “Then I’ll be in there with you.” He smirked to rile me up, and my heart raced, heat rising in me.  
 
    “I can take over the training, Ryder,” Lilka volunteered. “I’m good at it, and you might want to take a shower after our long, sweaty, and fun adventure.”  
 
    I bristled. So they did get together. I clenched my fists to rein myself in so I wouldn’t go berserk and ruin the asshole’s good looks. He’d never promised me exclusivity.  
 
    Ryder gave Lilka an unreadable look, glanced at me, then shrugged and walked away.  
 
    Fuck you too. Shaking with rage, I asked my dragon to shoot a jet of fire to burn his ass, but she only whimpered.  
 
    Useless when I needed her! 
 
    Well, from now on, I’d just treat him like a whore. The difference was that he wouldn’t get paid one penny for his services when I required him to quench my heat when the next mating fever hit me. My thoughts were vengeful, yet I didn’t feel any better as the storm raged in me.  
 
    “I’m taking over your pathetic training, Judas,” Lilka said with a malicious smirk. “Let’s see what you got.”  
 
    I glared at her. I got a ton of pent-up rage, bitch! 
 
    She arched a mocking eyebrow. “I see. Not up for a challenge, you pathetic—” 
 
    “I eat challenges like kids’ candies,” I said with a savage smile. I’d never smiled like that. From the corner of my eye, I caught Ink cringing at my smile while appearing fascinated at the same time. “However, you aren’t qualified to train me. When a Frost Giant tossed you away like a fucking broken doll, I landed on his back and plunged my dagger into his ear. I remember the last fight like it was yesterday. The hunters broke our ranks because of you, and I stepped up and took them down with the rest of the team. All this time, you’ve been the pathetic weakest link while you bark so loud trying to pin that shit on me. So, come on then, you talentless bitch, show me what you got.”  
 
    She narrowed her eyes, venom brimming in them. “You think you’re the shit now? You got lucky. Oh no, actually, you got a power boost from Ryder after you opened your shameless legs and begged him to fuck you.” 
 
    “It was a good fuck.” I smirked. “Though the first time, he got two stars. The second time, it was four point four stars. He might just get five stars next time if he works hard, and I won’t accept less than a stellar performance. On the other hand, I feel so sorry for you. He wouldn’t even touch you no matter how wide you spread your legs. So who’s pathetic?”  
 
    I was trying to fish for whether Ryder had indeed fucked her or not during those three days. Lilka looked like she was biting into a lemon while venom flashed in her eyes.  
 
    Silver, Fang, Ink, and Alistair opened their mouths then clamped them shut, trading uncertain looks. A few days ago, I’d been this extremely shy virgin. These kinds of vulgar, acid words would never have left my lips.  
 
    And I wasn’t done.  
 
    “It must’ve eaten you alive seeing him with me, didn’t it, Lilka?” I taunted her.  
 
    “It won’t last, you dumb slut,” she snarled and charged me.  
 
    A rush of lust slammed into me with the force of a hard wave. She was using her power on me. As a half-siren and half-succubus, she was extremely powerful in the art of seduction.  
 
    The others had warned me of her power, and they’d also confessed she’d failed to seduce Ryder over and over. Ink once told a tale about Ryder’s father. The King of the Underworld had brushed off a goddess’s seduction and stayed true to his fated mate during the Underworld Bride Trials. Ryder was said to be even more powerful than his father. With his power bound by the curse, he was still able to swat away Lilka’s power. That only made her even more obsessed with him.  
 
    Too many men couldn’t handle rejection, and many women weren’t any better.  
 
    I shrugged off her lust power like an old jacket. For a second, I wondered why she hadn’t used it in the battlefield to gain an edge. But maybe her power didn’t work on the gods and monsters but only preyed on the weak?  
 
    I ducked and kicked her in the knee in retaliation. She leapt back and zoomed in to ram her fist toward my eye. I threw up my hand and slammed my knuckles into hers. I absorbed the impact easily. It wasn’t like hitting Ryder, not even close.  
 
    We traded a fierce blur of fists and kicks. She lunged, I ducked, then I lurched, my fist meeting her forearm. She booted my thigh, and I wheeled. The heel of my foot collided with her cheek, and I heard the sound of cracking bone.  
 
    A shocked look rippled over her face.  
 
    I might not have her battle experience, but I was a damn dragon, bitch.  
 
    My strength was tenfold what it used to be, and I was damn fast. With proper motivation, I was a formidable force.  
 
    After three bouts, I was getting even better. I hit her far more times than she did me. Every time I scored, the sore loser snarled. She cursed me as she jumped high to kick the side of my head. I caught her leg with great strength, dragged her down, then flung her into the air. To her credit, she twisted in the air in a blur of speed and landed on her feet, hissing like a rattlesnake. She proved to be more flexible than me. Good for her.  
 
    “My turn to kick you in the head, you waste-of-space succubus,” I said.  
 
    “In your dreams, slut,” she hissed.  
 
    Ink roared with laughter while wiping a tear from the corner of his eye. “This is damn hot, man. This is the best fucking show ever.”  
 
    Fang, Silver, and Alistair stood around, their arms folded across their chests. I bet that Silver, who was analyzing my every move, would offer me a critique as soon as the fight was over.  
 
    We charged at each other to eliminate the space between us, not like lovers but like mortal enemies. I crouched at the last second and swept my legs out. She jumped back to avoid my maneuver, but it was a feint. I’d leapt up before she could blink and split my legs to kick her in her forehead. While she swayed, I wheeled and followed up with a swift backward kick to her skull.  
 
    I was too fast for her.  
 
    Her head snapped back, and she went down in a heap.  
 
    I proved to be the superior fighter, considering she had boots and I was barefoot. I’d lost the boots I got from Mo during the last Wild Hunt when my dragon feet shredded them. I still mourned their demise.   
 
    “You lost. Now beat it,” I ordered.  
 
    I was sick and tired of the sight of her. Jealous rage still burned in me at seeing her and Ryder come back together. My dragon had been nagging me to maul her face, making Lilka ugly.  
 
    So that cunt won’t go after our mate again, my dragon advised.  
 
    But I still had an ounce of restraint that prevented me from thinking like my beast, who was ruled by primal need and instinct alone. 
 
    My opponent refused to concede defeat. She rolled to her feet and lunged at me. I’d have to put her down again, and this time, I’d be merciless. My dragon’s aggression was getting to me. And when the bitch was down, I’d kick her until she stayed down.  
 
    Before she got into my range, instead of crashing into me as I expected, she threw something at me. I put up a hand to shield my face by instinct, but I was too late, and it wasn’t enough. The wind sent a spray of powder into my face.  
 
    My air passage burned like a hot iron rod was pressing on it and sealing it.  
 
    I gagged and went down on my knees, clawing at my throat to try to ease the sharp pain and get air into my lungs. The pain only increased, and I couldn’t breathe. Blisters formed all over my face, and my eyeballs felt like they were melting.  
 
    I was utterly defenseless as a heap on the ground. I struggled to peek an eye open and spotted Lilka stalking toward me, her whip hissing and snapping around her. I realized what she was going to do. She intended to take my head off with this opportunity, and there was nothing I could do.  
 
    My dragon thrashed and roared, trying to break out to defend me, but something in the powder incapacitated her as well.  
 
    “Lilka, stop!” I heard the men shout a warning.  
 
    They lunged toward her, but they wouldn’t get to her in time to stop her whip from beheading me.  
 
    Never thought that vicious bitch would finally get her wish and do me in after I’d survived two Wild Hunts. I wouldn’t go down without dragging her to hell with me. Writhing on the ground in agony, I lashed out a hand, ready to grab the whip. I might lose an arm, but I’d pull her to me and bite her throat out with the last of my strength.  
 
    Instead of being cut through by a merciless whip, I heard a roar. Then Ryder was there, standing between me and Lilka, the end of the whip caught in his hand.  
 
    The wind ruffled his wet hair, and he had a towel wrapped around his waist. He’d come out of the shower. 
 
    He yanked her whip out of her grasp. She gave a yip and went airborne. Before she could climb to her feet, she was yanked into the air, her feet dangling several inches from the hard dirt, her throat in Ryder’s grip.  
 
    “Didn’t I say not to touch June?” Ryder snarled, his golden eyes on fire.  
 
    “She started this,” she whimpered.  
 
    Ryder pointed at a backpack that Lilka had laid down on a large rock before she’d attacked me. “Antidote is in the bag. Administer it to June.”  
 
    Fang rushed to grab the bag, fumbled inside frantically, and pulled out a syringe. He dashed to me and stabbed the needle into my neck, the liquid antidote pushing into my vein.  
 
    I let out a gasp as my air passage opened a crack, and I squeezed in a painful lungful of air before I coughed violently.  
 
    “Easy, June,” Fang coaxed me in his comforting baritone. “You’re okay now. You’re safe.”  
 
    I eyed him with gratitude before darting my gaze toward Ryder and Lilka. He still held her in the air, his large, powerful hand seizing her slender throat.  
 
    “How could you take her side?” she whimpered, tears flowing down her perfect face. “She’s been here for less than a week, and you know she was sent by the gods to sabotage us, to destroy you. I feel it in my bones.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat and then pounded painfully. Her story wasn’t exactly farfetched, and there was such a convincing tone in her voice, as if she knew something that no one else did.  
 
    “I, on the other hand,” she continued, her voice gaining a harder edge, “have been with you for a century, loyal to a fault. I’d do anything for you. Doesn’t it mean anything to you?”  
 
    “I keep you with the team and try my best to keep everyone alive,” Ryder said coldly. He was still very angry.  
 
    “I don’t just want to be alive,” she said. “I want you, Ryder. Once you couldn’t live without me. I want those days back.”  
 
    A muscle jerked in his jaw. “That never happened. That was in your head. I never said anything to give you that kind of false hope or mislead you to believe that I couldn’t live without you. Instead, I told you more than once that it would never happen between us. I told you to never hang on to me, as I didn’t do relationships.” 
 
    “You tended to me when I was wounded. You were so gentle. You put yourself in danger and saved me so many times. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “I would put myself between danger and my team at any time,” Ryder grated. “I’ll continue to do so for any member of my team that’s become my family.” 
 
    “You refuse to see what we used to mean to each other.” Lilka choked on a sob. “You might be cold-hearted, but I can never stop loving you.” 
 
    He flinched. “Don’t. I don’t see you that way and never will.” 
 
    “But you see Judas, don’t you?” She gazed at him, tears flowing down her face again.  
 
    “Don’t call her that again,” he growled.  
 
    “What do you see in her? She might be a dragon, but she’s nobody dragon. I’m a princess, even though I’m exiled. My mother is the siren queen. You could have a royal, yet you chose to fuck a pathetic plain Jane.”  
 
    “So?” Ryder mocked.  
 
    “You set the rule about no fucking in the camp, yet you screwed her as soon as she came here,” Lilka spat, her face hardening. “You broke your own rules. And when we go to the off world, you usually let your men share any woman, but you keep her all for yourself. You won’t allow them to touch her even in training. That’s not you, and I know you. Don’t you see what she’s doing to you? Don’t you see that the gods have sent her to unmake you and destroy us? If you really want to protect your team as you said, take out the trash before she takes down any of us, before it’s too late. You’ve seen her dragon form. There wasn’t supposed to be a she-dragon left. June is a destroyer in disguise. And I was trying to do your job since you have a soft spot for her. She’s your blind spot, Ryder, and I was trying to correct it by eliminating the worst threat to us.” 
 
    “You aren’t allowed to correct anything or touch June again,” Ryder said. The harshness in his eyes was like a blade, and the air around him grew colder. “June isn’t just any woman in my camp. She’s mine in every way, mine to fuck, mine to play with, and mine to destroy. I don’t need to explain myself to you, but take care of what you do. Lay a finger on her again, I’ll break all your fingers. Cut her, I’ll cut you ten times worse. Try to harm her again, and you’ll suffer my wrath. No one hurts her. The only one who is allowed to damage her is me.”  
 
    Wow, I was speechless. I thought he was a bastard toward me, but he was worse toward others.  
 
    He tossed her away like a bag of garbage. “Cross the line one more time, I’ll banish you after punishing you severely. Lay a finger on what’s mine, I’ll end you.”  
 
    “All I’ve done for you, and here’s my reward?” she wailed, prone on the ground.  
 
    “Be grateful you got off easy this time,” Ryder said. “This will be my last warning. And I never asked you to do anything for me. I never asked you to warm my bed, even when I let you come to my bed years ago. Now get the fuck out of my face. I never required your love or affection, or anyone else’s. Don’t think my lenience to you grants you the right to talk to me like an equal.”  
 
    He turned to me, an apex predator looking at me. All I wanted was to shrink back, so I wouldn’t draw his attention to me while he was in a hunting mood. 
 
    His gaze lingered on me, relief flickering in his dark golden eyes at the signs that I was no longer in danger. His jaw clenching, he turned and walked away. 
 
    “Think you’re better than me?” Lilka struggled to her feet and spat. “He’ll do the same to you that he does to every woman. Enjoy the pity fucking while it lasts.”  
 
    “Worry about yourself,” I said. “Come after me again, I’ll cut you down to size. I don’t need anyone to defend me. I can do it all myself.”  
 
    “That’s why I don’t do relationships,” Ink murmured while offering me a hand to help me up. “When the female species want to get fucked and you fuck them, they think their pussies own you.”  
 
    I glared at him, swatted his hand away, and got up all by myself. A wave of vertigo assaulted me, an aftereffect of being hit by Lilka’s lethal powder. As soon as Ryder was gone, I’d jump into the pool in the cave.  
 
    “Don’t listen to Lilka.” Fang steadied me. “Ryder doesn’t do pity fucks. He was never serious about any woman until you came along, which scares him and makes him act out. And the black dragon has fixed on you, while it never showed any other woman the slightest interest.” 
 
    Ink flashed me a grin. “I didn’t expect you to give the cold bastard four point four stars already. I was hoping you could hold back a little longer and give him hell.” 
  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 11 
 
      
 
    Ryder 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hera, the god queen and my most hated immortal enemy, invaded my dream.  
 
    I lunged at her as soon as she appeared, needing to wring her neck and pull her fucking head off, but she plucked the strings of a black harp. A curse emitted from the strings and brought me to my knees.  
 
    I tried to straighten my bent knees and rise, but the weight was heavier than a mountain on my shoulders.  
 
    “You’re still more of a beast than a man,” the queen taunted, “even though you’ve mated.”  
 
    Ice slithered down my spine; fear for June paralyzed me. 
 
    “Touch her and you’ll regret that you ever ruled as a fucking queen.” I pushed the promise out of my clenched teeth.  
 
    “Oh, no,” she tsked. “I won’t touch her, but you will.” She tilted her head to the side like a bird. “You already did, didn’t you? How did it feel to have your hands on your true mate? But you won’t touch her for your pleasure for long. You’ll touch to kill, as your curse demands payment. The only way you can ever be free is to kill June Winters. On one side of the scale is freedom for you and your men, which you’d sell your soul for. You’ve worked for two centuries to try and break this curse, since your men’s freedom is even more important than yours, and now it’s within your reach. All you need to do is snuff out the life of your true mate as the ultimate payment. It’s only fair, isn’t it? Freedom is never free; it requires sacrifice. It requires the cost of love. It shouldn’t be hard for you, though, should it? You’re selfish and heartless.” 
 
    “You planned this a long time ago,” I spat.  
 
    “Of course, Nightstar,” Hera said. “Do you think I hold this throne alone without a plan? How do you think I was able to acquire June Winters and drop her into your lap? I made it easy for you. The oracle saw her coming as soon as you were born. I watched the threads of fate of everything and everyone connected to you. Aren’t you special?” 
 
    “I’ll be very special the day I take your head,” I said.  
 
    “Empty threat,” she crooned. “That’s the only thing you’re good at now. It amuses me no end that the descendant of five powerful bloodlines, including Archangel, Asgardian God, Demon King, Morrigan the War Goddess, and Titan has become a shadow of his former self. Oh, well, I’ve misspoken. You never had the chance to be your true self, as you were brought here as a slave when you were a toddler. But now you can finally be a free man”—she made a cutting gesture across her swan-like neck—“if you bring me your fated mate’s pretty head.” She smiled. “Wouldn’t you call it poetic justice?”  
 
    My dragon roared in rage, and instantly, I half-transformed. We lunged at the bitch, but she plucked at the damned strings again, and the pain from the curse hit me, like five horses trying to tear me apart while I was still weighted down. I clenched my teeth, tasting blood in my mouth, as I finally got off my knees.  
 
    My dragon lent me all the strength he had, and we thrust our power at the bitch queen and woke from the dream, expelling her.  
 
    That fucking coward bitch resorted to tormenting me in my dreams now, but what she’d promised sent chills to my heart, cold sweat drenching me.  
 
    I lay awake for the rest of the night, mulling over what the bitch queen had revealed, trying to form a counter move to protect my mate, who hated my guts.  
 
    I couldn’t let my team, especially Lilka, know that by slaying June, they’d be set free from the Wild Hunt and have their final freedom once and for all. If they knew June was the only obstacle standing between them and their freedom, I didn’t want to think what they would do, even though they’d followed me for a century.  
 
    No man should face that kind of temptation.  
 
    None of them knew June was my fated mate.  
 
    I could picture Alistair challenging me. “How could you damn us all to this unending nightmare for one woman? Aren’t we your brothers?”  
 
    Guilt rained down on me. I’d damn myself a thousand times for her, but my men, my brothers, would fall into deep dismay if they knew that I’d ruined the only chance they had at leaving this miserable life.  
 
    They were my family; they were all I had. But now there was also June. I wished she’d never come to my world. But she’d come, and killing her was the only solution to lift the two-centuries-old curse. As the bitch queen had said, my men’s freedom was now within reach, and all I needed to do was to sacrifice one person—June, my mate.  
 
    I’d fucked her, but I hadn’t known her for long. The bond between my men and me had been forged in fire and blood for a century.  
 
    Agony stabbed my chest at the prospect of ending June’s life, and my dragon thrashed within me, his tailing lashing at me to cause me pain.  
 
    The gods were laughing at finally being able to truly torment me. My hatred toward them flowed like lava.  
 
    At some point, I dozed off in exhaustion and rage, only to be woken by the harsh sound of crossing steel. I felt June’s proximity, and my blood raced, my cock hardened.  
 
    I looked across the training courtyard.  
 
    June gave a cute battle cry and charged Silver, sweat dotting her lovely nose. My fae friend flaunted his broadsword and knocked away a series of thrusts from her naginata, the spear I’d gifted her. She growled exasperatedly as she failed to land a hit on him, especially when he fought her one-handed, his free hand folded behind his back.  
 
    “Again.” He smiled in amusement. The fae had barely smiled before June came to live among us. “Now put weight on your left. You need to work on your left side.” 
 
    “I’ve been working on my left side all morning!” she protested.  
 
    “Unlearn your conditioned training,” he said, not impressed.  
 
    “My judo and swordplay master is renowned in North America,” she told him.  
 
    “Has he ever fought a real battle?” Silver asked.  
 
    “Well, I guess Master Shingen is lucky,” June offered gruffly and swung her naginata toward Silver’s thigh. “And he loves peace!” 
 
    She moved gracefully, but she wasn’t brutal enough. Now and then she hesitated, afraid of hurting Silver by accident. She shouldn’t worry about that.  
 
    I studied my mate from under the shade of the building, my arms folded across my chest, my cock hard and straining in my trousers. 
 
    She wasn’t the kind of girl who was fixated on her looks. She’d told my team when she was cooking for them that people should not be judged by their looks and how they dressed. Ink had passionately disagreed and pointed out his good looks and charms.  
 
    It amused me that my sparrow had no idea how gorgeous she was. She thought Lilka was prettier, not realizing that the half-siren and half-succubus couldn’t hold a tiny flame to her bright fire. When she was clueless about her beauty, she only shone brighter.  
 
    Her pink lips parted in an exasperated sigh as Silver thwarted her every attempt at landing a blow on him. I wondered how it would feel to have her full lips around my cock. I wondered if she’d ever agree to get down on her knees and suck my cock. Just thinking about it made my dick so hard that it wanted to break out of my trousers.  
 
    The last time I’d fucked her, I hadn’t spilled my seed in her womb in order to prevent myself and my dragon from truly claiming her. It had taken every ounce of willpower to go against my raging primal need to mark her as mine.  
 
    My dragon had bellowed in me and thrashed his tail to inflict pain.  
 
    You want our mate dead? I had demanded.  
 
    How can you say something so sick and twisted? he’d snarled.  
 
    If we imprint her, the gods will kill her, I’d told him. We must make her hate us, so the target will be on our back instead of hers.  
 
    Just don’t do something dumb like you usually do, or there’ll be no turning back, he’d grumbled, since even as a backseat driver, he didn’t have a fucking better idea.  
 
    My gaze roved over her perky breasts, then her alluring hips as I replayed how I’d pounded into her. I wanted to do it again and again, even now. If I could just go there, pin her down, pull her pants down and fuck her without a care… 
 
    My dragon encouraged me to act on it, and I had to rein in his drive.  
 
    My eyes flickered to her boots. She obviously loved them, and I felt satisfaction in providing for her. I’d traveled three days to get those boots and some new clothes for her. Lilka had known about a hidden cache of supplies. I’d berated her for not telling me about it sooner, and she’d protested that I’d never asked her, and I’d been ignoring her.  
 
    So it had been her petty revenge then. On the road, she’d tried her best to seduce me again, and I’d had to warn her to back the fuck off. I was sick and tired of her tricks and manipulations.  
 
    We’d brought much-needed supplies back to the camp, including med kits and toiletries.  
 
    June lunged again. She darted behind Silver, unbelievably fast, and swung her spear in an arc. The spearhead nearly grazed the fae’s butt before he twisted away. I wasn’t pleased, since it looked like foreplay between them. My fae friend was the lithest fighter I’d ever seen. I narrowed my eyes, studying June to see if she was taken by him. 
 
    Silver faced her again, and they stared at each other, appreciation in his eyes and laughter in hers.  
 
    That was it! I wouldn’t tolerate it! 
 
    I stalked into the practice field toward her, watching her body suddenly tense like a bowstring, as if silently begging for me to stroke it. Color rushed to her face that hadn’t been there before, and her breath hitched.  
 
    My mate was attuned to me; at least her body was, despite the annoyance flashing in her storm-gray eyes.  
 
    I could almost see her nipples go taut under the silky blouse I’d brought her, their peaks sticking to the fabric, perking up for my attention. I pictured plunking them into my mouth and sucking them so hard that my sparrow moaned my name breathlessly. My cock throbbed painfully inside my trousers, begging to spring free and drive into its mate’s wet heat.  
 
    Fortunately, I was wearing a trench coat that perfectly concealed my erection.  
 
    Every moment in her presence, all I could think about was pounding my cock into her lovely golden pussy and letting its tightness glove my length. I remembered the feel of it gloving me like a drug; I couldn’t get enough. She had no idea how addicted I was to her. No woman had ever had that kind of effect on me.  
 
    With one swift leap, I cut in between my friend and my mate. Silver arched both blond brows at me, but he retreated without any contest. No man would want to get between the dragon and the woman he chose, even though he was like my brother.  
 
    But June didn’t know a thing about it. She glared at me even though I grinned at her.  
 
    “You look delicious, sparrow,” I purred. I was telling the truth.  
 
    “What are you doing here?” she demanded, not buying it.  
 
    “I promised to train you, and I’m a man who keeps his promise.”  
 
    “Your promise means nothing to me,” she said. “I don’t want you to train me, but if you insist and get in my way, I won’t blame myself if I happen to bleed you again.”  
 
    “All’s fair on the battlefield and in bed,” I crooned suggestively.  
 
    With a growl, she lunged at me, her naginata sweeping toward my chest, only to change direction at the last second to aim for my groin.  
 
    “Naughty,” I purred. “Just the way I like.” 
 
    I ducked aside, and she followed with a combination of stabs and sweeps, showing a viciousness that she hadn’t used on Silver one single time.  
 
    “What is it with women these days that they’re so hellbent on going for a man’s precious manhood?” I murmured when she tried to land another strike on my crotch.  
 
    I bent backward to avoid her strikes, fast but lazy, just to rile her up.   
 
    “Because it’s worthless just hanging there?” she suggested, remaining unfriendly.  
 
    “I assure you that I can put it to good use.”  
 
    I spun out of range of her next strike, then darted in a blur and grabbed her naginata.  
 
    “So you like my gift, sparrow?” I asked with a smirk, more than satisfied to see the phoenix’s feather sticking out of her braid.  
 
    I yanked the spear out of her grasp, and she gave an outraged yelp. Before she could get her naginata back, I’d slammed her against my chest, relishing the delicious feeling of having her in my arms.  
 
    My dragon purred, then grew alert as June fought to get back her spear. He demanded I toss away the spear, not wanting it to hurt her by accident.  
 
    More likely she’ll stab us, I told him casually.  
 
    You need to make it up to our mate with a better performance. My beast narrowed his molten-gold eyes. You must make sure the stigma of a two-star rating doesn’t stick. I’ve been so ashamed.  
 
    He’d been nagging me about June’s two-star comment nonstop and trying to find a solution. I rolled my eyes, but I threw the naginata away, as I didn’t want anything, especially a weapon, to be between me and my woman.  
 
    For a moment, she just froze in my embrace, gazing upon me, hidden longing, hate, and annoyance warring in her eyes while her intoxicating heat radiated into me.  
 
    “Let me go,” she demanded, yet she sank further into me. 
 
    She couldn’t help it either. Her body craved me as much as I wanted her, though she didn’t know she was my fated mate.  
 
    “What if I refuse, sparrow?” I asked, my eyes laughing at her. It felt good to have her pinned to me. “What are you going to do then?”  
 
    She seemed lost for a second when I gazed at her like that, but then she managed to straighten her spine.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes, yet she had no strength left to resist my embrace. The best she’d managed was to hold her breath and not to inhale my scent. It was fun watching her like that, watching how her body’s need weakened her will. I brushed my lips against the top of her head to inhale her scent of night blossom and flame and alluring female that made my cock so hard. I didn’t need to pretend for now.  
 
    “What do you want?” She wiggled in my arms.  
 
    “A little fun, perhaps.”  
 
    “I’m not your squeeze toy!” 
 
    I pulled her tighter against me, my cock pressing against her belly. I knew that she felt it too as she tried hard not to rock her hips against me. Maybe I should carry her to my room, bend her over, and fuck her in every way I could.  
 
    My team was watching us, questions in their eyes, but I couldn’t think of them or even feel my guilt while June’s scent of lust filled my nostrils, driving my dragon and me crazy.  
 
    “You’re not?” I asked absently as I took another lungful of her scent and indulged in her heat. “Are you sure?” 
 
    She bristled while her lust for me rippled off her soft, warm body. She bit her lip, making up her mind in the process, and shoved me.  
 
    I smirked as I stayed where I was, still trapping her.  
 
    “Let me go,” she threatened in a low voice.  
 
    “Make me,” I purred, having too much fun.  
 
    A flash, and dragon claws slid out of her hand and slashed across my jaw. I dodged, but not fast enough, as I was too close to her.  
 
    A sharp pain radiated from my skin. Blood seeped from my shallow wound. Her eyes widened in shock while I concealed mine, then undeniable concern coated her gray eyes. She hadn’t really meant to bleed me like that. Her lower lip trembled, and I thought of sucking it between my teeth.  
 
    I grinned coolly. “Satisfied now, sparrow?”  
 
    I wouldn’t allow the gods to see that she cared for me in the slightest. She could never care for me, or they’d take her out sooner out of spite to shatter me. She needed to continue to broadcast her hatred for me and spread it. It was the only way to keep her relatively safe before I could figure out a way to counter the gods’ dark scheme and horrible design for us. It was better that the gods used her as a pawn than painted a target on her back.  
 
    I spun her and tripped her while she shivered, dragging her down into the dirt with me. My hands gripped her hips to pin her on top of me, not wanting her to escape.  
 
    She glared down at me while flushing furiously, her heat radiating to me and making me drunk. I was trying to let her have a good time, but obviously she thought that I was toying with her. Maybe I was getting rusty at charming women. But then, I’d never needed to charm anyone before.  
 
    “You know what?” she asked after a pause.  
 
    “What, sparrow?” 
 
    “I was never a petty woman, but I’ve changed when it comes to you. I don’t wish you to live well and prosper. And I sincerely don’t think you deserve your good looks. They should go to a nice guy. For the sake of a better world and female species”—she raised her fingers as if taking an oath—“I hope you grow bald, lose a few teeth in the front, and smell terrible.” 
 
    Silver blinked twice, then turned to Fang to confirm that he hadn’t heard it wrong. Fang frowned, as if pondering what had gone wrong. Ink laughed so hard.  
 
    “What did I say about having summer girl around?” Alistair snickered. “This season won’t be boring.”  
 
    My jaw dropped, and my dragon was so stunned that he didn’t have any scolding words for me for once.  
 
    “Well, sparrow.” I grinned at her as I recovered. “Do you also wish I had a small dick?”  
 
    My dragon growled at me.  
 
    Her face turned tomato red. She was still shy in her bones, and I liked that about her very much. So easy to rile up.  
 
    She darted her gaze around, only to realize everyone was still watching us. Her face flamed brighter.  
 
    “Well, this is getting boring,” she said, her gray eyes flashing a challenge, as if daring anyone to stop her from calling it quits. “I’m done with training today.”  
 
    I didn’t want her to go, so I pressed her down, letting her ass feel my hard-on. Her lips parted, but she fought back a gasp while trying not to grind on my erection, her thighs clamping on either side of my legs.  
 
    “I’m done with you,” she breathed, expressing her perfect anger. “I wash my hands of you.” 
 
    In fact, her fury had never receded. It’d been accumulating for a while. One thing I’d learned the hard way was that females could hold a grudge for eternity while assholes like me didn’t even remember when we had offended them or what we’d done.  
 
    “You aren’t done with me, sparrow,” I replied confidently. “You’ll never be done with me. When your next heat circle comes, you’ll have your hands all over me. You’ll suck my cock, and say please, and then you’ll beg me to bury it deep inside you.”  
 
    Her eyes widened, shocked and furious at my words, but I hadn’t meant to offend her. I was stating a fact. Didn’t women respect the truth anymore?  
 
    A dark light flitted in her eyes, yet her heat kept rising, warming my cock through the fabric of my trousers. She was delicious beyond measure. I wanted to evoke her heat, get her defenses down, and bring her to my room to fuck her for the entire night. I just needed to be careful not to come inside her, so I wouldn’t imprint her and ruin her.  
 
    Her need for me beat like wings, yet her will was a harsh wind. While she needed me as my mate was supposed to, she hated me more.  
 
    Her sheer will broke the lust spell, and she stared down at me with a sneer.  
 
    “The mating heat might choose you to be the one to sate it,” she said, “but I never chose you. I’ll never choose you by my own will, Ryder Nightstar.” Her voice gained a sharp edge and roughness she hadn’t had before. “If we have to screw each other again should the mating circle return, I’ll pretend you’re someone else.”  
 
    The courtyard sank into shocked silence that was only pierced by the wails of the beasts gathered outside the perimeter, held back by the force field.  
 
    She was declaring that all she wanted was my cock as a tool to sate her and nothing else. Wasn’t that what I’d intended for her? Yet her statement pierced my chest like an ice pick.  
 
    With a snarl, I threw her off me. In an instant, she was beneath me. She lashed out, but I’d caged her before her hands could shove me. My hips sank into her soft body before she could even think of bringing up her knees to strike me, my cock throbbing against her crotch.  
 
    I had to fight my animal urge to pull down her pants and just fuck her right there to show her who should be in her mind and inside her, until she took back her defiant words, screamed my name, and begged me not to stop.    
 
    But once I was inside her, I wasn’t sure if I could ever stop.  
 
    She glared at me, yet her heat burned hotter, her cheeks flushing, her gray eyes searing with raw need and rage.  
 
    “Show me how you pretend, sparrow,” I purred as jealous rage blinded me. “Show me who you pretend I am.”  
 
    “Fuck you, asshole!” she snarled, lifting her head to bang my nose, but I threw my head back to avoid it, not for my sake but for hers. The last thing I wanted to do was physically hurt her.  
 
    “I’ll take the offer, baby,” I said viciously, still pinning her down. “Anytime and anywhere.”  
 
    She struggled to throw me off. My mate had become very strong but not as strong as me yet, even though the curse bound my strength and power.  
 
    “Get off me,” she said icily, fire fogging her eyes.  
 
    I might’ve brought out the worst in her, but she was so fierce and alive around me that she made me feel alive as well.  
 
    The men came around us, their wariness evident. This sparring session had gone south, and my insufferable dragon thrashed in me violently to inflict pain, as if I’d mind pain.  
 
    Before I knew it, my hand fell on June’s neck, squeezing hard. My dragon claw slid out of my knuckles, piercing through the side of my mate’s neck. Her warm blood poured onto my palm, her stormy gray eyes staring at me accusingly, yet not surprised, as the light dimmed in them.  
 
    Her lovely body went limp beneath me.  
 
    A wave of shock and grief engulfed me, consuming me. What had happened? How could this happen? Were my eyes playing tricks on me, or had I just slayed my own mate? 
 
     Hera’s cruel laughter rang in my ears. Just as she’d promised, I’d murdered my fated mate. My dragon roared and clawed and slammed into me over and over, endeavoring to break her spell and curse.   
 
    “Ryder, let her go!” My men shouted in utter shock and fury.  
 
    Fang and Alistair lunged at me to drag me off June.  
 
    I snapped back and gazed down. My hand was still on June’s neck, but she was alive. There was no blood. Relief and numbness spread through my whole being, and my dragon whimpered.  
 
    “How could you, asshole?!” Ink bared his teeth at me.  
 
    I shrugged off the wolf and vampire and stumbled back, still staring at June lying on the hard dirt and looking back at me, her face devoid of any emotion.  
 
    I swallowed, my throat bobbing up and down.  
 
    I haven’t killed my mate. She’s alive. She’s alive. The words circled over and over in my head, yet it failed to calm me down.  
 
    The vision was sickening and vile yet so vivid. I let out a ragged, shattered breath and stumbled further back from June. I must put more distance between us. I was a threat to her now, though all I wanted was to go to her, pull her into my arms to comfort her, and beg her for forgiveness. No, I didn’t deserve her forgiveness. I was her abuser and enemy.  
 
    I stared at my shaking hands as it finally dawned on me. The gods’ curse forced me to endure endless Wild Hunts, but the real curse that had just kicked in would doom me to murder my true mate, a powerful compulsion that I wouldn’t be able to fight off.  
 
    I must get June out of here, or I’d have her blood on my hands. The curse would drive me to insanity until I didn’t know what was real and what was an illusion. For a heartbeat, I even foolishly considered striking a bargain with Hera—my life in exchange for my mate’s and my men’s freedom.  
 
    If it would work, I’d be glad to die a thousand deaths.  
 
    That bitch Hera would love to crush me more than anything by cashing in on my worst fear—the demise of my mate and my team.  
 
    I’d never reveal my fatal weakness and deepest fear to my enemies.  
 
    June held my gaze, unfazed and unflinching. Then without a word, she sat up slowly, not bothering to touch her neck where I’d left purple bruises.  
 
    My men glared at me. They thought I’d meant to kill the girl they’d included as one of them. They’d sided with her instead of me.  
 
    I threw my head back and roared. “Cocksuckers, I’ll slaughter all of you one day!” 
 
    I flung myself through the warded barrier and landed amidst the horde of beasts. They yowled in bloodlust and wailed in misery while giving me a wide berth, in tune with my inconsolable rage and sorrow.  
 
    I raced in the direction of the dead sea, away from the camp, away from my fated mate even though I was dying to go back to her and hold her in my arms.  
 
    By the design of the despicable gods and their curse, I’d become the worst danger to my mate.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 12 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I cooked for the team, not because Ink and Fang insisted on me resting, considering the trauma I’d had when Ryder almost squeezed the life out of me, but because the men were all horrible cooks and I outshone them now.  
 
    “It wasn’t like him,” Fang said, his expression dark as he sprinkled a handful of herbs into the stew as my assistant cook. “He might not have cared about any female before you, but he never laid a hand on them, and you’re unlike any other. We can all see that you’re special to him.”  
 
    “He’s under a lot of stress lately,” Ink offered.  
 
    “That asshole is always under a lot of stress,” Alistair said, leaning in the kitchen doorway, his pale, muscled arms folded across his chest, one ankle crossing the other.  
 
    His sapphire eyes fell on me, the usual hunger for my blood missing. I didn’t know what had transpired, but he no longer considered me prey.  
 
    “Ryder is always paranoid,” the vampire continued. “But lately, something else has set him off, and I bet it has to do with our summer girl.”  
 
    “I don’t think he meant to hurt you, June,” Fang said, his brown eyes growing warmer as he stopped stirring the pot and glanced at me. “I saw deep regret in his eyes. He’s going to grovel.”  
 
    “I don’t want him to grovel,” I said, restraining myself from massaging the bruises on my neck. “I just don’t care.”  
 
    “You have every right to be angry,” Fang sighed. “But please consider where he came from. No matter what the gods did to him all these centuries, they failed to break him. But when you came along, things changed. He’s never reacted toward any other woman the way he reacts to you. He doesn’t exactly know how to handle you. Not even the queen of the gods could throw him off balance as you did, and you don’t even try. He isn’t used to that.”  
 
    Fang wanted me to look at things from Ryder’s perspective and forgive him. Fang had good intentions, but I’d learned the hard way that people with good intentions often handed out the worst advice.   
 
    “He’d have killed June if we hadn’t stepped in and dragged him off,” Ink said acidly.  
 
    Fang gave Ink a disapproving look. “It wasn’t that bad. And if he truly had wanted to finish June off, no one could’ve stopped him. He isn’t a villain, and you aren’t the hero in the book, Ink.”  
 
    “But you have to admit that he lost control this time,” Ink argued. “It wasn’t cool.” He turned to me with a hard nod. “I’m on your side, June. Don’t forgive him quickly even if he grovels.”  
 
    “You aren’t helping,” Fang said, his brows lowering to his eyes. “You’re jealous. You don’t want June and Ryder to have a healthy relationship.”  
 
    “Healthy relationship?” Ink chuckled darkly. “Ryder doesn’t do relationships! He doesn’t even know how to spell the word correctly. I don’t want June to get hurt since she’s one of us now. Ryder set the rule forbidding anyone from banging their teammate, yet he’s banged June twice now.”  
 
    Now I wasn’t sure if I should smile at him or toss the spoon at his mouth.  
 
    “What did you want him to do?” Fang said. “June was in heat.”  
 
    “What about giving us a chance to help?” Ink tossed a piece of firewood into the pit under the pot, and I jumped.  
 
    I didn’t want the topic to focus on me, but I also needed to glean more information. I didn’t understand anything about my heat circle and how Ryder was the only one who could sate me. So I stayed quiet. Steam rose to the ceiling, and the aroma of stew filled the kitchen.  
 
    “You can’t help summer girl, demon boy,” Alistair said, and Ink growled at him. “Your ego might be bruised, but you aren’t alone. None of us can sate our she-dragon except Ryder.”  
 
    “His dragon evoked June’s heat circle.” Fang nodded while adding a pinch of pepper to the stew as a last touch under my supervision. “I sensed an animal in June long before this, but I didn’t realize it was a dragon.” 
 
    “All the she-dragons were hunted to extinction by the archangels,” Alistair said. “Yet summer girl’s dragon popped up out of nowhere.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat at the mention of archangels. I hadn’t shared the news with the team about the presence of Archangel Azrael. I didn’t want to mention it now. The team had just started to trust me, and I didn’t want to ruin this, my last haven. My thoughts lingered on the archangel a little longer. When I faced him, I hadn’t felt any threat from him. Why had he shown up? His parting words to me were, “I’ll see you again, June.”  
 
    He knew my name, as if he had a personal relationship with me.  
 
    The mark on my breast grew hot. I consciously pulled my shirt tighter and the collar higher. If the men knew I’d been marked to kill Ryder, they wouldn’t let me walk out of here alive, no matter how fond they were of me right now.  
 
    Their true loyalty was always and forever to Ryder first.  
 
    I’d thought I’d been set up to kill Ryder. I hadn’t expected him to be on the same collision course as me. When he’d nearly squeezed the life out of me, he’d seemed to be in some kind of deep trance, as if driven by a dark force to end me. Only he hadn’t known I’d been fighting the urge to turn my hands into claws and slash them across his throat when I’d been pinned beneath him.  
 
    The agony in my head had felt like my brain was being seared by a red-hot iron rod as I resisted the compulsion. Yet I’d held on with all I had with my dragon aiding me with all her fierce strength. 
 
    Ryder had let go of my throat just as Fang and Alistair dragged him off me. At that moment, I’d understood him as he stumbled away and gazed at me with a cocktail of shock, rage, self-loathing, pain, and undeniable fear. I knew for a fleeting moment he hadn’t been himself.  
 
    When he’d shouted at the sky with a hateful snarl, “Cocksuckers, I’ll slaughter all of you one day!” I’d had the confirmation I needed. A dark force had tried to drive Ryder and me to murder each other.  
 
    I’d been putting puzzle pieces together, but I couldn’t share with anyone, as the team had warned me that the gods were watching everything we said and did on this stage. If I wanted to win this game against them, I’d have to play dumb and show irrational emotions and necessary pettiness to the end.  
 
     “So, tell me, demon boy,” Alistair tsked. “Can your demon evoke summer girl’s heat circle as Ryder’s dragon did? Can you do the same?”  
 
    “What? I’m not a dragon!” Ink said.  
 
    “No need to be defensive,” Alistair purred. “My point is that it wasn’t you who evoked summer girl’s heat circle, so you wouldn’t be able to sate her, even though you’ve been more than willing to contribute.” 
 
    “I didn’t ask what your point was,” Ink said. “What I was really saying was that Ryder’s dragon crossed a fucking line.”  
 
    “The black dragon knew summer girl was a dragon before Ryder knew it,” Alistair said. “You know what that means?” 
 
    “The black dragon is a horny and ruthless asshole even more so than Ryder?” Ink stuck to his point.  
 
    Alistair shook his head. “The black dragon recognized his fated mate.”  
 
    A choked silence expanded in the kitchen, and I bet that everyone could hear my wild heartbeat.  
 
    “Why would you say something so irresponsible?” Ink glared at the vampire.  
 
    “Mating heat only exists between true mates,” Fang drawled.  
 
    “Fang’s a shifter,” Alistair said. “He knows.”  
 
    Ink narrowed his eyes at Alistair, then at Fang, before slamming his large palm into his forehead. “Fuck me!” 
 
    “No, thanks,” Alistair said.  
 
    “Shush, you don’t want the gods to hear that, but it might be too late now,” Silver said with a resigned sigh from the doorway, and Alistair gave him space to let him pass by. “Ink, it’s your turn to patrol.”  
 
    “Could you just cover my shift?” Ink asked.  
 
    “No,” Silver said simply.  
 
    “Those bastards don’t care about us,” Ink said. “They focus on Ryder.” 
 
    “They’ll fixate on June, probably trying to use her to get at Ryder, since she’s his mate,” Silver said. “I bet they knew, so they dropped her here.”  
 
    “When did you figure this out?” Alistair asked, quirking a brow.  
 
    “A while ago.”  
 
    “And you didn’t bother to share?” Ink demanded.  
 
    “That’s why they call me the silent assassin,” Silver said.  
 
    Ink shook his head in disgust, gave me a nod, then headed out.  
 
    “I agree,” Fang said. “Those fuckers knew who June was before we knew, so they brought her into the Wild Hunt and dropped her in Ryder’s lap.”  
 
    My chest tightened and my breath quickened. “I’m not your enemy. I know none of this. And I’m not sure I’m convinced that Ryder and I are actually an item or ever could be. He hates me, and I won’t say that I’m his biggest fan either.”  
 
    “We need to figure out the gods’ endgame,” Fang pondered, his expression absentminded as he pinched some salt from a jar to drop into the soup. I stopped him just in time. This was my kitchen now.  
 
    “Isn’t that what Ryder has been doing all the time?” Alistair asked rhetorically, regarding me.  
 
    A dark idea clicked in my mind, and shivers slithered up my spine. Ryder had known that I was his fated mate. He’d treated me as a mate should, though in a twisted way, so no one would find out. I was a fool not to realize how he’d provided for me and protected me.  
 
    I glanced down at the new boots he’d gotten for me. When I woke up this morning, the first thing I’d seen was the new boots placed beside my sofa bed along with new outfits that I badly needed. That was why Ryder had been missing for three days. He’d gone to get them for me from a remote place. He made sure I saw only his harsh side when he wasn’t taunting me. He’d taken care of me, not sleeping the whole night, when I’d been poisoned. He’d left as soon as I recovered, so I wouldn’t know he’d been with me.  
 
    He’d suspected that the gods sent me to destroy him and his team when he first laid eyes on me. It wasn’t far from the truth. Yet he’d let me live.  
 
    This was bigger than me. I was forced to be a pawn.  
 
    Fine, play me and see what you get.  
 
    I raised my hand as if in class.  
 
    “I’m not Ryder Nightstar’s fated mate. Not in a million years could we be mates. Listen, true mates don’t hate each other. As for the naughty black dragon, I’ll have a harsh word with him when he comes out next time. He shouldn’t have played with fire and toyed with animal heat. Now, this conversation is over.”  
 
    I tossed the big spoon on the counter and stormed out.  
 
    I didn’t even make it to the common room, now my sleeping quarters, before the third heat circle hit me with punishing force.  
 
    It kept coming back because I was never truly sated when Ryder refused to claim me in truth. When he fucked me last time, he had ejaculated outside me, offending the force behind the mating fever.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 13 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My nipples pressed hard against my shirt, painfully taut. Since no one was around, I pinched and squeezed them to offer myself some relief, but the ache only increased.  
 
    The image of Ryder sucking my nipples played in front of my eyelids. He wasn’t here, and who the fuck knew where he’d gone when he stormed off after he’d nearly choked the life out of me.   
 
     Even if he was around, I doubted he’d be so benevolent. I’d been dreading the coming of the next heat circle, and I hadn’t expected it to come this fast.  
 
    My pants were soaked the next instant, and I knew I’d be in a world of pain if I didn’t get off soon.  
 
    Heat rose like the tide in my veins. My dragon whined and writhed in me, calling the black dragon. I doubted that he’d hear her, as we all knew Ryder and his dragon were far, far away.  
 
    Oh gods, I needed to get fucked badly. Why must the fates be so cruel and make him the only male who could quell my heat?  
 
    My fated mate.  
 
    He hadn’t expected that someone like me would be his destiny, had he?  
 
    I still couldn’t wrap my mind around it either, but I needed him now more than ever.  
 
    I bit my lip, sprang down the hallway, and reached the conclave. The sound of water grew clearer. I crossed the distance to the cave’s entrance and tore into the natural bath chamber.  
 
    I started to pull my top over my head before I got to the bottom of the winding staircase and dove into the icy pool. I hadn’t even had time to take off my pants.  
 
    The waterfall plummeted onto my head. I let out a groan as the chill from the water sank into my bones while flames from the heat licked every inch of my skin. 
 
    Ice and fire.  
 
    Not even the ice could combat the mating fever. I whimpered and writhed, submerging myself in the icy water until my lungs couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    I surfaced, gasping for air, my hand busy brushing my swollen clit. It was just like before: I couldn’t get any relief from the stimulation. I inserted my fingers into my heated channel, which only made my dragon cry out for Ryder and his beast.  
 
    He wasn’t around, idiot! 
 
    I bit back a wail as the ache boiled up from the depths of my molten core, where I couldn’t reach to ease the pain.  
 
    I closed my eyes and endured the suffering, dreading this long night.  
 
    I heard the murmurs of the men outside. They’d come, yet none of them could help me. Somehow, my heat drew them toward me, driving them crazy and making them suffer and whimper.  
 
    “You okay there, June?” Ink called out in a strained voice.  
 
    “Don’t come in,” I nearly shrieked. “I need privacy!”  
 
    I thought I’d gotten over my shyness.  
 
    “June’s in heat again,” Fang said in frustration.  
 
    “This is bad,” Ink said darkly. “Where the fuck is Ryder?”  
 
    “One of us must go find him,” Fang said.  
 
    “I’ll go,” Alistair offered, which surprised me. “I’ll go get my horse.”  
 
    Ryder and his team all rode monstrous horses that stomped like thunder and moved like dark lightning. Though they were as mean as the meanest bastards, they were efficient.  
 
     “Silver and I’ll guard June,” Fang said.  
 
    While I was embarrassed, gratitude swelled in my chest at the team looking out for me. A wave of pain and lust hammered into me, and I jammed my knuckles into my mouth to stop a whimper from escaping my lips.  
 
    I sank deep under the icy water again, nearly freezing to death as a cocktail of agony and unbridled lust tore into me. This was a new level of hell.  
 
    At some point, I passed out from my suffering, until a call like a burning ember woke me up, pushing the mating heat to the edge and drawing me toward it like a magnet. 
 
    I rose from the pool, shrugging on my top while my wet pants stuck to my legs, and traipsed outside the temple.  
 
    Two moons shone on the bleak wilderness, the beasts yowling in hunger and misery. A giant male stepped out of the shadow of the side wall.  
 
    Cypress had breached the force field.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 14 
 
      
 
    June  
 
    Several Hours Later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The mating heat kicked in again right after I’d finished the conversation with Cypress. I returned to the icy pool below the waterfall, waiting it out, hoping for the heat to pass and cursing my fate.  
 
    A strong presence slammed into my senses, and my eyes flashed open.  
 
    Ryder strode down the stairs with a leisurely gait, his burning golden gaze never leaving me.  
 
    He was wearing a black shirt and slacks that showed off his harsh, powerful muscles. If I hadn’t known he was a dragon, I’d say he might be a gorgeous panther, lethal and lithe in every way.  
 
    Power poured off him, and that was only a drop of his power; even the gods’ curse couldn’t contain it. He’d be utterly formidable and terrifying if he had his full power at his disposal.  
 
    Without a word, he pulled his shirt over his head as he continued toward me. His hard muscles flexed deliciously and enticingly, each line harsh, perfect, and beautiful. My gaze homed in on the large bulge that distorted the front of his slacks.  
 
    He stepped into the pool.  
 
    I could no longer hold back. I lunged at him like a predator just as he did, and we crashed together. Our lips and teeth found each other, the kiss a battle. The pain from the mating heat ebbed a little, then a little more.  
 
    He grabbed my face to kiss me with bruising force. I had my fingers in his thick mane, my nails digging in as I gripped a few strands of his silky hair hard. His tongue thrust into my open mouth, sweeping over my hard palate, sending pleasure dancing along my nerve endings.  
 
    My tongue rammed into his without strategy, as it was more than eager to mate his and try to dominate. He groaned, a beastly sound rumbling from his chest, making me so hot for him. We kissed with hunger, demand, and primal need like two savages.  
 
    I fought off the kiss to suck in a breath of air. He gazed down at me, drinking me in, his arms clamped around me as if he was afraid that if he let me go, I would vanish.   
 
    That would happen, as I had a plan, but not yet.  
 
    For a moment, there were no words between us, yet a thousand of them slid through my mind in seconds.  
 
    “Where did you go this time?” I sneered, though I hadn’t meant to, but that was how we were used to conversing, as if hostility was the only way we could get through to each other. “Taking your ex-girlfriend with you again, or visiting a whorehouse?” 
 
    He just looked at me with his hooded eyes, a riot of emotions flitting across them like lightning, so fast that I could barely keep up. Lust trumped the rest of them. He could never hide his lust from me. He didn’t bother hiding it either.  
 
    The tension between us rippled, even though we’d kissed like we were going to war.  
 
    “Sparrow,” he murmured, then slanted his mouth across mine and kissed me harder.  
 
    The ache in me eased a little more; the hurt from his absence faded further into the mist.  
 
    Then he scooped me up, leapt to the bank effortlessly, shot up the stairs, and carried me out of the cave. He passed Silver, Fang, and Alistair and snarled at them unnecessarily.  
 
    The men rolled their eyes, but they gave him a wide berth.  
 
    He walked down the corridor and kicked a door open.  
 
    I looked over his shoulder. It wasn’t the common room where I slept. It was his master bedroom, illuminated by the witch-light held in a large gemstone.  
 
    In the center of the room was a king-size bed, four feet off the ground.  
 
    “If I’m not myself and hurt you again, you have my permission to slay me,” he whispered in my ear. “It’s never been my intention to harm you in any way.”  
 
    That only brought back the painful memory of how he’d squeezed my neck. Hot rage rained down on me.  
 
    Fuck him. Slay him.  
 
    Opposite urges warred in me, one coming from the mating fever, the other generated by the archangel mark. They blurred together, impossible to tell apart.  
 
    Slay him. Fuck him. 
 
    Ryder tossed me to the bed before he strode toward me and closed the distance between us. His gaze fell on me, predatory, eager, and possessive. When he got in range, I kicked at him without thinking.  
 
    He took the hit lazily, went straight to grab my ankles, and dragged me to the edge of the bed like a wild caveman, his golden-blue eyes spelling the truth that there was no escape from him. No matter how I fought him, in the end, I was his.  
 
    He locked me into his powerful arms. It was futile to continue to fight him, as it would just waste our time, and I might not have much more time with him.  
 
    Mating heat seared in me, demanding I drop onto all fours for the powerful male in front of me and wiggle my ass to take in his mighty cock. My breath hitched and my blood warmed as I pictured the dirty things he could do to me.  
 
    Ryder spun me around, my back against his muscular chest, my legs pressing against his powerful thighs, his rigid shaft pricking beneath my butt. Before I could writhe and rub his length, his hands grabbed my breasts.  
 
    I sucked in a breath. His scent of hellfire, clean male, and burning sandalwood blanketed me. Our sexual need permeated the air.  
 
    Part of me perked up at the prospect of getting fucked brutally, yet the other part recognized the apex predator in the room and screamed for me to run.  
 
    But where could I run?  
 
    I moaned as he fondled my heavy breasts roughly. The asshole didn’t know how to be gentle, but he was my asshole now.  
 
     I wasn’t made of glass, and I didn’t need him to treat me gently. Not long ago it would have been unthinkable that I’d enjoy rough sex, but that was what I wanted with Ryder.  
 
    I wanted him to fuck me hard.  
 
    My body tightening like a bowstring, I arched my back in anticipation. Only when he stroked my strings would my body relax.  
 
    One of his hands moved from my breast to palm my pussy, rubbing the slit through my wet pants.  
 
    I moaned at the sensation, and his breath warmed my earlobe. When I turned toward him, I caught his handsome face distorted by dark lust, which only sent lust coursing through my own veins like wildfire.  
 
    Liquid flame licked the needy flesh between my thighs. An overwhelming need for him rushed into me, flooding my being.  
 
    “I need you,” I whimpered.  
 
    “Patience, sparrow,” he purred. “I’ll fuck you after I take my sweet time with you.”  
 
    He caught my face with a hand and leaned in, his mouth slanting onto mine. His male heat and lust radiated into me, searing me and capturing me. Our breaths mingled, and pure exhilaration at the delicious contact washed over me in an electrifying rush.  
 
    I grabbed his hair while he deepened his kiss, thrusting his tongue through my lips, tasting me while letting me taste him right back. A shiver of pleasure swayed through me.  
 
    His tongue danced with mine, possessive and dominating and seductive, dragging me into a sweet, dark place with him. He tasted of pure male, hot and powerful. I surrendered for a moment, letting him have his way with me, but eventually, I’d bring this alpha dragon to his knees.  
 
    A low grunt rumbled from his chest, half-happy, half-predatory. Sometimes, he and his dragon just couldn’t make up their minds. Yet my dragon was drunk with glee and lust at Ryder’s attention.  
 
    My nipples tightened, and my pussy was soaked. Ryder’s fingers had gotten into my pants, stroking my pussy. His thumb brushed my plump folds while his knuckles pressed through my sleek slit into my narrow passage.  
 
    I sank my ass down as I rode his knuckles. Every touch brought with it a rush of wildfire.  
 
    “You’re mine,” he growled. “You understand? You’re mine.”  
 
    What was to understand? So I just ignored him. He pulled me into him tighter and kissed me again while skillfully tearing the buttons off my shirt. An instant later, my pants were gone too.  
 
    His hands roved over my body hungrily, and they always landed back on my breasts or pussy. I reveled in how he ravaged me. I didn’t have much experience, but I knew that no one could scorch me with need like he did. His every touch ignited me.  
 
    He was the flame, and I was no longer the moth but the wildfire that matched his. He tasted like flame as well, burning me as I returned the favor, burning him back.  
 
    I reached down, slid my hand into his trousers, and found his hard shaft. I ran my fingers up and down its massive length, pausing at the thick ring, wrapping around half of its girth. He gasped in pleasure, his eyes hooded. I squeezed his crown. He hissed and spread his legs wider to give his cock more room.  
 
    I contained a smile. My thumb moved to brush over the slit on his crown, not so gently, mixing his pre-cum and smearing it on the ring of his cock.  
 
    A growl escaped him. He lifted me, turned me around to suck my nipple, grazing it with his teeth, then gave it a light bite. I jerked, and he chuckled darkly. Then he lay down and lifted me to sit on his face.  
 
    I shivered with wild need and lust.  
 
    His tongue whirled around the peak of my swollen clit, and a rush of electric pleasure shot to my nerve endings. I yelped. I could come just from that, but before I got a chance to chase my orgasm, his tongue thrust into my heat.  
 
    Pleasure rendered me senseless. I ground against his face, happy and shameless and needing more, and he groaned against my pussy, feasting on me. His tongue lengthened and thickened inside my heated channel. Oh my gods, his dragon had joined him in relishing my pussy.  
 
    I was being tongue fucked. My eyes rolled back as I lost myself in the ecstasy. He or his dragon—I couldn’t tell anymore—growled in approval at the tightness of my pussy. His tongue thrust and thrust, sinking into the depths of my molten core. I was burning, and I was burning with him. The wall of my pussy became lava hot, and only Ryder could take me, for he was a dragon and my true mate.  
 
    Then before I knew it, I came so hard and violently that his eyes glowed gold. He drank my juice. It didn’t feel dirty. It felt utterly erotic.  
 
    My dragon surged near the surface, purring and growling. I felt the two monsters conversing, though I couldn’t understand their secret code.  
 
    Ryder pulled me to the bed, kneeling before me and staring at my pussy, which was still throbbing from the lingering orgasm.  
 
    I hadn’t noticed he had removed his clothes, but he was now gloriously naked in front of me. My lust-filled gaze roamed over his male body—powerful, harsh, and devastatingly beautiful. His shoulders were broad, his chest taut, his eight-pack was perfect and lickable, and his legs were heavily muscled. I couldn’t find a single flaw on this large specimen, as he was perfectly proportioned. Power was written into every harsh edge of his body. He was like a statue of a dark golden god coming to life, a fantasy in the flesh.  
 
    I was a dragon with great strength, yet I didn’t feel that I was in his league. But it wouldn’t stop me from tasting him, as lust rode me hard and overrode the killing impulse.  
 
    I swallowed as I stared at his massive cock jutting out between his powerful thighs. With a smirk, Ryder heaved me up, then the head of his thick cock was nudging at my entrance.  
 
    “You’ve been waiting for this cock, haven’t you?” he purred.  
 
    “I need it!” I told him.  
 
    “When I say you can have it, then you can have it.” With one powerful thrust, he drove into my heated core.  
 
    I cried out loud at the burst of pleasure, so intense that I wanted to come already.  
 
    He pulled out a few inches, stared at our joined flesh, and thrust back in, pounding into me and hitting the right spots over and over. It felt delicious, and I moaned in pleasure.  
 
    “Moan my name, sparrow,” he ordered.  
 
    I refused. He was no boss of mine, even though he let me taste a piece of heaven with every delicious thrust.  
 
    I heaved up my hips and slammed down, grinding him. I couldn’t get enough of him. He drove into me brutally. I panted, feeling undone with each thrust.  
 
    “Cry my name when you moan,” he demanded again, his speed blurring, his face beastly yet utterly captivating.  
 
    I sank my nails into his legs as he thrust into me with punishing force, pushing me to the edge. Waves of pleasure dragged me down, then up again. When his thrusts became so brutal that I could barely catch a breath, I could no longer hold back, and his name left my lips like the gospel.  
 
    “Good girl,” he groaned in approval, fucking me harder and faster.  
 
    The world moved around me, and I spun with it as Ryder drove deeper inside me, thrusting into my molten core relentlessly. My inner walls clamped mercilessly down on him, gloving him, as if we were made for each other.  
 
    We were made for each other.  
 
    Then I came undone.  
 
    Ryder trembled, his muscles taut, radiating pain as he restrained himself from coming. When he was about to lose the battle, he tried to pull out. I thrust my hips toward him, grabbing his legs, pulling him to me and holding him with all my strength to prevent him from breaking free, until he shuddered and emptied his warm seed inside my womb.  
 
    He stared at me, shocked and groaning in pleasure, realizing I was taking in every drop of his bountiful seed.  
 
    His dragon purred and roared in triumph, and my dragon joined his song.  
 
    “Do you know what you have done, June?” Ryder gazed at me, devastated, his thumb caressing my cheek roughly, as if I’d done the worst thing possible.  
 
    “I know what I’m doing, asshole,” I said, dipping my head and biting him hard on the spot between his shoulder and neck.  
 
    I was still the only one who could bleed him with my claws and teeth. His blood fell on my tongue, tasting rich and powerful and divine and sinful all at once.  
 
    The dragon demigod had no subtlety, and neither had his blood, which roared in my veins.  
 
    I raised my head and grinned at him savagely, my eyes glowing with renewed power, his blood still wet on my bottom lip. I licked it clean.  
 
    “Is this June wild enough for you, Nightstar?” I purred viciously. “Am I ruining you for every other woman?”  
 
    “You’ve done this, and there’s no going back,” he whispered huskily. “I blame myself for this. Do whatever you need to do. Use me, bleed me, or crush me, anything. Just get the fuck out of the Wild Hunt while you can.”  
 
    I rolled off the bed after I untangled myself from him. Then I picked up my clothes and boots and headed out of his room in the nude.  
 
    “By the way,” I paused and turned at the door, “the heat circle won’t return. Thank you for your five-star service.”  
 
    My dragon rebelled against me, wanting to stay and cuddle and hoping for another bout of fierce fucking.  
 
    We’ve mated with Ryder and his black dragon. This is not the way to treat them! She sent me a series of furious messages.  
 
    I slammed the heel of my palm into her snout as I warned her, steel in my voice. Do I look like a fool to you? This new June does everything for a good reason. Do you know who’s watching us now? Do not sabotage my plan, or you’ll never see your precious black dragon again.  
 
    She growled, then crouched and sank into silence.  
 
    I walked out on Ryder, just like he’d done to me last time.   
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    June 
 
      
 
    Several Hours Earlier 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Before Ryder had returned, the mating heat had given me a brief reprieve. A potent presence had awoken me, and I’d walked out of the temple, beckoned by its persistent pull.  
 
    I’d told Silver, who had been patrolling, that I’d take the next watch as I needed some fresh air. He decided to show me his trust. Fang, Ink, and Alistair had gone back to their rooms after realizing that I’d calmed down in the pool.  
 
    I followed the nudge and detoured to the side of the temple, where Cypress stepped out of the shadows.  
 
    The moonlight of the two blood moons shone on his face. He grinned like a demon with no care in the world, the beasts yowling behind him. They never ceased wailing anyway.  
 
    “One shout from me and everyone in this camp will come for you,” I told him.  
 
    “Go ahead then,” he said, and his grin didn’t drop. While Ryder’s voice was rich yet harsh most of the time, Cypress’s dripped with honey meant to ensnare his victims.  
 
    He was nearly as handsome as Ryder. While Ryder was all raw power and darkly golden, Cypress was a lot more cultivated on the surface and paid attention to fashion and his hairdo, which was carefully trimmed to half an inch above his scalp.  
 
    “Don’t think I won’t.” I then demanded, “Why are you here?”  
 
    He gave me another onceover. “You look good without the dull glasses that only conceal your great beauty and power, doll.”  
 
    “Don’t call me doll,” I said.  
 
    “Fierce, I like it,” he said, his grin turning to a smirk. “You talk just like a dragoness.”  
 
    My heart skipped a beat. How did he know about me being a dragon? Both he and Ryder constantly spied on each other. But still, I hadn’t turned into a dragon since the last Wild Hunt. If his goons had revealed anything, they’d have told him I was a banshee.  
 
    “Now you’re friendly?” I narrowed my eyes. “If I recall, you told your goons to break my legs.”  
 
    “Yes, if you ran.” He shrugged. “It turned out that I misjudged the situation, and thus I came to apologize in person and extend an invitation.”  
 
    “Invitation to what?” I asked harshly, no longer the polite June who called every dude sir like I had when I was first dumped here.  
 
    “Things are going to get bad here,” he offered. “Come with me, Lady June, and you’ll live.”  
 
    “When is it not bad?” I snorted. “Don’t make a promise you can’t keep, Lord Cypress.”  
 
    I intended to provoke him in order to make him reveal his secrets, since he seemed to want to convince me to go with him. I’d seen him teleport out of the realm while Ryder and team were trapped. 
 
    “I’ve never broken a promise, unlike the despicable Nightstar,” he said.  
 
    “I don’t know you,” I said. “I trust you even less than I trust Ryder. He’s very toxic and negative and extremely violent, but your track record isn’t that impressive either. Do you know that your men put me in a cage and nearly gang raped me?” 
 
    “Their punishment has been severe,” he said. “You don’t need to worry about them anymore, as I’ve disposed of them.” Yet I’d encountered one of the bear shifters in the off world. “My new team will treat you like a queen in my compound.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. He could not only leave this realm but also bring in new recruits.  
 
    “Who would want to be a queen in this dump,” I sneered.  
 
    “You want to leave Pandemonium and return to Earth, don’t you?” he asked.  
 
    I refused to answer, and he smirked; he’d seen the longing in my eyes and how I swallowed at the temptation.  
 
    “I can make it happen,” he offered.  
 
    I shifted my position and lifted my chin, exposing the purplish bruises on my neck. Cypress’s attention snagged on them.  
 
    I could heal easily and fast now, but I refused to let the bruises fade, even though it actually took more power to keep them there. I could also use the phoenix feather to make the bruises go away in a heartbeat. Yet I wore them like a calling card.  
 
    “Who did this to you?” he demanded, fury rolling off him, so powerful that it silenced the yowls of the beasts for two long seconds.  
 
    I paused for a beat, bitterness lacing my voice as I answered, “Who else? Who’s the biggest asshole here? I survived him, and I’ll keep surviving him until he regrets deeply that he kidnapped me and kept me prisoner.”  
 
    A menacing yet delighted light streaked through Cypress’s eyes.  
 
    “I can help you with that too,” he said, “if you let me, Lady June.” 
 
    “Why would I trust you?” I snorted. “You might be worse. At least sometimes he leaves me alone. And I know I’ll eventually get my revenge. The devil you know.”  
 
    “You’ll need me if you want to take him down,” Cypress said confidently.  
 
    “Then why haven’t you taken him down, since you have all the time in the world?” I snickered. “He doesn’t think much of you. He makes fun of you with his men all the time. He calls you ‘that pussy clown.’”  
 
    I made up the name, and I wasn’t sure if it even made sense, but Cypress’s face reddened in rage then darkened like a storm, hate burning in his eyes.  
 
    “The only one who can truly kill him is you,” he revealed, then watched me like a hawk to see which of my facial muscles twitched.  
 
    I had to disappoint him. I did not wear my expressions openly anymore. I’d learned fast. 
 
    “I hate to disappoint you,” I said stonily. “I tried, and he overpowered me.”  
 
    “And I’m not surprised,” he said. “You aren’t ready, but I’ll get you ready and equip you with proper weaponry that can end him once and for all.”  
 
    “Then why don’t you use that proper weaponry to end him once and for all yourself? Why must I do all the hard work?”  
 
    He arched an eyebrow, then he let out a long-suffering sigh at having to deal with me. “Because you’re the only one who can wield that weapon to slay Nightstar.”  
 
    My heart pounded in my chest, yet I managed to calm its wild beats. I narrowed my eyes at Cypress, yet I let a wicked glint spark in them for him to see.  
 
    I tilted my head to the side. “I don’t believe you.”  
 
    “I’ll tell you everything if you come with me,” he said. “I won’t reveal any more secrets here, as the walls have ears, even though I applied sound barrier spells around us.”  
 
    I hesitated, temptation and distrust written across my face for all to see.  
 
    “You’re more than a royal dragon, Lady June,” he said. “Yet you’ve remained ignorant of your true nature and power all these years. Don’t you want to know your true origin that’s been hidden from you and ripped from you?” 
 
    I thought of Archangel Azrael. I thought of Mom and all her paranoia and secrets.  
 
    “Give me a chance to prove myself and earn your trust,” he said, putting out a nice, bright smile without exposing his sharp white teeth, as if he was coaxing a cornered kitten, but I was a dragon.  
 
    I bit my lip and let my hesitation show. “I’m not that asshole Ryder’s fangirl, but I’ve made a friend or two here. I like the wolf.”  
 
    “They aren’t your true friends,” he said. “They’d kill you without blinking an eye if they knew what kind of threat you are to the demon dragon. According to my resources, those punks also hunted your bloodline. They’re doomed to be hunted, but they’re hunters as well. They’re your hidden enemies, just like Nightstar is your natural enemy.” 
 
    An image of the cabin Mom and I had dwelled in being burned to ash flashed in front of my eyes. Pain and rage twisted into me.  
 
    My lips trembled. “My mother?” 
 
    Cypress nodded gravely. “If you stay, Nightstar will kill you before you strike back. It’s written in his stars that he will finally hunt down the last female dragon—you. He’s only taking his sweet time toying with you before he gets bored and offs you. He believes you’ll have no way out. But I’m here now. I’m a dragon, your kin, and I won’t see you killed!”  
 
    I heard Fang calling my name from inside the temple. Cypress and I locked our gazes.  
 
    He stretched a hand toward me. “Come, my lady.”  
 
    I could just take his hand and vanish into the darkness, but I had something to take care of first.  
 
    “You go, Lord Cypress.” I bowed slightly, peeking into the deep night as an unnatural wind pressed my wet pants to my shaking legs, chilling me to the bone. “I’ll find you soon.”  
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    Ryder 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s gone!” Ink’s panicked shouting jerked me awake from a vivid nightmare in which I slaughtered June and held her bloody body in my arms while her gray eyes stared at me lifelessly. “June’s missing, Ryder!” 
 
    Fang howled in answer.  
 
    Cold sweat still trickling down my spine, I yanked on my trousers and charged out of the room into the hallway, then out of the temple. Dawn had arrived, and the chilly wind turned my sweat to ice; even my dragon fire was unable to warm the freezing blood in my veins.  
 
    I stared into the horizon. The beasts yowled and wailed outside the perimeter.  
 
    My dragon roared. You told her to get the fuck out. You put that fucking idea in her head, your insufferable motherfucker!  
 
    He raged, wanting to burn the world down to find her. I reined him in hard, despite his rebellion and the pain he caused me. No matter how panic and rage and fear ate at me, I needed a cool head. I needed to maintain the cold-bastard exterior, as I sensed the watchful, cunning, and cruel eyes of the gods watching me.  
 
    “She escaped. She’ll regret this!” I told my men as I tried to control my trembling fury. “Search every corner and find her!” 
 
    The scene from last night swirled back. I’d tried to ejaculate outside June, and she’d clung to me and made me come hard inside her pussy as she milked me mercilessly. And then she’d walked out on me—I deserved that, as I’d once done the same to her. 
 
    Afterwards, I’d felt something new and radiant, like a bond forming in me. But I knew, even if it’d been the mating bond, it hadn’t completed.  
 
    No matter where she’d gone, I would find her.  
 
    If anyone touched her, harmed her, or kidnapped her, they’d regret that they’d even had one birthday.  
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    Just as Cypress had promised, none of his former minions remained in his compound. He’d brought in over a dozen warriors who all had the same silver hair flowing down their shoulders.  
 
    They hadn’t stopped me when I strolled through the gate. That was after I’d fucked Ryder then walked out on him. I’d taken a bath in the cave pool before I’d joined Cypress. I wasn’t sure if I could wash off Ryder’s scent entirely, but I was prepared to tell Cypress to mind his own business should he ask.  
 
    “What are they, your followers?” I asked.  
 
    His men had kept a respectful distance from me since my arrival.  
 
    “They’re hybrids,” Cypress said. “They’re my true people.”  
 
    “How did you even get them into this realm?” I asked. “Smuggle them in?” 
 
    “That’s a story for another day,” he said lazily.  
 
    He wouldn’t reveal his secret then. That was fine. I’d be watching him.  
 
    I was given the second-best room that had a soft bed, a round marble table, two chairs with dragon images on their high backs, a vanity with a bronze mirror, and a new rug that covered half of the floor.  
 
    The compound came with a state-of-the-art kitchen. I hoped that Cypress wouldn’t ask me to cook. Dickheads always assumed that women should do the kitchen work. Ryder had forced me to cook to earn my keep, but I’d ended up willing to take care of the team.  
 
    I’d left them all behind. A sudden ache rose to my throat, and I shoved it down. I had to be unfeeling if I wanted to get through this.  
 
    Anyway, if Cypress forced me to cook, I’d burn all the pots and ruin every dish while offering an utterly innocent look and begging him to teach me how to cook.  
 
    But to my pleasant surprise, meals were brought to me, and my plates were piled with fresh produce. My old habits swirled back, as I always appreciated the comforts of life, and no amount of hardship could take that away.  
 
    I was treated like a queen here, but I wasn’t naïve enough to believe this would last. So I enjoyed it while I could.  
 
    After the amazing breakfast, Cypress gave me a crash course on dragon magic and battle skills. Then he shifted to his green dragon. His men looked up at him in awe. I’d have dropped my jaw in awe if I hadn’t seen Ryder’s black dragon dusted with sunset gold.  
 
    Cypress’s dragon was as large as Ryder’s with a longer neck. The green dragon’s eyes were deep sapphire and brimmed with icy cruelty. One glance from that dragon would send anyone running and screaming. But I didn’t panic. Not anymore. I didn’t even fear him. I shrugged off the power that slammed into me. Ever since my dragon manifested that once, she ate or burned any healthy fear within me. Despite the lack of fear, chills still slithered up my spine at the sight of the green beast, for he wasn’t a mere dragon.   
 
    The most outstanding part of the green dragon was that his scales were pure emerald. If any hunter could bring him down, they could make a fortune that would last for several lifetimes. Cypress wouldn’t appreciate that notion, though.  
 
    Ryder’s dragon scales were priceless as well. Some of them were pure gold. The three scales between his eyes were actually black diamonds. But the idea of anyone hunting Ryder for his scales of gold and diamonds suddenly sent my dragon into a rage.  
 
    The green dragon snapped his wings open and took off into the sky, a jet of fire streaming out of his vast jaw as he roared. He swooped, banked, and dived, his fiery gaze fixing on me. He climbed higher into the sky and circled the compound again.  
 
    Then he made all sorts of awesome maneuvers in the sky just to show off and entice me. But he was just wasting his time since I wasn’t the kind that could be lured. Part of me was still the lazy June who would move an inch if being pushed to go a mile. 
 
    The green dragon growled, calling me.  
 
    He was waiting for me to shift and join him in my dragon form, but his dragon couldn’t call out to mine.  
 
    I didn’t move an inch from where I stood, just gazed up at him for a few more seconds, waved my hand in a “good day, sir,” then went back into the main building of the compound.  
 
    The green dragon bellowed overhead, and I shrugged with a smile. I wouldn’t do anyone’s bidding. I liked to do whatever the hell I wanted, how I wanted. I followed my own pace on my own terms. And I had started to find joy in disappointing and frustrating people because I could now.  
 
    With a sense of purpose, I found a leather-bound book in Cypress’s library. He lived a much better life here than Ryder and his team, and he could come and go at his leisure.  
 
    I couldn’t read the ancient text on the pages, but it offered plenty of pictures that depicted gods and monsters. I needed to educate myself more on the supernaturals and gods, especially on the gods.  
 
    I put the priceless book under my armpit and headed to the spring pool. Cypress had given me a tour when I first arrived. Last time, when he’d kidnapped me, I’d never enjoyed the benefits of this place. The bear shifters had packed me into a cage and taken a draw to decide who would rape me first.  
 
    I killed the one who offended me the most. I bet Ryder and his men had killed a few more when they stormed this compound to take me with them. I did not care what happened to the rest of the bear shifter rapists. Cypress had said that he’d disposed of them.  
 
    I stepped into the spring pool, which was like a large Jacuzzi.  
 
    Just as I turned the next page and studied the image of a weapon used by a war god, the heavy door to the bath chamber flew open. I didn’t even bat an eye, but the hand that wasn’t turning the page had turned into dragon claws under the water.  
 
    I had no need to worry about my modesty since I had a long shirt on.  
 
    Not surprisingly, the asshole who barged in without knocking was Cypress. He arched an eyebrow at me from the doorway, waiting for my reaction, so I mirrored him by arching a brow as well.  
 
    “I was waiting for you to join me in the sky,” he grated.  
 
    He wasn’t pleased at having to come down and shift back to his humanoid form after the anticlimax I’d pulled off.  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint,” I said, turning another page. I was careful not to let the water wet the book. “I wasn’t in the mood. My dragon doesn’t want to fly today.”  
 
    He studied me for long seconds. “You can’t shift at will, can you?” 
 
    “Congratulations, you just caught one of my weaknesses,” I said.  
 
    See? I learned super fast how to deal with assholes after I dealt with Ryder, a hardcore asshole. I didn’t admit anything, nor did I deny it, so Cypress would never know the truth. Sarcasm was queen.  
 
    “Since you wouldn’t join me because you weren’t in the mood, I’ll have to join you,” he said, starting to undress while his intense gaze locked on me like a vulture homing in on a bunny.  
 
    He expected me to react or flee.  
 
    If I were still that June in college, I’d squirm when he pulled off his trousers and boxers and stepped into the spring pool with me.  
 
    I didn’t even shrug a shoulder as I turned the next page. I’d just make sure he didn’t get too close to me. He’d failed to lure me into the sky, but I’d succeeded in luring him into the water. When he took off his armor, he’d be less guarded, especially when I was showing him my vulnerability. I just wore my armor within where he couldn’t see.  
 
    My claws receded as I gave him a onceover.  
 
    Cypress was Ryder’s counterpart in every way. They shared the same height. Cypress was a little broader, and his muscles bulged out like they’d burst. Ryder was all rough edges and couldn’t care less about his appearance, but Cypress loved to flaunt his manliness every chance he got.  
 
    The muscles of his legs flexing were a sight to watch if one was into it. If he were on Earth, he’d be featured in every Men’s Beauty magazine. But he wasn’t a man. He was a bastard god.  
 
    “The water is warm,” I said. “Better than that damn icy pool in that asshole Ryder’s camp.”  
 
    “Of course,” he said, standing nude in the middle of the pool for me to get another eyeful. “I have standards, even in this realm. Nightstar and his goons, however, have lived like wild animals for centuries. But then he isn’t too far from being an animal. I’m sorry you had to put up with him.”  
 
    His vast erection was on full display, and he wasn’t shy about it. It was nice to look at, for sure, but I didn’t even flush. I’d seen a few cocks now. But if it’d been Ryder getting in the pool with me and looking like that, I’d have been in heat in a heartbeat.  
 
     “I’ve put up with worse,” I said. “He treated me like his slave, but what’s your beef with him, Lord Cypress?”  
 
    “Cypress, please,” he said, lowering himself into the pool. 
 
    I smirked at him coyly. “You’re more than just a dragon, Lord Cypress.” 
 
    A muscle jerked in his jaw. “Did Nightstar tell you about me?”  
 
    Ryder was his long-time rival, a thorn in his side, the bane of his existence.  
 
    I wrote three tiny circles in the air. “Why do you think he’d tell me anything?” 
 
    “You confided in me before that he loved to badmouth me every chance he got,” Cypress said, his lips thinning in anger.  
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “He despises you. You’ve got a lot of nicknames in his camp. Other than ‘little pussy clown,’ he also called you a useless, fat worm.” I’d come up with more names for him. When people got riled up, they tended to reveal something they wouldn’t when they were as cool as a cucumber.  
 
    Rage and hate flashed in Cypress’s sapphire eyes. If he could promise Ryder death, he’d do it now.  
 
     “When they play card games at night, they make fun of you all the time,” I said. “Oh, I just remembered. They never call you Lord Cypress. When they discuss plans to undermine you, they call you ‘Lord Bastard,’ like you’re an illegitimate son or something.”  
 
    A muscle twitched under his left eye, which darkened a few shades. I’d hit a nerve again.  
 
    “As isolated as he’s been, Nightstar shouldn’t know about my origin, which isn’t widely known.”  
 
    I’d sensed Cypress’s power signature. At the realization, a boost from my genetic knowledge surfaced. Cypress was the bastard son of Ares, the God of War. His mother was probably an unknown dragon shifter.  
 
    To rise from his low status in Olympus, he’d had to make a name for himself. The gods were fixated on Ryder Nightstar, and not even their queen could take him down. But if Cypress, a bastard son, could drag down Ryder, he’d finally impress his father and rise to the rank of his legitimate siblings.  
 
    I tapped two fingers on the new page. “Ryder told his men you’re the bastard son of Ares and that you have daddy issues,” I lied casually. “I understand that he hates you as much as you hate him. It’s a rival thing. I, however, was unfortunate enough to be an innocent victim of his prejudice. He hated me at first sight just because I look like the doppelganger of the woman whom I heard murdered his surrogate father.”  
 
    “Ava,” Cypress said, then laughed.  
 
    I frowned at him. “What’s so funny? Even his team thought I was Ava reincarnated. It was the wolf who absolved me by telling everyone that I didn’t smell like her.”  
 
    “Of course you don’t smell like Ava,” Cypress said. “She was a demon shifter who took the face of a future you.”  
 
    Something dark clicked in my mind. When Cypress first met me, he’d mentioned that I wasn’t foretold, and that he hated not knowing the pieces of the puzzle. So he’d teleported out to find the answer.  
 
    It made sense now that Ryder kept saying that Cypress had been planted in Pandemonium by the gods.  
 
    Cypress had found out something about me. So when he returned, he’d sought me out right away. I’d been the one being kept in the dark since my birth. Then I’d been plucked out of my life and dumped in this doomed realm against my will.  
 
    One day, my rage would be a terrible thing, and payback would be more than a bitch.  
 
    “How could she steal my face if she never met me before?” I stared at Cypress hard, demanding an answer. “I wasn’t even born when Ava joined Ryder’s team.”  
 
    Cypress smiled at me enigmatically.  
 
    “Didn’t you promise to reveal something to me?” I reminded him. “Ryder and his team know nothing. That’s why I chose you over them, over my friendship with the wolf.”  
 
    He nodded. “You’re right. They know shit, despite their arrogance.” He puffed up his naked chest. “You made the right choice to join me. You’re a smart girl.”  
 
    I nearly rolled my eyes.  
 
    “Ryder was duped by a demon shifter?” I asked. “But he can see through glamours, and the wolf is good at smelling any being’s origin.”  
 
    “Not when the queen of the gods glamoured Ava to look like you and Nightstar’s power was bound by the curse.” Cypress chuckled in amusement. “His men were clueless that they were screwing a monster demon. Too bad Ava failed to get into Nightstar’s pants.” 
 
    I bristled, as I couldn’t stomach the prospect of another woman fucking Ryder while wearing my face, yet I succeeded in maintaining an expressionless mask under Cypress’s scrutiny.  
 
    Cypress must’ve known that Ryder had fucked me. If the gods knew that Ryder was my fated mate, he’d know as well, though he wouldn’t breach the topic. Why give me a way out of murdering Ryder?  
 
    My only advantage over them was that they didn’t know that I also knew what Ryder was to me. Not even Ryder knew that I’d pieced it together.  
 
    I tilted my head. “How come Ava failed to seduce Ryder? I think he likes my face just fine. I was fuckable to him.”  
 
    Cypress’s eyes heated. He wanted to have what Ryder had.  
 
    “No matter how much she looked like you, she wasn’t you,” Cypress said. “Somehow, she repulsed him.”  
 
    “Too bad for her.” I shrugged. “I never met the queen. How did she know what I look like?”  
 
    “Queen Hera’s oracle saw you in the future and showed her that timeline.”  
 
    “Ryder still insists that I’m Ava’s reincarnation,” I confessed. “Sooner or later he was going to kill me. Thank you for getting me out.”  
 
    He nodded. “You’re very welcome.” Then he inched closer to me in his nude glory and lowered his voice. “They thought you wouldn’t make it, but you proved them wrong. Now you get to play the big-league game.”  
 
    I did not need to ask if they were the fucking gods. I raised my chin to show Cypress the bruises on my neck, just to remind him who I thought was my biggest enemy.   
 
     “I’ll make sure he never gets his hands on me again,” I vowed.  
 
    “I’ll make sure he won’t either, Lady June, I promise you this,” he said in determination, “because we’ll end Nightstar once and for all, together. I’m not afraid to tell you there’ll be a lot of hard work ahead of us.  
 
    “You’re the only one who can truly erase his existence, but you’ll need to go fetch a specific weapon that only four beings can wield. Fortunately, you’re one of them.”  
 
    I leaned forward with great interest. “Oh yeah?”  
 
    The walls around us suddenly shook violently, the water in the pool rising and splashing all over the floor.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Cypress jumped to his feet with a curse, darting his wild gaze around. “Who dares to disturb me?” 
 
    “Cypress!” Ryder roared from outside the compound. “Return what’s mine!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
   
 CHAPTER 18 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “Cypress, you fucking pussy! Come out, you fucking lizard!” Ryder roared again.  
 
    Cypress spread his arms as we traded a look. “He called me a lizard. What a stupid insult, as if he isn’t one too. Can you believe it?” 
 
    “His vocabulary isn’t that impressive after being stuck here for too long,” I offered. “I have faith that you can teach him how to throw a proper insult, Lord Cypress. On the other hand, some folks on Earth do call dragons lizards.”  
 
    He narrowed his eyes at me, not minding his nudity, his erection jutting out between his thighs, pointing toward my face. He’d had a hard-on all this time. Maybe it was a demigod dragon thing.  
 
    “Will you stay here?” he asked.  
 
    “I don’t want to get up,” I said. “I’m comfortable here, but he’s making a lot of noise, and it’s getting hard to concentrate on my reading.” 
 
    Ryder roared again, and I felt an explosion go off outside the wall as well.  
 
    “Then I’ll make sure he doesn’t disturb your bath and reading,” Cypress said.  
 
    “He might’ve breached your security.” I let a crease show on my forehead. “He has no respect toward anyone’s property, you know. Even as a toddler, he robbed everyone blind.”  
 
    “He won’t do it here,” Cypress said. “I’ve warded every inch of the walls and installed a new gate after he stormed my compound last time. Now, I’ll go and make sure that lizard gets properly punished.”  
 
    “That’s awesome,” I praised him as I turned half of my attention back to the book.  
 
    Cypress snapped his fingers, and armor formed around his large, muscled body. I waited for him to charge out of the chamber to deal with Ryder. When he did, I rose from the depths of the pool.  
 
    I carefully put the book on a high counter nearby and grabbed a towel to dry myself quickly. Spotting a bathrobe on a hanger, I snatched it. I lived in a barbarian realm where politeness was a luxury. Wrapping the robe over my wet shirt, I strolled out of the chamber, sprang down a hallway, then exited the stone building.  
 
    Instead of joining Cypress at the gate, I climbed the stairs to the watchtower behind the wall. Parking myself on the platform, I surveyed the wilderness in front of me that extended to the bleak horizon before my gaze settled on our guests.  
 
    Beneath the wall, not far from the gate, Cypress and Ryder faced off against each other. Fang, Silver, Ink, Alistair, and Lilka flanked Ryder. Cypress’s silver-haired warriors rallied behind their lord.  
 
    Ryder spotted me right away, his jaw clenched, dark fire searing his eyes. I couldn’t see Cypress’s entire expression from this angle, but I knew he was smirking smugly. He didn’t turn his head, but he seemed to know that I’d made an appearance.  
 
    I wasn’t exactly a beacon of virtue in Ryder’s eyes, as I wore a bathrobe in his enemy’s house. Jealous fire burned in his eyes, turning them to molten gold. But I was long past caring.  
 
    “That’s my woman there,” Ryder snarled, pointing at me. “Return her to me if you don’t want a war!” 
 
    “I’ll answer your war any time and any place, Nightstar,” Cypress snarled back. “But it’s not my or your place to decide for Lady June Winters. Have you stooped so low as to force women now?” 
 
    Ryder growled. “I’ve never forced any woman, but I’ve come to fetch mine. You took something that’s not yours.”  
 
    “Did I now?” Cypress taunted.  
 
    “I’m not your woman, asshole!” I shouted from the wall, as I’d had enough. “I’m not your slave or your property. Fuck off and find someone else to claim or impress.” I waved a hand to shoo him off. “And you disturbed my bath!” 
 
    “And reading,” Cypress added. “Lady June is her own woman, and I respect that. You should do the same, Nightstar. Learn to respect the finer gender.”  
 
    He was posing as a gentleman as opposed to a savage like Ryder.  
 
    “You want revenge, is that it, sparrow?” Ryder shouted. “So you ran off? That’s not smart. Cypress and his goons are the least desirable crowd you could surround yourself with. You don’t know him like I do. He’s scum.”  
 
    “That’s rich coming out of your mouth, Nightstar,” Cypress grated.  
 
    “Lord Cypress is a gentleman, unlike you,” I said. “He invited me to stay in his castle.” 
 
    “I hate to break it to you, sparrow,” Ryder sneered. “It’s not a castle.”  
 
    “It’s much better than your place,” I shouted back. “You threw me into the servant room and forced me to sleep on a dirty hay bed, and I woke up with a backache.”  
 
    Cypress gasped loudly. “You pillock! How could you treat a lady like that?” 
 
    “That was only for one day,” Ryder shouted. “You got an upgrade.”  
 
    “Go away, Ryder, okay?” I snorted. “I’m dumping you.”  
 
    “You don’t dump me,” Ryder yelled, fire in his golden eyes. “No one dumps me. I know you want me to apologize. Fine. I’ll bite. I’m sorry, okay? I’ll try to be more considerate of your feelings. Now, will you get down from the wall and come back with me? I also have good news for you; you don’t need to cook anymore, since you don’t like it. Ink will do it.”  
 
    “Oh my gods,” I said. “You don’t even know what kind of hopeless asshole you are. I won’t even bother to enlighten you about how to treat a woman. It’s a waste of my time. You crossed a line, Ryder. You laid your hands on me and tried to kill me. When I was first dropped here, you’d already decided that you’d kill me in the end.” I shook my head in disgust. “Why don’t all the stupid assholes, with you as their representative, ever get it? You should all rot in hell for treating women as your sexual objects. You disgust me, Ryder. I don’t deliver the first punch, but I’ll hit harder if anyone picks a fight with me. I’m not that nice, meek June anymore. Nice girls don’t get to the finish line. So I’m channeling my inner bitch. From now on, a bitch is all you’ll ever get!” 
 
    “What a great speech!” Cypress applauded. “But I’m afraid you wasted it on deaf ears. A dickshit like Nightstar will never get it.”  
 
    Silver frowned. Alistair shook his head. Ink looked confused, and disapproval showed on Fang’s face. Lilka, however, smirked.  
 
    “Ryder has issues.” Fang opened his mouth. “We all know that. But he’ll never truly hurt you. You heard him, June. He was sorry, and it’s difficult for him to say that.” 
 
    “He’s never said it to any other woman except you, June,” Ink offered, trying to be helpful.  
 
    “Are you listening to yourselves?” I demanded. “Don’t you know how ridiculous you all sound? You sound like a broken record.” I ignored the looks of hurt on my former companions’ faces. “I was kind to call Ryder an asshole, since he’s worse. You think that all should be forgiven since he said sorry? He wasn’t even sincere. I once thought you guys were better, but you’re just a bunch of psychopaths.” 
 
    Cypress laughed hard, and his minions joined him.  
 
    “How could you say such insane things, summer girl?” Alistair asked. “You’d started to grow on me, but now you’re wrecking it.”  
 
    “Spare me!” I scoffed. “You’ve wanted to drink my blood for weeks now!” 
 
    “I’ve never acted on it,” the vampire protested.  
 
    “And that makes it okay somehow?” I demanded.  
 
    “No! It’s not okay!” two of Cypress’s minions shouted, and Cypress nodded his agreement. 
 
    “You crept me out all the time, vampire,” I called. “Where I come from, vampires only exist in books. I had to keep an eye open while sleeping for fear that you would sneak up on me and take my blood.”  
 
    “You should’ve told me your true feelings, summer girl,” Alistair said, “and I’d have convinced you otherwise. I abide by a gentleman’s code. I’d never sneak up on you to take your blood. I was hoping you’d donate out of the kindness of your heart.”  
 
    “How dare you think you can lay your uncouth mouth on Lady June’s neck and drink her superior blood?” Cypress scolded. “Lady June is under my protection now. She can sleep as tight as a baby under my roof, and no one here will dare to upset her. She has the utter respect and adoration of me and my men.”  
 
    “Okay, you don’t like the vampire. I got it,” Ink chimed in, flashing me his bedroom eyes. “He’s annoying, and he creeped me out twice after I joined the team. But what did I do? I’m always on your side.”  
 
    “You’re a bad flirt,” I said. “You always came up with the worst pickup lines.”  
 
    Ink pounded on his chest. “You wound me, June. I thought we were friends.”  
 
    “They all have issues, June,” Fang said. “Now you’ve gotten everything off your chest, and they should make improvements in the future. Let’s leave the past in the dust. We aren’t perfect, but we’re your friends and family. Cypress, on the contrary, is not your friend. He’ll only use you. He has no honor, and he always plays dirty.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Cypress rolled his eyes. “This smear campaign tires me.”  
 
    The whole time, Ryder stared at me.  
 
    “C’mon, June,” Fang urged. “You’re one of us. Come down from the wall and let’s go home.”  
 
    “How can you even call that place home, Fang?” I scolded him. “And you aren’t my friends. Your loyalty is always to Ryder. Leave now, and you’ll get out of here unharmed.”  
 
    Shock and hurt slammed into Fang’s face, and the light dimmed in his usually warm brown eyes. My heart clenched.  
 
    “You threaten us?” Silver asked, his silver eyes on fire.  
 
    “She just did,” Cypress said, “and I back her up.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up, Cypress,” Ryder ordered icily.  
 
    “She dismissed you, Nightstar,” Cypress said. “You just can’t accept rejection, can you? Get lost. I’m courting Lady June Winters, as I intend for her to be my mate.”  
 
    Ryder’s face twisted with demonic fury. With a snarl, he summoned the flaming blade and lunged at Cypress.  
 
    Cypress jumped back with a yelp and a curse, and a blade fell into his hand as well.  
 
    Ryder’s and Cypress’s men all drew weapons, ready to battle.  
 
    Cypress stepped aside to avoid a brutal hack from Ryder’s blade, which meant to cut him in half diagonally from his left shoulder. He kicked Ryder in the knee and struck back just as fast as Ryder, his black broadsword slamming into Ryder’s flaming blade as his opponent sent another thrust toward his neck.  
 
    A fragment of genetic knowledge surfaced as I regarded Cypress’s sword. It was an archangel blade, forged in the heavenly fire. Ryder’s blade, however, came from Hell’s inferno.  
 
    The two blades crashed and locked, sparks of fire shooting out from the brutal collision. Cypress and Ryder jumped back, the blades sliding off each other then colliding again as their owners lunged at each other. Neither could outshine the other at the moment.  
 
    Cypress grabbed a new dagger from somewhere, trying to poke a few holes in Ryder while swinging his broadsword at his nemesis. Ryder dodged the assault a couple of times before turning offensive and reversing his blade to go for Cypress’s side, aiming for the vulnerable spot between his ribs.  
 
    Cypress leapt away with a curse; he received a nip. Bellowing, he charged Ryder, and they crossed blades in two blurs, every blow devastatingly powerful. Ryder lurched to Cypress’s left, thrusting his flaming blade toward Cypress’s armpit. Cypress twisted out of the way and spat at his enemy’s face. Ryder leapt out of range of the spittle and cursed at Cypress.  
 
    Then they engaged again, slashing left and right, then left again. Every strike was precisely timed.  
 
    They were both excellent swordsmen, evenly matched.  
 
    My heart jumped to my throat at Cypress’s every strike on Ryder, yet my face remained cold and unmoving.  
 
    They became two blurs, cutting into each other, and when they broke apart, the tips of their blades dripped with their enemy’s blood.  
 
    My stomach knotted with dark worries. I’d learned who and what could bleed Ryder.  
 
    “Other than the gods, the archangels, and Cypress, since he possesses a heavenly blade, June is the fourth one who can bleed Ryder Nightstar.”  
 
    I watched Cypress leave a gash across Ryder’s right thigh, yet I could do nothing about it. Seeing him bleed made nausea rise to my throat. Ryder retaliated quickly and gave Cypress a stomach wound.  
 
    They broke apart and engaged fiercely again.  
 
    Their blades carved a new path on each other, and both fighters lost pieces of their armor. Blood poured from Ryder’s wounds, and Cypress fared worse. If Ryder had his full power instead of being bound by the curse, he’d have taken Cypress down by now.  
 
    They snarled at each other, their blades locking again. Ryder’s eyes blazed furious gold, Cypress’s glowing sapphire. Ryder kicked at Cypress’s knee, and Cypress retaliated by aiming a punch at Ryder’s head. Ryder ducked to the left, and Cypress chased him.  
 
    Time stilled as I watched the brutal duel below. Lilka stepped closer to the gate, glaring at me, as if wanting to challenge me to another duel. I glared back before turning to the duel again. She wasn’t my target today.  
 
    Ryder and Cypress barreled toward each other like two bulls, the impact throwing them both to the ground. They rolled, tossing away their weapons and grabbing each other, punching and kicking, with every intention of mauling each other’s good looks with their bare hands.  
 
    I needed to end their fight, or the two could go on like this the whole night. It would just exhaust everyone else.  
 
    The wind whipped my wet shirt against my skin even though I had a bathrobe on. I shuddered, chilled even though I shouldn’t be, since I was a dragon. That reminded me what I really was and what I should do to stop the fight.  
 
    Heat rose in me. Lava swam in my chest. Fire traveled in my veins. Then scales started to appear along my spine before spreading rapidly. My face itched and burned before ruby scales crept across my cheeks.  
 
    I jumped onto the top of the wall so I’d have more room to shift.   
 
    My face hardened and elongated into a vast jaw. My bones extended and flesh stretched. It still hurt so much, but I wasn’t as terrified as before. I silently endured the agony of the transformation until a thunderous heartbeat pounded in my ears.  
 
    A dragon song burst out of me, and then the transformation was complete. My dragon gave our ruby scales an appreciative glance before she spread her wings to their full length.  
 
    She wasn’t as big as Ryder’s or Cypress’s dragon, but her wingspan was still longer than a truck. The wind called to us, as did the sky. But instead of flying up to answer them, she plunged toward Ryder and Cypress.  
 
    They both leapt away from my dragon’s lethal wings, their expressions freezing in surprise, and she alighted between them with a roar. Their two male dragons gazed at us in adoration before snarling at each other, wanting to mark their territory as the only she-dragon came into their midst.   
 
    We wouldn’t have their nonsense. My dragon gave Ryder a look, issuing a battle call, lifted my wings, and shot into the sky.  
 
    Ryder roared in answer and started his transformation, his men guarding his back. Under normal circumstances, his dragon wouldn’t be able to come out, as he was heavily bound by the curse. But somehow, my dragon’s presence bent the rule. She could call out Ryder’s dragon now and then.  
 
    We turned our head to gaze back as a massive black dragon dusted with gold spilled out of Ryder, roaring triumphantly. His wingspan was double my dragon’s size, and his tail twirled in the air, swishing left and right. He was large and magnificent, his proportions perfect.  
 
    My dragon appreciated the black dragon’s glorious form more than me. He was her mate, after all. Flames lit in the black dragon’s golden eyes as they fixed upon us with rapt focus, as if the whole world and everyone else had fallen away and only we mattered.  
 
    My dragon wheeled in the air, diving toward him. She was a new dragon and much smaller, but she was ferocious. The black dragon gave a warning roar, but we didn’t give a shit.  
 
    The black dragon widened his eyes in alarm and veered to avoid a crash. My dragon had expected his move, knowing he wouldn’t want to hurt me under any circumstances. He left an opening, and my dragon bared her fangs and bit into his shoulder. Then she turned swiftly and flew toward the high sky.  
 
    The black dragon let out a battle cry and gave chase. He couldn’t deny her battle call, even though she was his mate. The green dragon zoomed into view, flapping his massive wings right behind the black dragon. Cypress’s dragon let out a stream of fire, roaring in glee. He’d seen me bite his nemesis and draw blood.  
 
    My ruby-red dragon picked up speed, drawing them further away from the valley of the beasts toward the dead sea and black mountains. Both dragons gave hot chase, as if whoever caught me would be the champion.  
 
    The black dragon was gaining on me, but he didn’t try to grab my tail right away. He wanted to play first, and the green dragon wasn’t far behind; he roared his presence. The black dragon got annoyed and turned to charge at the green dragon above the dead sea.  
 
    The two dragons rammed into each other, clawing, biting, and snarling, their jaws locked.  
 
    My dragon didn’t bat an eye as she turned, gliding backward to watch the vicious battle.  
 
    The green dragon tore a chunk from the top of the black dragon’s left wing, and the black dragon mercilessly slashed the green dragon’s underbelly.  
 
    They roared in pain and rage and kept tearing into each other.  
 
    Cypress should have the advantage as a minor god and since Ryder was curse-bound. But the black dragon was more motivated to win the battle, especially when another dragon was after his mate. He fought madly, as if he hadn’t been mad enough to start with.  
 
    The two dragons broke apart, snarling viciously. The green dragon opened his jaw, fire bursting out of his mouth in a blazing torrent. The black dragon also let his fire out, and the two streams of flame met midway, barreling into each other and refusing to give an inch. The two dragons flapped their massive wings while pouring fire at their opponent.  
 
    My dragon twirled around them to get a closer look until she grew bored and closed an eye.  
 
    The black dragon noticed it and growled, an offended expression rippling across his scaled, powerful, and beautiful face. With a roar of challenge, he stretched his claws, his flaming blade materializing. The dragon’s claws curved around the hilt of the blade.   
 
    The green dragon widened his huge sapphire eyes. The black dragon hurled the flaming sword at him while they were locked in the exchange of fire.  
 
    Ryder’s dragon could wield a weapon expertly.  
 
    The flaming blade soared and pierced into the green dragon’s chest. The green beast let out a painful roar, and the fire died on his scaled lips.  
 
    He flailed in the air, flapping his wings hard and trying to regain his balance. When he failed, he plunged toward the dead sea far beneath. The black dragon roared in victory.  
 
    A moment later, the flaming blade pierced through the air and returned to the black dragon’s claws, still dripping with the green dragon’s blood.  
 
    As the black dragon dismissed his blade and grinned at my dragon, she roared her challenge and charged him. He veered off course to avoid direct impact. He was massive, yet he was so lithe in the air, as if he ruled the sky.  
 
    My dragon flew past him, missing him by a wide stretch. Embarrassed, she roared, her tail swishing in agitation.  
 
    The black dragon gazed at her with puppy eyes, but she wouldn’t give up without a good fight. The black dragon called her, then climbed vertically at high speed. My dragon growled, swayed her tail, and gave chase, needing to bring the black dragon to his knees.  
 
    We needed to sharpen our claws, and the black dragon was the perfect target practice. We were so high in the clouds that the entire sky belonged to us and the black dragon.  
 
    He stopped running and wheeled to face us, pulling his lips back into a grin, and we pulled ours back in a snarl. His grin didn’t drop, as he was impressed by our ferocity. Then, without a fair warning, he dove toward us.  
 
    We let out a roar and charged him fearlessly, only to plunge past him as he veered to the left at the last second, faster than lightning. Our claws that were poised for the kill caught only empty air.  
 
    He laughed, then swooped, pulling impossible maneuvers to show off his flying skills. Before our jaw could close, he was above us, his vast claws grabbing us.  
 
    My day had gone from bad to worse.  
 
    My dragon struggled, but the black dragon whispered a word, Mate, in our head. No matter how we clawed at him, he wouldn’t let us go. Then he took us flying with him.  
 
    He was nearly double her size. We were surprised and pleased at his strength. He took us higher and higher until the air was too thin to breathe, until the realm beneath us was a patch of land. Yet even in our dragon form at the edge of the realm, we couldn’t escape it.  
 
    My dragon twisted her neck and bit him between his shoulder and neck. He groaned, but he let us, and he wouldn’t let us go, his tail laying on top of us gently.  
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    When my dragon returned to Cypress’s compound, her large lips were tainted with Ryder’s blood, still wet, and a diamond scale was clamped between her fangs.  
 
    Cypress stood in front of the gate in his humanoid form, gazing up at my red dragon. He wore a chest plate, a green cape draping behind him. Obviously, he’d recovered for the most part. 
 
    My dragon swooped down, banked, and touched down in the courtyard. The beasts in the valley reeled back from the vast expanse of her shadow and yowled. Cypress didn’t flinch, not moving an inch, even though a gust of wind from my dragon’s wings swept over the land and stirred dust and dirt.  
 
    My dragon spat out the black diamond scale she’d torn from between the black dragon’s eyes, roared in delight, and shifted back to my form. This time, it was effortless.  
 
    Cypress stepped toward me, a robe in his hand.  
 
    I snatched the robe instead of letting him dress me and covered myself. I didn’t even bother thanking him. He should know my displeasure caused by his defeat at Ryder’s hands. Within a week, I’d turned from a shy June to a rude, ungrateful bitch.  
 
    He was no peach either. Cypress would use me for all I was worth. I’d always take and give nothing back in this realm, and that was what he would understand.  
 
    I tied the robe in the front and bent to pick up the diamond dragon scale.  
 
    “Spoils of war,” I told Cypress casually and strolled into the compound in my bare feet.  
 
    “Would you care for tea, Lady June?” Cypress caught up to me with his long strides.  
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Iced tea with lemon.”  
 
    “Bread, cheese, and meat will be served to you as well,” he said.  
 
    “I’m a vegetarian dragon,” I said, and he blinked.  
 
    “Fine, no meat,” he said with heat. “This way please, Lady June. I have a surprise for you.”  
 
    I slanted him a sideways glance, arching an eyebrow arrogantly. I deserved to be cocky since I’d plucked a priceless scale from the black dragon. “Nothing can surprise me anymore, Lord Cypress.” 
 
    “Oh, you’ll be surprised, Lady June Winters.” He smiled, showing his sharp white teeth.  
 
    Cypress led me down a winding trail to a dome-like structure in the very back of the compound. I stepped into the dome after him, insisting on it, as I had no love of being ambushed. The interior looked like a lavish parlor with an open floor, the ceiling reaching over twenty feet high. Tall bookshelves were packed with scrolls. A fireplace took up most of the wall in the center. Plush chairs were spread in a wide circle around a large redwood table.  
 
    A giant male stood before the leaping fire, his back to us, his massive white wings folded behind his back, a halo of light hovering over the silky feathers.  
 
    His power infused the air, and my hidden power rose to greet his. The archangel sigil above my left breast glowed, burning.  
 
    Azrael.  
 
    “I’ll see you soon, June,” he had said.  
 
    I’d tried to follow him into the sandstorm in the off world, but Ryder had caught me and yanked me back before I dove headfirst into the storm.  
 
    I reined my power in instead of letting it be an archangel’s bitch.  
 
    Azrael turned slowly and smiled at me, his utterly beautiful face radiant, power shining in his blue eyes that were clearer than the sky.  
 
    “Hello, daughter,” he said.  
 
    I nearly lost my cool as my heart pounded violently.  
 
    I’d felt our connection the first time I met the archangel, but it was a different matter that he now openly acknowledged me. And I knew that he was telling the truth about my origin, because I recognized the power in me, resonating with his. 
 
    Mom had said that my father had died defending us against some powerful enemies who’d been hunting us. Mom had lied.  
 
    I stared back at Azrael. I could see our resemblance, like the high cheekbones and storm-gray eyes, though I had Mom’s flaming hair and pale golden skin. The power I’d inherited mostly came from him rather than from Mom.  
 
    Had he put the sigil on me before my birth? Had Mom run away from him and hidden me before she gave birth to me?  
 
    “I’ve been searching for you for a long time,” he offered, regarding me like I was an interesting bug that he’d never seen before.  
 
    I waved a hand. “Oh yeah?” I didn’t know what else to say to a stranger who was suddenly my father.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, expecting me to ask questions.   
 
    I opened my mouth, then shut it, then opened it again, my throat parched. “Mom never mentioned you. Mom said my dad died before I was born.”  
 
    “There was a misunderstanding between your mother and me,” Azrael said.  
 
    “Really?”  
 
    “She thought I was dangerous.” 
 
    I nodded. “You look dangerous.”  
 
    “I was never a danger to you or your mother, and I never will be,” he said, dark, menacing light flashing in his storm-gray eyes, and an alarm rang in my head. “As the leader of the celestial army, I have my duties. Your mother failed to understand the responsibilities that come with my position. So she ran away, taking you with her, before I could explain things. What did she tell you exactly?”  
 
    I shrugged. “This and that.”  
 
    I wasn’t willing to reveal my cards. My mother had lied to me all my life. And I wasn’t going to trust my biological father either. Those closest to you could always hurt you the most. Not all families were a blessing.  
 
    “I see,” Azrael said. “I’ll have a lot of explaining to do then. I’m glad that I finally found you, daughter.”  
 
    “How did you find me?”  
 
    “The Weaver of the Fates saw your coming,” he said after a pause.  
 
    My pulse spiked at the revelation. Cypress had told me that Hera’s oracle had seen me in the future timeline. So the queen of the gods and the archangel had teamed up with one single purpose—to bring down Ryder, my fated mate.  
 
    One of my advantages was that they thought I was green and would be easy to manipulate. It helped that I’d been whining a lot. I’d be their perfect tool, especially since they’d all seen how well Ryder and I got along.  
 
    “You’re meant to be here, Lady June,” Cypress chimed in, “for a great purpose. You’re the last piece of the puzzle.”  
 
    As if I should be grateful to be a pawn. The gods’ arrogance had no boundaries.  
 
    “I watched you battle the black dragon,” Azrael said. “He wasn’t willing to harm you.”  
 
    “Nevertheless, I won the battle,” I said in a hard voice, as I wouldn’t let him discredit me.  
 
    “You did,” the archangel admitted. “And you shall continue to take advantage of the black dragon’s weakness for you.”  
 
    “The dragon might like me,” I said, “but Ryder has warmed up to the idea of killing me soon. He nearly succeeded last time. I don’t plan to wait for him to get his poisonous claws on me the next time.”  
 
    “Nightstar, the devil’s spawn, is destined to murder you, my daughter,” Azrael said. “It’s written in his star charts. That’s why I came, to prevent him from killing my own flesh and blood. I had a plan to train you even before you were born, but your mother took off and hid you well from me. She bound your ability and disguised your magical signature.”  
 
    “Mom lied to me.” 
 
    “She did.”  
 
    “And now she’s dead, burned to ash in a fire.”  
 
    “She’ll be remembered,” Azrael said. “We’ll find out who murdered her and avenge her death.” He paused to rein in his sadness. “I loved your mother. I’d have protected her and you. She should’ve trusted me.”   
 
    Unknown to anyone, when my power awoke, I’d also inherited the power of truth from my archangel bloodline. I was now a walking lie detector.  
 
    Mom was a dragon. Earth fire couldn’t harm her, unless the fire rained down on her from Heaven or Hell.  
 
    “Right now, we should focus on the most urgent matter and make sure you’re safe, June,” Azrael said. “You must kill the spawn before he kills you. We must make sure Lucifer’s bloodline won’t continue.”  
 
    This was it then. Azrael had a vendetta against Lucifer. Hera had a score to settle with Lucifer’s son, the current King of the Underworld. So Ryder Nightstar, Loki’s son and Lucifer’s grandson, had to pay the debt.  
 
    They’d brought me to the Wild Hunt to make sure Ryder and I killed each other. If I slayed him, it was a win for them. If Ryder murdered me, he wouldn’t recover from murdering his own mate.  
 
    Azrael had bred me to be a weapon, and Mom had recognized it and run. In the end, she’d died for it, and I’d still been snatched.  
 
    The archangel’s sigil burned hotter on my skin, and Azrael’s persuasion power flared in my mind. As I resisted, pain exploded in me. So I stopped. When the compulsion took root, I caged it.  
 
    “It’s not like I haven’t tried,” I said, gazing at the archangel with devotion in my eyes. “I could only bleed him. They say that spawn can’t be killed.” My face sank in fear and dismay. “He’ll kill me. Right now, he’s toying with me. No place in this realm is safe for me.”  
 
    “He likes to fuck you,” Cypress said, and I gave him a baleful look. “He often couldn’t decide if he wanted to screw you or kill you.”  
 
    “That’s sick,” I said.  
 
    “Nightstar is one sick bastard,” Cypress agreed.  
 
    “His dragon made me go into heat,” I said bitterly. “After he had his way with me, he still fooled around with Lilka because she’s prettier.” 
 
    “No way is that succubus more beautiful than you, Lady June! She can’t hold a candle to you,” Cypress said. “Why did Nightstar want her when he could have you? Anyway, I sympathize. A betrayal so deep, so cutthroat that you will never, ever forgive him.” 
 
     “Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned,” Azrael cut in impatiently. “But let’s not focus on petty and trivial things.” Cypress and I turned to him. “Pay attention to what really matters. Lucifer’s spawn can be killed.” 
 
    He gestured at the chairs around the fireplace. A pot of tea, a plate of fruits, and a basket of rolls with butter stood in the center of the round table. I was suddenly ravenous. And it did seem awkward to stand a dozen feet from the archangel brainstorming how to murder Ryder.   
 
    “Please, Lady June.” Cypress stepped up and pulled a chair out for me.  
 
    I sat, thanked him, and poured tea for myself only.  
 
    The teapot was from the Ming Dynasty. Two dragons, one green and one golden, hissing at each other were etched on its exterior. That green dragon looked awfully like Cypress’s dragon. I wondered if he’d traveled Earth back then and paraded in front of the Chinese in his dragon form.  
 
    Cypress is vain. And Ryder? That asshole doesn’t even respect vain.  
 
    Then I noticed that Cypress and Azrael were staring at me. Well, I’d voiced my thoughts. I offered them a small smile and drank my tea. The color of the tea was a faint green. The aroma of ambrosia drifted to my nostrils. It was the best tea I’d ever had. Ryder’s place didn’t serve tea. The men drank homebrew, and none of them was a half-decent cook or a winemaker.  
 
    In this purgatory, Cypress maintained a certain standard. Of course, he was working with the queen of the gods and an archangel and thus enjoyed all the benefits. No wonder he wasn’t as bitter as Ryder. The only thing that bugged him was that he couldn’t defeat his opponent. I wondered why Ryder didn’t raid Cypress’s compound and save himself and his men all the trouble of getting supplies from the off world.  
 
    But then, beaten down by the curse, the team probably didn’t care about their lifestyle or want anything more than to keep each other alive.  
 
    They’d endured over a century of misery. I’d already given up a lot of my dreams and ambitions after being stuck here for only a week.  
 
    “This is good tea,” I said. “What’s it called?” 
 
    “The Spring-Well Dragon premier green tea,” Cypress said.  
 
    He was a narcissist.  
 
    “How did you even ship premier tea here?” I fished.  
 
    Cypress smiled at me enigmatically.  
 
    “You should not concern yourself with mundane things, daughter,” Azrael said in a disapproving tone. “You’re too easily distracted.”  
 
    The archangel had no human feelings whatsoever. I wondered how Mom even got herself knocked up by him.  
 
    “You need to kill the spawn as soon as possible,” Azrael ordered.  
 
     “Why don’t you kill the spawn yourself if you want it done fast?” I asked without defiance. “You’re much mightier, and you’re a warrior archangel who’s had eons of battle experience. I’m but a novice. I’m not even twenty-two.”  
 
    “The spawn can only be slain during intimacy,” Azrael revealed. “Only you can kill him.” 
 
    The tea went down the wrong pipe, and I coughed violently. Cypress came to pat my back before I waved him off.  
 
    “Is it written in the stars?” I asked after I calmed down a little.  
 
    “Let me worry about the stars.” Azrael thinned his lips, not appreciating me sidetracking him.  
 
    I frowned. “I’m not going after Ryder until I’m one hundred percent sure I can take him down. The spawn is more powerful than me, and he’s nasty.” 
 
    “You need to access your true power,” Azrael snapped. “You’re much more powerful than just a hybrid child of an archangel and the last royal dragon princess. Your birth was a miracle. Your mother was secluded and had the most potent ambrosia as the only source of food when she conceived you. You absorbed the magics of many powerful gods’ essences in her womb.” 
 
    A chill slithered up my spine. My stomach twisted, and I fought not to throw up the tea and roll I’d just consumed.  
 
    Cypress looked awed, darting his eyes between Azrael and me. “Twenty-two years ago, there was a serial killer on the loose, and a lot of gods disappeared and were never seen again during that period.”  
 
    “Now you know what you’re made of, daughter,” Azrael said. “You were born to kill the devil’s spawn. We’ll get you ready before sending you back to Earth.”  
 
    I leaned forward, my tea forgotten, my eyes sparking with hope. “You mean I’ll get to return to my old life? That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I have a nice boyfriend there, and I want to finish college. After that, I’ll either work for Professor Nicholas or go to graduate school.” 
 
    “You can have everything you want after you fulfill your destiny,” Azrael said. He was determined. “Your stars and the spawn’s stars are crossed.” He wouldn’t tell me that Ryder and I were fated mates for fear that I’d get cold feet at the idea of murdering Ryder. “You must kill him with the blade forged in the inferno during intimacy.”  
 
    “Stab Nightstar in the heart while he’s fucking you,” Cypress added. “He’s most vulnerable during fucking.” 
 
    “That’s creepy,” I said. 
 
    The archangel gave me a hard look. “My daughter will not be weak.”  
 
    I sighed. “Let me think about this. I’m not against offing him, but I don’t like the method.” 
 
    “It’s the only way,” Azrael said. “It’s either kill or be killed. The stars set you and the spawn on opposite sides. You’re his path to freedom. Only by exterminating you will he be free of his curse.”  
 
    I sucked in a cold breath. Ryder had been hiding this most crucial dark secret from me. The archangel’s mark burned so hot that my skin nearly smoked.  
 
    “I’ll do everything in my power to make sure you live,” Azrael promised.  
 
    “Thank you.” I swallowed, my eyes hard. “Do you have the weapon?” 
 
    “You’ll have to obtain it,” Azrael said.  
 
    I rubbed my temples. “Where can I get this weapon?” 
 
    “In the Underworld,” Azrael said. “The sword is called SoulReaper, forged in Hell’s inferno. Only four beings can wield it—the spawn’s parents, the spawn, and now you. But only you can erase the spawn’s soul with SoulReaper.” 
 
    “I feel special,” I said, trying not to sound sarcastic, but I doubted the archangel knew the difference.  
 
    “You’re my daughter.” Azrael didn’t sound like a proud parent. He had no human feelings. I was but his tool, the means to an end. “Get SoulReaper and return to Pandemonium to finish what you started,” he instructed his soldier.  
 
    “Sounds super easy,” I said sarcastically. This time, I couldn’t help it.  
 
    “And you’ll accomplish it,” Azrael ordered.  
 
    “Is there a handbook?” I asked.  
 
    “You can do it, Lady June,” Cypress said, trying to soften the blow. “I have faith in you.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I’m doing all the dangerous work.” 
 
    “And I’ll cheer for you when you claim the victory,” he offered.  
 
    Right, after I impaled Ryder with SoulReaper while he was fucking me.  
 
    I bit my lip and gazed at the two superior beings who were asking me to do their dirty work for them. “Since I’m the one who will do all the heavy lifting, I’ll need compensation.” 
 
    Azrael frowned at me. He, like all the entitled douches, thought I should do everything for free.  
 
    “Name your price, Lady June,” Cypress said, understanding the game better.  
 
    “After I kill the spawn,” I said, “I’ll start my new life on Earth. I want financial security. Mom didn’t leave me with anything.”  
 
    “You want gold?” Azrael asked in disdain.  
 
    “Dragons love gold, sir.” Cypress nodded. “We’re hardwired to hoard treasure. June is a new dragon who has just realized her own nature.”  
 
    “You’ll get your gold,” Azrael said.  
 
    “I need you to pay half in advance,” I said. “I want a case of pure gold coins and two cases of rubies, emeralds, diamonds, and topnotch jewelry to be delivered to this address.” I started to ask for a pen and paper to write down my old bank security box in Florida. “After the job is done, I expect another five mill—no, ten million worth of gold. I bet you and the gods are loaded, and I only ask for a drop.”  
 
    “You are taking this the wrong way, Lady June,” Cypress said. “You’re doing this for yourself as well.”  
 
    “Without a proper incentive, I might not want to return here once I get to Earth,” I said. “Ryder and his team can’t leave this realm, so he won’t be able to hunt me down. Plus, it’ll screw up my head to stab him in the heart while fucking him, so I’m taking hazard pay. I’m not doing anything for free anymore.”  
 
    “Technically, Nightstar can hunt you down if the gods set the next hunt on Earth,” Cypress said.  
 
    “Then his powerful parents will finally find out his whereabouts and rain down their wrath on you,” I said.  
 
    “They can’t get into this pocket realm,” Cypress said.  
 
    “You never know,” I said. “Nothing is set in stone.”  
 
    “We’re wasting time debating a meaningless point.” Azrael waved a hand dismissively. “Cypress will get you the gold.”  
 
    “Well,” Cypress said hesitatingly, scratching the back of his head. He was a dragon, and it’d be like pulling teeth to give away his gold.  
 
    “I want to see the gold and jewelry before I head to Earth,” I said. “I won’t let myself be duped.”  
 
    Azrael gave Cypress a look. “I’m sure you’ll be properly reimbursed. We all have to do our part.”  
 
    “Fine,” Cypress grated. “Give me three days to make the arrangements.”  
 
    “Make it one day,” Azrael said firmly.  
 
    I grinned at them both, but they didn’t grin back for the first time.  
 
    “Nice to do business with you,” I said sincerely.  
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    Azrael dropped me through an iridescent gap in midair into the blackened terrain where the portal lay, and I landed in a crouch on hard, scorching dirt. 
 
    He took off right away. Hell was the ultimate hostile realm for all angels. When Lucifer fell, he’d used all his power to make sure of it.  
 
    Gods couldn’t use their power in the Underworld either, as it was designed to sip their godly energy and ask for a second serving, so they avoided entering the Underworld. The only ones who felt at home and thrived here were Hades, Lucifer, and their heirs.  
 
    The searing hot wind slammed into my face, kissing my hair. The pungent smell of fire, smoke, and brimstone filled the air. I took in the fabled Hell, a realm aflame with roaring heat and characterized by rivers of lava and ragged black mountains.  
 
    I was alone at the moment, but I wasn’t worried that I wouldn’t be introduced.  
 
    Azrael’s warning echoed in my head. “Once you enter their realm, King Loki and his queen will sense you right away.” 
 
    “Don’t worry, angel,” I’d said. “They don’t scare me.” 
 
    “There’s a thin line between being brave and being a fool,” he’d answered warily. “And you should be afraid. Acting like a fool will only get you killed before you accomplish the task. Lucifer’s son is even more ruthless than his sire. His entire rotten bloodline must be purged.”  
 
    “Sure,” I’d said.  
 
    He wouldn’t mind me dying after I achieved the goal he’d set for me. The archangel had no idea how to be a parent. I didn’t blame Mom for running away from him. I’d have run faster.  
 
    “Do whatever is necessary to gain the king’s favor and then steal SoulReaper,” he’d tutored me. “If you have to seduce him, so be it. You must succeed, or all of our efforts will be for nothing.”  
 
    “Where do I find you once I get out, if I get out in one piece?” I’d asked.  
 
    “As soon as you exit Hell, I’ll know,” he’d said. “I’ll send the storm to return you to Pandemonium. Do not fail me, daughter. I won’t take it kindly. Do you understand?”  
 
    I looked at the peak of the black mountain spewing a river of lava into the reddened sky. My emotions were high at coming to the realm where my mate had been born before he’d been kidnapped as a toddler.  
 
    Hostile shouts reached me, interrupting my reverie, as a band of sentinels rushed toward me. It didn’t take them long, but then I wasn’t exactly hiding. Just as I’d expected, I wouldn’t be lacking company in Hell.  
 
    The demon sentinels weren’t anything like Ryder or Ink, who was too pretty. The demons coming after me were monstrous, with horns, fangs, claws, and inky pits for eyes.  
 
    Two-thirds of them carried axes, and one-third wielded spears. Half of them looked pissed that I wasn’t even slightly impressed or intimidated by them. The former June would’ve shaken in her boots at the sight of this horde of creatures. Right now, I only grimaced, as they reeked of sulfur and acid.  
 
    “Who are you, intruder?” the giant ringleader, who had three horns, demanded. “Name your business here before we poke a hole in your pretty legs.”  
 
    The other demons sniffed, and one of them concluded, “A hybrid. She isn’t some stupid human.”  
 
    Two centuries before I was born, Hell had invaded Earth and started the great merge. After Ryder had been taken, Hell sealed its path and separated from Earth. No love was lost between demons and humans.  
 
    “Bring me to your king and queen,” I demanded.  
 
    “We don’t bring some nobody to Their Majesties,” the ringleader sneered.  
 
    “Refuse this and I’ll beat you up,” I said.  
 
    The demons roared with laughter. They were a violent species, often picking unnecessary fights. Azrael had not only given me a crash course on Hell, he’d also taught me how to access my genetic knowledge and my archangel and godly powers.   
 
    “You and what army?” a few demons shouted their challenge.  
 
    The ringleader advanced toward me, twisting his heavy ax in his claws.  
 
    “You don’t just demand to see our king and queen,” he lectured. “Their Majesties have just returned from searching for our prince, so they’re not to be disturbed. And you should not trespass.” 
 
    “What if I did?”  
 
    I withdrew my naginata that could be folded like a sanjigun and snapped it straight. My dragon peeked out in glee. I’d embraced this new June who was no longer weak or averse to violence. The rage in me wouldn’t cease until I beat my enemy at their own game.  
 
    I attacked, my movement a blur, and I sank my spearhead into the demon ringleader’s side through his chainmail and into his flesh, ripping his liver on its way up before he could bring his ax down on my head.  
 
    He bellowed in pain, and I yanked out my spear. He dropped to his knees, and I swung my naginata and buried it in another giant demon’s face as the sentinels swarmed me.  
 
    Axes, claws, and fangs flashed in front of me. I leapt, using the spear that was now embedded in the third demon’s shoulder as an anchor, and kicked two she-demons away, roundhouse-style.  
 
    They flew backward. The rest of the demons looked shocked, not expecting a delicate-looking girl to have that kind of strength. Then more of them charged me.  
 
    Azrael was a lousy father, but he was an excellent teacher. After he’d unlocked my power and trained me for three days, I leveled up overnight. Ryder and the team would be greatly surprised if they could see how well I fought now.  
 
    I swung my spear, thrusting and stabbing at the demons. When they still refused to withdraw, I opened my mouth. A jet of fire shot toward them and caught three of them, who screamed and fell onto the ground, rolling. I’d held back my fire, or they’d have been nothing but ashes. 
 
    The old June would’ve been horrified at the sight, but I didn’t feel anything.  
 
    “What are you?” a hairless demon hissed.  
 
    “I only asked to be taken to your monarchs, and you’re making a simple request difficult,” I sighed.  
 
    Azrael had said that I’d feel drained and weakened in this realm, as I was half archangel, and angels weren’t welcome in Hell, but it wasn’t the case with me. This fiery realm actually energized me. I was a dragon; fire was my element, and Hell had the hottest fire that rivaled heavenly fire. More importantly, I was the fated mate of the Heir of the Underworld, so even though the demons were fighting me now, Hell would never not welcome me.  
 
    The demons regrouped and lunged at me again, not knowing how to quit. Then, suddenly, they all froze, as if being pulled back by a force.  
 
     “Stop!” a rich feminine voice commanded, brimming with icy power.   
 
    The sentinels dropped to their knees as a gorgeous couple in matching black diamond crowns strolled onto the scene.  
 
    The King and Queen of the Underworld had just arrived, flanked by four archdemon dukes.  
 
    “Your Majesties, we intercepted an intruder,” a she-demon reported. “She wouldn’t surrender.”  
 
    King Loki trained his cold, ruthless eyes on me. He had a remarkable, captivating face that had witnessed too much brutality. While Ryder was all golden and rough edges with mostly blond hair, his father was flamboyant, a lock of raven-black hair dangling over his eye.  
 
    Like father, like son, the demon king also emitted potent sexual power, which was their natural magic. Despite the king’s sexual appeal and all the females around shivered in wanton need, I was immune to it. The queen was immune as well, though her eyes, the color of daybreak in winter, shone with love for him.  
 
    “Who the fuck are you?” the king roared, hellfire and shadow swirling in his dark eyes. “Why do you have my son’s scent on you?” 
 
    His queen laid a gentle hand on his arm. “You’re asking the wrong questions, husband,” she said, a frosty breath departing her full lips. “Can’t you see who has fallen into our laps?”  
 
    Queen Tessa was a beauty, with radiant silvery hair framing her heart-shaped face. The legend said that she’d been an Ice Fae Queen before she met King Loki, and she was descended from Morrigan, the war goddess.  
 
    “The girl is a direct descendant of an archangel,” the king grated. “She carries the riffraff Azrael’s signature. He must’ve sent her to deceive us with our son’s scent so she can spy on us.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. What was there to spy on? 
 
    “We’ll torture the truth out of her,” the king promised.  
 
    “If you harm a single hair on her head,” the queen said, “our son will never forgive you.”  
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    In a gust of wind and hellfire, King Loki teleported us. A burgundy castle loomed ahead, leaving the river of lava and black mountains behind.  
 
    A blink, and I was in a lavish suite with pricy décor and furniture. The teleportation didn’t ruffle the billionaire king’s designer shirt and slacks, and his expensive leather shoes were shiny and spotless.  
 
    The queen wore an elegant blue gown, not a single hair out of place. But fatigue and grief had left marks and lines on her immortal face. Looking at how exquisite she was, I couldn’t imagine that she’d once defeated thousands of contestants and killed hundreds in the arena to be Loki’s queen.  
 
    Queen Tessa smiled at me warmly and gestured for me to sit on the white leather sofa. I took a seat, folding my hands on my lap. Now I was back to a civilized world and faced Ryder’s parents, I remembered my manners again.  
 
    The king let his wife sit across from me before settling down beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders.  
 
    A duke with Asian heritage strolled in, placed a pot of tea with three teacups on the table between the monarchs and me, and poured tea for us. Then he smiled charmingly at the queen and me, and the king glared at him. The duke withdrew and closed the door behind him. I could feel his presence pulsing outside the door as he played the king’s sentinel while eavesdropping.  
 
    King Loki narrowed his gaze on me like a lion ready to pounce.  
 
    “You claim to be my son’s true mate?” he demanded, his voice wary, hopeful, and harsh at the same time.  
 
    He and Ryder talked the same way. I contained an amused smile, then my heart began to ache as I thought of Ryder. He must believe that I’d abandoned and even betrayed him.  
 
    “Ryder suspects everyone as well,” I said. “He’s as paranoid as you.”  
 
    “For good reason,” the king said, but his voice softened.  
 
    “She is his mate.” Queen Tessa gave her husband a reproachful glance before turning to study me again. “I can sense their bond even though June is cloaking it.” 
 
    “You had a lot of practice at cloaking our bond in the old days, beloved,” the king said, squeezing the queen’s shoulder fondly before fixing his predatory gaze on me again. “Tell us everything, girl.”  
 
    So I told them how I’d been snatched by the supernatural storm and dumped in the monster realm where I met Ryder, the whole story.  
 
    Queen Tessa looked appalled at how Ryder had treated me, but the king didn’t bat an eye and only occasionally arched an eyebrow. His mannerisms were a lot like Ryder’s.  
 
    “Bad apples don’t fall far from the tree,” I murmured under my breath. 
 
    “Rider hasn’t had parents like us to show him the ropes,” the king said ruefully. “When he returns, we’ll take up the long-due task of educating him and encouraging him. You have my word, June.”  
 
    “That’s not the point, Your Majesty,” I said. “I was just giving you the gist of what your son is like after he’s been hunted endlessly for two centuries. Yes, Ryder said all those hateful and hurtful words to me, but now I know they weren’t the truth.” 
 
    Realization dawned on the king. “You inherited Azrael’s power of truth, so you can detect lies.”  
 
    I nodded gingerly.  
 
    “The gods don’t know about it, do they?” the king asked with a dark, vengeful smile.  
 
    “They think I’m weak.”  
 
    “No woman who’s worthy of my son could ever be weak,” the king said.   
 
    “It doesn’t matter what they think,” I said. “But please don’t expect too much from me. I don’t want any pressure.”  
 
    In the beginning, I’d reacted badly to Ryder’s cruelty toward me. Only when my archangel power awoke did I figure out the true game. I’d played along then—lusting after Ryder and hating him at the same time, as he’d done, all to put on a show for the gods.  
 
    I’d stood in the same trenches with Ryder, yet he was just as clueless as the gods and Azrael.  
 
    I’d played the role of a pawn perfectly, as that was the only way I could get our enemies to send me to Hell, where I could reach Ryder’s parents, who had the resources and army to counter the gods.  
 
    When my dragon battled the black dragon, she’d gotten through to him, and we’d reached an agreement while keeping Ryder in the dark. The black dragon even offered to sacrifice a diamond scale from his forehead so I could present it to Cypress and Azrael as evidence of me defeating Ryder’s dragon. My dragon had bitten the black dragon’s neck to claim him and form the promised bond with him. Then we had cloaked the bond.  
 
    Queen Tessa detected it because she was Ryder’s mother.  
 
    “I’m glad you could see it that way and didn’t blame my son.” Queen Tessa grasped my hand on the table, in tears, before I could go for my tea. “We owe you everything, my future daughter-in-law.” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. The queen had accepted me just like that.  
 
    “You don’t owe me anything, Queen Tessa.” I blushed. “However, I wouldn’t go as far as to include myself in your family. Ryder and I will still need to work out our relationship even after he’s free. We might be attracted to each other, but he and I are very different people with vastly different backgrounds. I have my old life to go back to after helping you get him back. So, uh, he and I might not end up together.”  
 
    The king narrowed his eyes in displeasure. “You said you didn’t blame him, yet you hold a grudge for what he had to do. My son will never let you go. You belong to him. You’re his mate. Make him grovel or give him hell, but don’t abandon him. The gods can’t break him, but you can.”  
 
    “Can we focus on why I’m here instead of my relationship with your son?” I asked.  
 
    Then I told them about the gods’ curse on him and how he’d been endlessly hunted. I did not sugarcoat things. Queen Tessa started sobbing, and King Loki clenched his fists to rein in his white-hot rage while hugging his wife to comfort her.  
 
    The castle trembled at his wrath.  
 
    “My son Rider wasn’t just any toddler,” the king said. “He held back the fucking Ice God’s assault when he was still in his mother’s womb.” 
 
    The queen smiled while tears streamed down her beautiful face. “He wanted to show his daddy that he was a hero, worthy of being Loki’s heir. He didn’t want to separate from me and refused to be born when it was time, no matter how his dad coaxed or threatened him to come out of me. Until he smelt the cake at his aunt Marigold’s engagement party.” 
 
    “And my son chose that moment to be born,” the king said fondly. “I nearly shat my pants when my wife’s water broke in the middle of a Titan fight.”  
 
    I blinked. “I gotta hear this.” 
 
    Queen Tessa nodded, her face radiant as she got lost in the memory she treasured. “My husband arranged to have his Duke of Wickedness pick a fight with a Titan to sabotage his sister’s engagement party, and they smashed the cake of the century to the floor. My son wanted to eat the cake, so he finally decided to be born. I got the recipe. I’ll make it for you one day.”  
 
    “My son made powerful enemies even as a toddler,” the king sighed.  
 
    “Rider chased shiny things,” the queen added. “He loved to hoard treasure and claimed others’ as his as well. Whenever we went above the surface to Earth, he’d target anyone with rare treasure. He especially loved to rob his aunt and her mates and drove them crazy. Marigold’s mates had to chase my son around all day. One toddler exhausted four powerful demigods.” 
 
    King Loki chuckled. “It was fun watching the demigods run around like headless chickens.”   
 
    “We were so embarrassed,” the queen continued. “Every time Rider took something, we had to have our dukes return the treasure to the rightful owners with deep apologies. My son somehow always knew the most valued treasure others had, and he coveted rare treasure more than anything.” 
 
    King Loki beamed in pride. “What a great talent!”  
 
    It was the dragon in him. Dragons loved to hoard treasure. But Ryder was no longer the toddler his parents remembered; he hadn’t been for a very long time. They wouldn’t recognize the savage caveman who’d once been the most beloved Prince of Hell.  
 
    “How was he kidnapped?” I asked, hungry to know everything about Ryder.  
 
    “We were going to a joint event with Mari and her mates and showing off our son,” Loki said regretfully. “The Underworld is the safest place for my son, since no foreign entity can enter my territory without me sensing them. The gods’ or any higher beings’ powers don’t work in my realm either. Even on Earth, we were confident that our son would be safe, since one-third of Earth was my territory. My sister and her demigods ruled the other two-thirds. We thought no one would dare touch our son, and Rider was an incredibly powerful toddler.”  
 
    “He was running around, chasing a golden stallion,” Queen Tessa said, her eyes wet again. “We let him have fun. Five minutes later, I went to look for him, but he was nowhere to be found. All traces of him had vanished.” 
 
    “My queen and I searched every corner of Earth with the help of my sister and her mates and our elite teams,” Loki said. “My son was just gone. Not even Lilith, Queen of the Void, could find him with her spyglass that could locate almost anyone in any realm. We knew he had been kidnapped. We started a two-centuries-long journey to search for our son and went to every corner of the universe. We never stopped. But our son’s whereabouts have been hidden all this time. We knew a very powerful dark force was at work to hide our son from the Sight, as no seers could see him. We knew our son was alive. We offered the entire kingdom’s wealth for information, and there was nothing. We traveled to the realms where the gods dwell, but he wasn’t in any of them.  
 
    “We were forbidden to enter Olympus, but my demigod brother-in-laws snuck into the realm. Hector and Zak parted from Mari for three years to search for my son in Olympus. They searched every inch of the realm and almost lost their lives, but Rider wasn’t there. I could no longer ask them to continue. I begged them to return, as I couldn’t bear for my little sister to lose her mates. All the intel we got was a rumor that Hera might’ve smuggled Rider to a realm we couldn’t reach. My queen has never had a moment of peace or joy since our son was taken. And we’ve just come back from a futile search in the Frost Kingdom.”  
 
    “Our son’s true mate has come and found us,” Queen Tessa said, tears brimming in her eyes.  
 
    “We’ll bring our son home and punish those who wronged us, my queen,” King Loki vowed furiously.  
 
    Now was time to breach the topic.  
 
    I leaned forward. “Azrael sent me to get the blade called SoulReaper.”  
 
    King Loki straightened himself on his seat, formidable power burning in his eyes. In an instant, his predatory side came alive. His queen laid her fingers on his arm, ready to hold him back if he pounced on me.  
 
    “Do you have any idea what kind of weapon SoulReaper is, girl?” he thundered.  
 
    I winced. He could be as loud as Ryder.  
 
    “It was forged in the inferno,” I said. “Only four people can wield the blade, three of them in this room plus your son. It’s the only weapon that can erase my fated mate’s existence.”  
 
    “It’s the most lethal weapon to the archangels,” King Loki said. “It wasn’t just forged in Hell’s inferno. My despicable father, Lucifer, had it made in Heaven before his fall, then he re-forged it in the inferno. Azrael, one of our eternal foes, craves it more than anything.”  
 
    “SoulReaper is Rider’s inheritance,” said the queen.  
 
    I bit my lip. “I need to show it to Azrael to get him to open Pandemonium.” 
 
    I’d told the king and queen about Pandemonium, a pocket realm in the fabric of space and time. That was why no one could find the realm except the gods who were involved in creating it with their combined powers. Ironically, the realm was fueled by Ryder’s power alone. Azrael had revealed the dark secret to me.  
 
    The curse bound Ryder to Pandemonium to feed on his power and drain him to keep him weak, so he could never have enough power to fight the gods, and he could never escape the purgatory unless he broke the curse. If it had been any other being, they’d have become a shell of themselves a century ago. Even at his weakest, Ryder had prevailed and made sure his remaining team also survived. Pride brimmed in my chest.  
 
    “The fucking gods robbed us of the golden time of seeing our son grow up.” The king clenched his teeth, hate and rage brewing a terrible storm in his eyes. “And my son lost his childhood to that miserable place.” 
 
    Queen Tessa buried her face in her hands and sobbed.  
 
    “I didn’t mean to make you cry, baby.” The king pulled her into his arms and gently kissed away her tears. “But they’ll pay, love. I guarantee they’ll fucking pay for every second of enslaving our son!” 
 
    The queen managed to raise her head and fixed her gaze on me. “You need to eat and rest while we plan the rescue mission, my daughter.” 
 
    The pain of losing my mother gripped my heart, and the queen’s words sent a wave of warmth to it.  
 
    “I’m fine,” I said.  
 
    “You look like shit,” the king told me, and the queen gave him a chiding look. He then massaged her shoulders, and she fought back a moan. If Ryder and I could have what his parents had—I shook my head. I wasn’t the kind of girl who dreamt big.  
 
     “I won’t let my son blame me for not taking good care of his mate. You need to be in your best shape for the war. I’ll summon my sister and her extremely annoying, egomaniac mates while you eat.”  
 
    “Be nice to the demigods.” Queen Tessa gazed at the king with a serious face. “And don’t bring up the bills.”  
 
    “Why?” the king said unhappily. “Hell’s honeymoon suite and upscale spa aren’t free! You know how much I hate freeloaders. The bill adds up to eight figures, and they must pay the 17% interest. I won’t let them take advantage of us. I won’t let them eat our house poor.”  
 
    “You don’t want the legal battle, my husband.” The queen rubbed her temples. “And we need Mari and her mates’ combined powers and their army. What if they bill you for the war costs?” 
 
    King Loki narrowed his eyes. “You think they’ll do that?”  
 
    “Paxton is very calculating,” Queen Tessa reminded him.  
 
    King Loki nodded. “That fucker demigod of the sea is so cheap. Well, since my queen has the wisdom to see through their dark scheme, I won’t bring up the bill until next year, then we can charge them more interest, and I’ll send a team of our best collectors and attorneys.”  
 
    The queen sighed in relief, as if she’d just avoided a disaster. She came to my side and kissed my forehead. “Thank you, my daughter, thank you for everything you’ve done for my son.”  
 
    “There’s one more thing,” I said. “Can you remove an archangel’s mark?”  
 
    “Of course,” said the king. “How well can you take the pain?”  
 
    I winced. “Do you have Tylenol?” 
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    She was gone.  
 
    And who put that stupid concept in our mate’s mind and told her to run? my dragon commented snidely, yet he didn’t seem too concerned. Instead, he was anxious, as if he’d been expecting something to happen.  
 
    When June’s red dragon attacked him, they’d had a moment together and he’d blocked me. It irked me no end. If I’d had my old power, he wouldn’t have been able to do so. I’d crack him and learn what he was keeping from me.  
 
    Part of me had withered at June’s departure, but I was no longer plagued by the fear that something bad would happen to her. It was bliss to know that she’d live and that she was free from this miserable life. June would have a happy ending, and that was all that mattered, even though my blood sizzled at the idea that she’d go back to her little boyfriend.  
 
    I closed my eyes for a second as my soul struggled in the dark fire. She wouldn’t remember me fondly.  
 
    “So June is really gone?” Ink asked as he tumbled into the chair across from me in the common room.  
 
    Fang gave the sofa a glance, the one June had taken as her temporary bed, and slumped into another empty chair. “She’s better off without us.”  
 
    Alistair strolled into the room, and Silver leaned against the doorway.  
 
    “We’ve figured out that she’s your fated mate,” Alistair said while Silver gave me a concerned look.  
 
    “She’s gone home,” I said. “It’s better for everyone.” 
 
    “How is it better for everyone?” Ink exploded. “She brought light and laughter to this place! And you’re so coldblooded, man. Do you even realize how damn hard it is to find one’s fated mate? Not even one in a million. And what were the odds that your fated mate would just fall into your lap? A miracle hit you in the face, and you drove her away?” 
 
    “You think June got here because of a fucking miracle?” I sneered.  
 
    “You don’t even know what you’ve lost, you paranoid fucker,” Ink said bitterly. “Maybe you deserve this miserable life forever. Maybe you should be alone forever.”  
 
    “That’s enough, Ink,” Fang said.  
 
    “Do any of you know the condition of breaking the curse?” I asked.  
 
    “There’s no breaking it,” Silver offered.  
 
    “There is,” I said. “The curse is tied to June.” 
 
    My team frowned at me. I took a swig of homebrew made by Ink. It was terrible.  
 
    “Only when I slaughter my true mate will the curse be lifted,” I said. “Her blood and her life is the path to my freedom, and yours as well.”  
 
    Everyone stared at me, shocked to silence.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, lowering my head. “I couldn’t do it.”  
 
    “Are…are you sure?” Ink stammered.  
 
    “Yeah, I was joking,” I snapped. I was in a blacker mood than my team.  
 
    Their faces were grim. None of us wanted to admit it, but all these years, we were hanging on to a slim hope that one day we’d break free. Now the last hope was gone, taken by me. We’d never leave the Wild Hunt. We were trapped here forever until one by one, my men would all be gone. I’d be the only one left. 
 
    “If you’d murdered our June, you’d have been left a broken man,” Fang drawled. “And that’s what the fucking gods have wanted all along—to break you.”  
 
    Silver nodded. “I’m proud of the leader and the man you are, Ryder. I just hoped that I’d have more time to train June. She could be a fierce warrior.”  
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us earlier?” Ink demanded. “It’s not like we’d agree to let you hurt June.” 
 
    My throat bobbed up and down with deep guilt and gratitude. They were all worthy warriors. They were my brothers in every way but blood.  
 
    “To the bitter end then.” Alistair regarded us. “And in the end, summer girl betrayed Ryder and us by siding with Cypress.” 
 
    “She did what she must to get out of the Wild Hunt,” Fang said. “No one should blame her for her choice. As she said, she wasn’t cut out for this life like us. There’s no need to drag one more down with us.”  
 
    “If only I could have had a sip of her blood before she was gone,” the vampire sighed ruefully.  
 
    “The curse has been compelling me to end her,” I said darkly. “I’m not sorry she’s gone. I’m relieved.”  
 
    “Relieved?” Lilka charged into the room, her eyes spitting venomous fire.  
 
    She hadn’t dared to talk to me like that before. It had to do with me bluntly rejecting her again last night. She’d thrown all her seductive power at me, the most potent she’d ever used on anyone. While I was pissed that she’d dared to cross the line, I’d wondered for a second how and where she got that kind of power boost, but I hadn’t dwelled on it further, as my mind had been focused on the only woman I’d ever cared for and wanted, the woman who had left me.  
 
    I’d warned Lilka to back off and never fucking try that pathetic move again and tossed her out of my room. My words to her were harsh and cruel. She needed to get the message. No means fucking no.  
 
    “You’re relieved that you’ve doomed us all, Ryder Nightstar?” she shrieked.  
 
     I narrowed my eyes, as I wouldn’t tolerate any slight, but she was so livid that she no longer cared what I’d do to her. She’d finally reached the breaking point. Maybe I should cut her some slack. Despite all her faults, she’d obeyed my rules and endured all the hardship, misery, and numerous hunts along with my men.  
 
    Though I and my men all knew her nature as a viper.  
 
    “You promised that you’d get us out of here one day,” she shouted. “You vowed to set us free from the Wild Hunt, yet you ruined the only chance that we’d ever be free. I trusted and followed you for a century, and your words meant nothing. For one woman, you betrayed us all!”  
 
    She’d lost it.  
 
    “Not just any woman,” I said coldly. “June is my true mate. I’d be heartless to murder my own mate.” 
 
    “You are heartless!” she spat. “After all I’ve done for you, all I ever got was less than a crumb of affection.” 
 
    “I’ve never required your pathetic obsession,” I said. “I warned you to move on many times. I owe you nothing.”  
 
      “Don’t you get it, Nightstar?” She let out a chilling laugh. “My obsession with you is the only thing that has kept me going for so long in this miserable place. And you had to take away even that. When you put that little whore above all of us, you destroyed what’s left of me.” 
 
    “Watch your mouth when you say my mate’s name,” I growled.  
 
    “Your mate?” She snorted, venom coating her eyes. “What a fool you are! She was screwing Cypress and dumped you like a rock. You think your little slut is what she appeared? She’s Archangel Azrael’s only daughter, bred to be the weapon to kill you. She was foretold to come, the only one who can end you. I tried to warn you to finish her off, but you only thought with your dick. And now she’s heading to fetch the sword that can erase your existence. Your doom is coming while you’ve doomed all of us.”  
 
    My heart pounded furiously as I heard the truth in her words. The gods’ darkest scheme was to make my fated mate and I slay each other while I was trapped in the endless Wild Hunt.  
 
    My team stood up, glaring at Lilka.  
 
    “How do you know all this?” Silver demanded. “Did you betray us?”  
 
    “So, Judas gets a free pass for playing all of you but not me?” She laughed like a maniac while tears streamed down her face. “For all these centuries, you knew nothing about me. You didn’t even know that the gods sent me here. Too bad I couldn’t get into your pants again. We could’ve enjoyed each other. Now I’m letting you into my dark secrets, as I’ve grown so tired of this life. May nightmares haunt you as they once haunted me. And know this: It wasn’t Ava who killed Bo; it was all me. I murdered him, as Queen Hera ordered me to, a necessary step to break Ryder and make him come to me for comfort. I threw that bitch Ava off the cliff so she would take the fall before any of you could get to us. I’m done with this life. After I’m gone, you’ll still be trapped in this living hell. You won’t win. No one defeats the gods. What’s waiting for you will be worse than death, but I’ll be free—”  
 
    My men lunged at her, but I beat them to it. I seized her throat and heaved her up into the air, and she smiled at me diabolically.  
 
    “I have no delusion that you’ll let me live,” she said. “One last kiss for old times’ sake?”  
 
    My free hand turned to claws, and I thrust it into her chest, tearing out her traitorous black heart.  
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    I slid out of the gate of the Underworld and stood on the peak of the hill, a green valley spread in front of me, clusters of magnolia trees adorning the landscape like purple stars.  
 
    Queen Tessa informed me that I actually could walk in and out of the Underworld from any point as the mate to the Prince of Hell.  
 
    The wind greeted me, fresh and crisp and chilly. Ever since I’d been dumped on Pandemonium, I’d fought to return to Earth. And now I was finally here, all I felt was a gnawing ache and an empty hole in my chest, as if my heart was missing.  
 
    Despite all our issues, I missed Ryder. Without him, I felt incomplete.  
 
    A brilliant light speared across the sky, a pair of white wings flapping and casting shadows. Azrael dove like a falling star and alighted in front of me, archangel power glowing in his eyes. He didn’t leash it but let it roll, and it hammered into me like a knife scraping my bones. I clenched my teeth and shoved his power back, the valley shaking as we clashed.  
 
    “Did you get it?” Azrael asked, not minding his manners, but he pulled back his power, his massive wings folding.  
 
    There was no, “I’m glad you made it out of Hell safe and sound.”  
 
    I pulled a longsword from the sheath strapped to the back of my leather jacket. The most coveted blade, SoulReaper, came free. It was close to thirty inches in length and one and a half in width. 
 
    The handle was encased in priceless black diamonds. The blade looked ebony when light first hit it, then hellfire swirled from the surface, hovering above it. Crimson runes on the edge of the blade that bore the ancient power of the Underworld hissed its demands, needing to be fed with a river of blood and souls.  
 
    Azrael sucked in a ragged, greedy breath at the sight of SoulReaper. “Well done, daughter. After your task is done, you’ll hand the blade of SoulReaper over to me. Now, go fulfill your destiny and do what you were born to do. When the storm comes, you’ll step into it like last time, and the storm will drop you in Pandemonium.”  
 
    “But last time, I didn’t step into it,” I said. “I was taken against my will.”  
 
    He waved a hand dismissively. “It doesn’t matter. You’re the chosen one.”  
 
    “Thank you for choosing me then.” I then asked my father, “Would you like to take another look at SoulReaper before I go?” 
 
    “I’d be delighted to,” he said, stepping toward me, his wings spreading in excitement. “You’re a worthy daughter.”  
 
    I raised the blade for him to inspect and admire. Then, lightning fast, I flexed the blade and buried it in his gut. In a fair fight, I’d never get near him and overcome him, even with my newly awakened power. It’d take decades or even centuries for me to reach his level.  
 
    But war was never about a fair fight. I had to play dirty to win, as I was facing dirty players.  
 
    The archangel’s eyes widened in shock before rage took over, then fear sank into them.  
 
    “What have you done, June?” he thundered as he tried to throw his archangel power at me to strike me down, but SoulReaper bound his power, just like the gods’ curse bound my mate’s.  
 
    It was a little payback on my mate’s behalf. 
 
     “Avenge Mom,” I said. “I got your lie-detecting ability. Thanks for that, Father. I know you burned her. And I know that even SoulReaper can’t erase your soul, as I’m not your creator, but you’ll be trapped in the Void and share a cell with Lucifer for a very long time. That’s the beginning of a proper punishment for you.”  
 
    “Don’t you hate Lucifer’s spawn?” he demanded. “Or was it all an act?” 
 
    “Not all,” I said. “It’s complicated, but that’s between my fated mate and me.” I smirked at his surprised look. “Hera and you both assumed that I didn’t know that he’s my fated mate.” 
 
    “So you fooled us.” He narrowed his eyes, hiding his pain, as the blade was still embedded in him. He had tried, but he wouldn’t be able to get the blade out without my help. We had a few more minutes before he’d be sent away.  
 
    “Yes, I duped Hera and you,” I said unapologetically. “So I could get to the Underworld for help.”  
 
    “You’ll never reach Lucifer’s spawn without me or Queen Hera to open the portal to the pocket realm,” he sneered. It was an ugly one.  
 
    “Sorry to disappoint you with more bad news,” I said. “My dragon forged the mating bond with Ryder’s dragon while you all thought we were fighting.” I blushed a little. “The bond is more powerful than any force in the universe, and it’ll lead me right back to my mate.” 
 
    I uncloaked the mating bond for the first time, and it swirled back to life with a roar. I gasped and nearly dropped to my knees as I felt the profound pain and searing longing from the other side.  
 
    “My new friends will follow the magical trace of my mating bond to Ryder and open a path to the pocket realm,” I told him. “I bet you’ve heard of Marigold, the Titan princess and daughter of the Queen of the Void, and her Living Flame that can tear open any realm.” 
 
    As if on cue, a stunningly beautiful woman with the greenest eyes materialized with four smoking-hot demigods in a whirlwind of light.  
 
    “What’s up?” Marigold purred. “Are we going to pick up my nephew or not? He must be huge now.”  
 
    “Don’t ask me to hold him when we see him,” one of her mates chuckled darkly, lightning flashing in his blue eyes.  
 
    And then, King Loki and Queen Tessa appeared in a burst of hellfire, their dukes flanking them.  
 
    “Take him away!” the king snarled, pointing his hellfire blade at Azrael.  
 
    Two dukes peeled away and swung a magical chain around the archangel and dragged him into a pit revealed by the portal behind them. 
 
    The hill where we stood suddenly trembled, as if from an earthquake. A sheet of dust, rocks, and weeds flew around us in a storm.  
 
    “What the fuck?” one of the demigods shouted. “Shield Mate!” 
 
    All four of them formed a protective ring around Marigold.  
 
    “I haven’t even summoned my Living Flame yet,” Marigold shouted, her violet hair flapping in the wind and covering half her face.  
 
    My mating bond with Ryder lit up, strong and brilliant like the starlight.  
 
    “It’s Ryder!” I called. “His dragon knows I’m on the other side.”  
 
    Nothing and no one could stop him from reaching me.  
 
    Thunder boomed, lightning speared the sky, and hellfire poured out of a gash as the fabric of the universe was torn open. The rift expanded, then a massive black dragon appeared on the other side, roaring with fire.  
 
    Ryder had broken the curse and brought the inferno with him.  
 
    The dragon’s fiery gaze fixed on me with longing and pride and rage, calling me to him.  
 
    My ruby-red dragon tore out of me with an answering roar before she soared into the sky and shot toward the widening rift to meet her mate.  
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    The Black Dragon  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    She returned for us! I shouted at Ryder. Our mate is on the other side. Hurry the fuck up! She has come for us! 
 
    Calm the fuck down, he shouted back.  
 
    He was always annoyed with me, as I was with him.  
 
    How can you cool your dick now, asshole? I growled. Mate has come back! Let’s take my form. We need to go to her now! 
 
    We felt her as clear as day. The heaviness bearing down on us for two centuries suddenly lifted, yet the asshole still tried to rein me in.  
 
    Just give me a fucking minute, he snapped at me, his heart pounding like the wild wind.  
 
    I’d give him a moment since I was in an exuberant mood, and I understood how his small heart was overwhelmed at the realization that our mate had broken our curse.  
 
    The fucking gods had tried to trick us into killing our mate, dangling freedom in front of us. I’d thought Ryder would give in at some point. I’d been preparing to tear him apart if he indeed tried to lay his uncouth hands on her; I’d take him down with me.  
 
    I can’t believe our mate freed us, I repeated, still shocked.  
 
    Believe it. She did it, Ryder said. And she came back for me.  
 
    Us, I corrected the egomaniac.  
 
    Raw power welled in us, surging like an irresistible tide and charging our every cell. Ryder’s formidable power could no longer be suppressed after centuries of being chained. His power had rivaled any god’s as a toddler. Now that it was finally freed, it rocked Pandemonium without him even trying.  
 
    Our team rallied behind him, shock slamming into their faces. For the first time, they weren’t miserable; instead, they lit up with hope.  
 
    Ryder gave them a nod and roared, “Brothers, we’re going home!”  
 
    The men roared with him.  
 
    Thunder churned, and lightning roiled over half the sky. The realm trembled like it was going to fall apart. The horde of beasts yowled, terrified, and reeled away from us.  
 
    Ryder threw up his hands, making a weaving and twisting gesture, and tore open the fabric of this universe. Sometimes, he was really handy.  
 
    The rift kept expanding, groaning and panting like a woman in labor.  
 
    We spotted our mate on the other side of the shattered veil.  
 
    Blood pounding and boiling in us, we answered her siren song. Ryder let go, and I burst out of his tight skin, charging through the thunder and lightning. Rage and longing twirled inside us like a storm as I sailed toward our mate.  
 
    A flaming red dragon roared her joy and challenge, her ruby scales shining brilliantly as she soared toward us. She was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, and she was mine.  
 
    Mate, beloved, I spoke in her mind.  
 
    What? she thought, and we laughed.  
 
    Our team—the wolf, fae, demon, and vampire—charged toward the opening beneath us.  
 
    Bellows and battle cries broke out from the other side of the rift, and a vast supernatural army poured in, led by a royal couple riding atop a wave of hellfire.  
 
    Ryder’s parents. My parents.  
 
    Dad. Mom. Ryder’s emotions were haywire.  
 
    Our parents trained their fiery, loving gazes on my dragon form as I roared my greeting. Dad smiled and Mom cried.  
 
    “Who should we stab?” A powerful warrior woman with wild purple hair and stunningly green eyes stood with her four demigod mates on a chariot driven by over a hundred beasts, drinking in the terrain.  
 
    My aunt, Marigold, had come for us too. As usual, she couldn’t help showing off her might and extravagant style. That was how she and Dad got into competitions all the time.  
 
    “We came for a fucking fight, but there’s no one here!” her demigods bellowed in disappointment and anger. “Where the fuck are the foes?”  
 
    “Apparently, we’re the only ones left in this fucking place!” Ink shouted, his voice carrying over the field. “Cypress and his gang fled as soon as he saw things go wrong. The gods are all cowards as well.”  
 
    “It isn’t over!” We opened our mighty jaw and roared. “Let’s take the fight to them!”  
 
    With the curse lifted, my dragon’s tongue was no longer bound. 
 
    “Storm fucking Olympus!” My father echoed my roar, hellfire and power brimming in his eyes. “Level Mount Olympus! Slay bitch Hera!” 
 
    “Raid! Raid!” the army chanted.  
 
    “Let’s go!” Marigold threw up her hands.  
 
    The legendary Living Flame flowed out of her, joined by her mates’ and my parents’ powers. Their combined strength tore open the portal to the great golden city of Olympus and shattered its “unbreakable” ward.  
 
    Our mate shifted to her two-legged form and alighted on the golden chariot that was larger than two school buses. Ryder urged me to let him take over, and I reluctantly let him reclaim the reins. He landed by our mate a second later and pulled her into his arms for a big kiss.  
 
    He wasn’t sloppy. I had to give him that.  
 
    Our parents touched down on the chariot too in a swirl of wind and hellfire. They both grabbed Ryder into bone-crunching hugs, and he clung to them and tried hard not to cry. Mom was crying anyway, but they were joyful tears. It was a group hug, then the team all joined in and turned it into an even bigger group hug. To my displeasure, they were mostly hugging my mate.  
 
    My asshole demigod uncles started to complain about the chariot getting too crowded and that they should charge a hefty fee for the ride.  
 
    “Are we going to storm Olympus or watch the soap opera?” the demigod of war demanded. Axel was closer to our age while the other demigods were much older.  
 
    “If you don’t end the soap opera, Loki, we’re going home.” The demigod of death yawned his threat. “We were with our mate, and you had to drag us out of bed for a fight, even though you know we aren’t morning people.” 
 
    “What did you expect, Hector?” Paxton, the demigod of the sea, grunted. “Loki is an asshole. I can’t believe that he even has a wife and a kid.” He was the most cynical, since he grew up in the street as a bastard until Hector found him and took him in.  
 
    “I hope the kid turns out all right and won’t be like his dad,” Zak, the sky demigod, said in concern. “There’s this saying about a bad apple from a terrible tree.”  
 
    That was our extended family. They were no peaches, yet they’d all come for me.  
 
    “How dare you?” Dad broke our hug and glared at the demigods. “This is my kid you’re referring to!”  
 
    Marigold beamed at Ryder. “Ignore them.” Then tears glinted in her eyes as she punched his muscled upper arm to show her affection, unnecessarily hard. Ryder winced and dodged her second punch. “But you’ll need to go home and take a bath, nephew. I mean it.”  
 
    Ryder moved to stand before the demigods and flipped them the bird with two hands. “Let’s go send the gods a gift, shall we, uncles?” 
 
    Dad flicked his wrist and teleported the entire horde of beasts to the center of the city of Olympus. “Let them go first.” He grinned. Ryder grinned back.  
 
    “Shit everywhere in the city,” he commanded the beasts. “It’s a free country.”  
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    The chariot, driven by over a hundred beasts from the Void, rode over the long bridge made of pure jade toward the gate of Olympus.  
 
    Ryder wrapped his arm around me, refusing to let me go, as if he was afraid I’d disappear if he loosened his grip.  
 
    Hellfire, icy starlight, and dark lightning swirled in his eyes. He had so much power that it was staggering. No wonder the gods feared him. 
 
    Our supernatural army bellowed and charged behind the racing chariot. Some Titans had joined us as well, wanting to fight.  
 
    A magnificent floating city bathed in godly light loomed ahead. The golden gate swung open, and two columns of gorgeous beings stepped out. They were gods and goddesses of Olympus. They raised a white flag into the air and bowed.  
 
    What? They couldn’t be surrendering, could they?  
 
    Our chariot halted a dozen yards from the gate, the beasts howling and stomping the bridge.  
 
    The two columns of gods and goddesses parted, revealing Queen Hera, a pair of magical shackles on her wrists. In front of her lay six open boxes full of gold and jewels.  
 
    Ryder scooped me up and leapt off the chariot, followed by our companions. We stalked toward the gate.  
 
    Ryder positioned himself in front of me, shielding me, runes hissing on the flaming sword in his hand. I sidled up to him with my spear. I’d given SoulReaper back to King Loki. It was too dangerous to carry it around, especially when it was the only weapon that could kill my mate.  
 
    Demeter, Goddess of Birth and Harvest, stepped forward in a sheer green gown. Rumor had it that she still held a grudge against Hades for abducting her daughter Persephone ages ago.  
 
    “Please, we don’t want war,” she said, her earth-brown eyes sweeping from the King and Queen of the Underworld to Marigold and her mates then fixing on Ryder. “We’re deeply sorry that our former queen caused you such grief, so we give her up to you along with reimbursement for the great damage she caused you.” 
 
    Before Ryder could open his mouth, King Loki sneered, dark hellfire flaring in his eyes as he swept his critical and calculating gaze over the boxes of gold and gems. “The payment for the sins and offenses of your bitch queen is not nearly enough,” he grated. “You can’t be that cheap!”  
 
    Someone cleared his throat, then a god in a wine-red robe stepped forward and stood beside Demeter. “I’m Dionysus, God of Wine and Festivals. Your displeasure is understandable. Don’t worry. We’ll pay more as long as we don’t go bankrupt. Just please don’t destroy our City of Light. War benefits no one, King Loki. Actually, you’ve done us a favor by locking up the tyrannical rulers. Our city is better off without them.”  
 
    He stretched out a hand, and Ryder raised his flaming blade, ready to meet any threat. Dionysus winced and stepped back half a pace, a bottle of wine appearing in his hand. The bottle was made of pure gold.  
 
    “This is a Clement Cépage Conti, for lovers of Pinot Noir, the best nectar wine in all the universe,” he said, pride brimming in his cyan-blue eyes. “The bottle will never run dry as long as Prince Ryder Nightstar is pouring it. I want to show my deepest apologies for all of his unbelievable suffering at the hands of our former queen.”  
 
    “I want a bottle too,” Marigold shouted.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Princess Marigold.” Dionysus bowed deeply. “Clement Cépage Conti is one of a kind and can’t be duplicated.”  
 
    “Then figure out a way to duplicate it for my mate,” Hector demanded.  
 
    Ryder zoomed in toward Dionysus and snatched the gold wine bottle out of his hand before any of the demigods could claim it. He returned to my side, flashed me a winning grin, and wrapped an arm around my waist again.  
 
    “We’re done here, sparrow,” he purred. “What do you say we go sailing?”  
 
    His heat and need sank into me, evoking my heat and making my pulse spike.  
 
    There’d be no battle, no slaughter, and no bloodshed. It seemed anticlimactic, since we’d come all the way here to stomp Olympus. 
 
    But Ryder no longer cared about carnage or severe punishment for the gods. He had me. The curse had been lifted. And he had his revenge since Hera had been stripped of her royal title and position and would be imprisoned in the Void for a very long time.  
 
    She might even share a cell with her husband, Zeus, and everyone knew how the two hated each other. 
 
    Sun Tzu said in The Art of War, “The greatest victory requires no battle.”  
 
    Peeking at the vulnerability in Ryder’s golden-blue eyes, I knew he needed to be with me alone more than anything.  
 
    We headed back to the start of the bridge, Ryder’s fingers threading with mine.  
 
    When we passed Hera, Ryder didn’t spare her a glance, as if she was utterly nothing. I, however, gave her one last good look. She was slouching, no longer regal. Her perfect face was distorted by hatred and humiliation, her gray-blue eyes shooting venom.  
 
    The former queen’s power was like a firefly’s, bound by the shackles. Furthermore, her tongue was also bound by a powerful silence spell.  
 
    I grinned at her. “You’ll never hear ‘long live the queen’ ever again.”  
 
    “You’ll share the wine, nephew,” the war demigod shouted behind us just as our dragons tore out. “You hear me?!” 
 
    I soared beside the black dragon, his molten-gold eyes gazing at me with adoration, his scales black diamond dusted with gold. He was the most magnificent dragon I’d ever seen.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 26 
 
      
 
    June 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Celebration was in full swing in the Nightstar Palace, champagne, wine, and music flowing.  
 
    Ryder strode toward me, a devilish smile tugging up his sensual lips. He wore a black designer shirt that stretched across his muscled chest; the sleeves rolled up to his forearms gave him more sex appeal. A thick gold armband studded with rubies clasped his wrist beside his diamond gold watch, and a heavy gold chain draped around his neck. Dragons loved gold. He couldn’t help it.  
 
    The returned heir was indulging himself after two centuries of being robbed of everything, but I also knew he didn’t really care about dressing pretty. He only wanted to impress me.  
 
    Every gaze was on Ryder, the brightest evening star, especially the females, as his sexual power rolled off him. But he had eyes only for me. He stood in front of me, and my breath caught.  
 
    Grinning, he produced a gold apple in his palm and brought it up for me to inspect.  
 
    “Look what I’ve got for you, sparrow,” he purred.  
 
    I blinked. Wait. Was it the fabled gold apple that Aphrodite, the goddess of love, had won in a beauty pageant?  
 
    I jumped out of my skin as a shriek tore across the banquet hall. Everyone on the dance floor froze. Marigold zoomed toward us in a flash.  
 
    “Oh, shit,” Ryder said, alarm sparking in his eyes.  
 
    Marigold lunged at him, going after the gold apple, fury flashing in her green eyes.  
 
    “No!” Ryder shouted in dismay, lifting the apple high out of her reach. “It’s a suitable gift for my mate!” 
 
    I was even more stunned when Marigold’s four demigod mates shot toward Ryder like arrows. They tackled him as one, and he lost his balance at their collective attack. While the demigods pinned him down, Marigold bent down to pry Ryder’s fingers from the apple, not even caring that she might break his fingers, and seized it before he broke free of the demigods’ restraint, cursing at them profanely.  
 
    “What the fuck is going on?” King Loki roared, arriving at our side in an instant.  
 
    Then Queen Tessa rushed toward us, looking on in confusion and worry.  
 
    “That’s my gold apple!” Marigold barked indignantly. She pointed an accusing finger at Ryder, her beautiful face flushing in anger.  
 
    “How dare you steal my Mari’s gold apple?” the death god growled, his black wings arching agitatedly above his shoulders. “Have you no sense of shame?”  
 
    King Loki stood with his son, his eyes on fire. His queen rubbed her temples; it seemed she’d often had to deal with situations like this.  
 
    “It’s just a gold apple,” King Loki shouted. “What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “Dad got it for me!” Marigold shouted back. “He took it from Aphrodite because Dad believed I deserve it more!” 
 
    Her mates nodded in agreement while glaring at King Loki and Ryder, ready for a fight.  
 
    Okay, so Marigold’s Titan father took the famous apple from Aphrodite by force and gifted it to his daughter, and Ryder stole it since he thought I deserved it more than his aunt. Wasn’t that same gold apple the cause of ten years of war in the ancient city of Troy?  
 
    “We’ve been searching for the apple everywhere for our mate for ages,” the demigod of the sea grated. “No one thought that little punk stole it.”  
 
    “Watch your mouth, Pigston,” King Loki warned. “My son was a toddler when he brought that gold apple home.”  
 
    “That toddler often robbed us blind,” the demigod of war growled. “Hell, now I remember it all.”   
 
    Ryder smiled sweetly and innocently at Marigold. “Sorry, Aunt. I shouldn’t have taken your gold apple, but I thought you didn’t need it anymore since your mates already adore you so much. Their love for you shines brightly in their bedroom eyes.” A hint of a smile tugged at her lips like a ray of sunshine before she eyed him suspiciously. “But for me, I haven’t done anything to impress my mate, so I think she’d really appreciate a gold apple that was once owned by the Goddess of Love. It’s about young love, Aunt, and I’m sure you can sympathize.”  
 
    Marigold glanced at me before returning her green gaze to Ryder, who turned up the voltage of his bright smile. Any other female would do anything for that smile, but Marigold narrowed her eyes the next second. She actually looked a few years younger than him. Two centuries of being hunted in the wilderness had done a number on Ryder.  
 
    She clutched the gold apple closer to her chest, and Ryder’s face sank. I contained a smile. She was a hoarder like him. She’d once chased the King of the Underworld to his doorstep because he forgot to leave the gift he promised. She’d also brought all her mates as backup for a serious fight in case he refused to deliver the present. And King Loki wasn’t someone who was used to keeping his promises except to his queen.  
 
    The death demigod guarded Marigold and her precious apple as he kissed her. She was the only woman who could survive his touch. “No one will ever take your gold apple again. You have my word, beloved.” 
 
    Ryder’s face was crestfallen.  
 
    “Now the kid’s back”—the sky demigod traded a worried glance with the other demigods—“we must move our treasures somewhere else ASAP.” 
 
    “Out of the realm of Earth,” the sea demigod said, biting his lower lip as he thought hard.  
 
    “Let’s set up a pocket realm with maximum security. Hector can add death runes at the entrance.”  
 
    “Fucking unbelievable!” King Loki shook his head in utter disgust. “Can you even hear how insane and paranoid you sound, assholes?” 
 
    “It’s okay, Dad. Let them guard their wealth,” Ryder sighed in dismay. “We can get rich another way and find treasure somewhere else.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes. “You’re the richest family on Earth. How much money do you need? I have enough gold I got from Cypress, and I certainly don’t need a gold apple, especially a stolen one.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it, daughter-in-law.” King Loki trained his hard gaze on Marigold. “Would it kill you to give that gold apple to my son as one of his many wedding gifts you’ll give, sis? He’s your only nephew!”  
 
    “No fucking way,” the war demigod shouted right away. “And don’t expect many wedding gifts. We’re on a tight budget these days.”  
 
    King Loki looked shocked before his face turned red in anger.  
 
    “Guys, guys,” Queen Tessa sighed. “We’re family. Can we not fight over an apple? How about a family trip?” 
 
    “I know the gods’ most treasured secret hunting ground,” Ryder offered. “There’re plenty of magical ice beasts, the most ferocious ones in the universe, to hunt. The beasts’ hearts are made of gems. But I have to warn you, it’ll be a perilous adventure. Up for a challenge, uncles?”  
 
    “Fine, we’re in,” Marigold’s four demigods grated, as if they were doing Ryder a favor.  
 
    “What about we place a bet, winner takes all,” Ryder said, eyeing the apple in Marigold’s hand, “including the gold apple?” 
 
    Loki smiled in approval. “Let’s go hunting before my son’s wedding.”  
 
    He’d mentioned Ryder’s wedding a few times, and he hadn’t even asked my opinion. Not even once. I bet they all thought I was a done deal.  
 
    “Ryder’s wedding?” I asked, frowning upon the king. “Who is he going to marry?” 
 
    All eyes whirled to me. But Fang, Silver, Ink, and Alistair exchanged uneasy looks, as if they’d seen this coming.  
 
    “Ryder hasn’t proposed to you yet?” Queen Tessa widened her eyes. “I thought—” 
 
    “Relax.” Ryder grinned. “I can propose now. I can summon a ring from my pocket realm any time.” He dropped to one knee. “June Winters, will you—” 
 
    “No, no!” I cut in hurriedly before he could finish his sentence.  
 
    The demigods all chuckled, folding their arms across their chests.  
 
    “Watch, this is going to get better,” one of them said.  
 
    “There’ll be no wedding.” I shook my head firmly. “And I’m not even sure if we should continue to see each other, not that we ever went out on a date.”  
 
    Shock slammed into Ryder’s handsome face. “What do you mean? You’re my fated mate!” 
 
    “And you shall not take me for granted!” I said, standing my ground.  
 
    The king looked as if I’d slapped him with a cold fish. “If you don’t marry my son, who will you marry? My son won’t have it. He’ll slay anyone who dares to take you from him. Girl, you need to understand what fated mate means.”  
 
    “Oh yeah?” I glared at the king. “I don’t take bullying kindly.” 
 
    His queen dragged him back. “Let them handle it,” she hissed. “You meddling will only make things worse, husband. June holds the cards, not you or our son.”  
 
    He sighed and kissed her to calm himself.  
 
    “Why?” Ryder demanded as he got to his feet and stood tall, towering over me.  
 
    Anger surged within me. “Have you forgotten so fast how you treated me in Pandemonium?”  
 
    “How? Tell us,” Marigold demanded, and her mates nodded at me encouragingly, loving to stir shit.  
 
    Fang, Silver, Ink, and Alistair looked like they’d rather be elsewhere.  
 
    “But sparrow.” Ryder spread his arms. “I thought you forgave me already and we had an understanding. Our dragons even went sailing together and loved every second of it!”  
 
    “That’s between our dragons, but we’ve never had an understanding,” I said. “Who tried to comfort his ex with this promise when I was in the middle of a heat circle: ‘I’m handling her. I’m taking care of the matter so Jules won’t be a ticking bomb.’ And after you handled me, did you tell everyone, ‘June’s fun, more fun than other bitches. Your bitch queen can watch how I play with her pawn, but she’s a fucking fool if she thinks that June means anything to me.’” 
 
    Everyone gasped and then turned to glare at Ryder, but he ignored them.  
 
    “I’ll make it up to you, sparrow,” he said. “And you can have rage sex with me to punish me.”  
 
    “No, thanks.” I turned on my heels. “I’m going to call it a night.” 
 
    With the funds from Cypress, I’d gotten myself a nice apartment in San Francisco. I wanted to have a fresh start.  
 
    “Where are you going?” He followed me.  
 
    “None of your business,” I said.  
 
    “Wherever you go, I go,” he said.  
 
    I arched an eyebrow. “I didn’t invite you to move in. I don’t want any overnight guests either.”  
 
     “I won’t sleep on your couch since I’ll give you space,” Ryder growled. “But I’ll stay close to you. I need to see my mate safe and taken care of, or my dragon will go berserk.”  
 
    His dragon was a concern.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Mom. I’ll solve this in a couple of days.” He turned to his parents with a bright grin before turning to smirk at me. “I won’t get into your pants until you can’t stand being apart from me. The game is on, sparrow.”  
 
    At his challenge, I extended his promise of a couple of days to six months. It’d be hell, but I’d manage it. What wouldn’t I do to bring Ryder to his knees?  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 27  
 
      
 
    June 
 
    Six Months Later 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My red dragon soared high above the lava spewing from the black mountains in the Underworld. Ryder’s black dragon chased me with the sole purpose of catching her and mating her, his massive black wings beating the wind against the backdrop of the reddening sky.  
 
    She roared a challenge, and the black dragon bellowed in answer, enthralled. She peeked back as the black dragon sped up. Then, before she knew it, he’d descended on her, his tail gently touching her rear. Before she could escape, he locked her in his tight embrace.  
 
    My dragon wiggled her ass, knowing what was coming. She whimpered as her mate impaled her with his massive, rock-hard cock. The world went unfocused, pleasure beyond words rocking through her.   
 
    And the black dragon mated her over and over. He was insatiable.  
 
    They’d had their dragon fun, but now I wanted to fuck Ryder. I took back the reins and shifted, plunging toward the spring pool at the peak of a black mountain.  
 
    Ryder got into the water before me and surged up to catch me in the air. Without missing a beat, he turned me around, squeezing my bare ass. My legs wrapped around his waist.  
 
    His mouth found mine, his tongue thrusting through my parted lips.  
 
    His massive erection pressed against my bottom, sending my heart racing. I freed a hand from his neck and went beneath my bottom to grab his cock. It felt rock hard and heavy in my hand. I smirked, pumping up and down his length roughly. This velvety steel was mine, mine to play with and use however I wanted and whenever I wanted.  
 
    I never needed to be gentle with Ryder, and he didn’t mind. And when I showed my sweet side toward him, his dragon would be over the moon. The man was harder to please than his beast and damn demanding half the time.  
 
    Ryder hissed a low groan as I stroked his cock harder. His dragon rumbled in approval, peeking out of his gold eyes and gazing at me adoringly. Pure male lust distorted his handsome face. Both man and dragon were always horny.  
 
    Ryder pried my gripping fingers away from his cock, positioning it between my plump folds, and pushed into my heated channel. He groaned as he seated himself deep within me, and I gasped at the sensation as our flesh joined.  
 
    He started moving inside me with long thrusts, in no rush. Pleasure danced on my nerve endings as his cock kept stretching me. His golden eyes looked into mine as he fucked me. He was so good at fucking, the delicious friction making me cry out in ecstasy.  
 
    My hands were all over him, tracing along the hard muscles of his cut chest. His heart beat powerfully beneath my palm.  
 
    “Will this ever get old, this insatiable need?” I asked between my breathless moans. “Will we ever get tired of each other one day?” 
 
    “Never, sparrow,” he purred, driving harder into me, which only elicited more moans from me. Our breaths mingled. His scent of male, hellfire, and burning wood cocooned me. “You’re my eternity. But perhaps it’s time I mark you as mine again as a reminder, so you won’t feel insecure?”  
 
    “What?” I hissed. “You still don’t know how to court a lady properly!” 
 
    He laughed and thrust into me faster, hitting my G-spot until I saw stars. 
 
    Then he pounded into me even more brutally. I shuddered at the onslaught yet needed more.  
 
    He pulled back and flipped me over. My hands landed on the bank of the pool with my ass high in the air. He spread my knees wide, getting between my legs, and in one powerful thrust, he embedded himself deep into my molten core.  
 
    I snarled in pleasure. He pounded into me again and again, his arm wrapping around my heavy breasts as they bounced with every brutal thrust. From this angle, while I bent over to get fucked from behind, I spotted the rose petals covering the winding trail all the way down.  
 
    “What are the roses for?” I asked during his long thrusts.  
 
    “You want romantic, so this is romantic for you,” he offered smugly. “Now, is your pussy hotter for me because of my grand gesture? It took the guards several hours to shower the roses on every stair. It’s a high mountain, baby, and it wasn’t easy to climb all the way up here. I bought every rose in New York State.”  
 
    “That’s a bit extravagant,” I huffed, “don’t you think? You could give some money to the poor.”  
 
    “I’ll ask Dad to donate,” he promised. “His dukes have a stockpile of treasure somewhere too. Somehow they moved it all to new locations after I returned home.”  
 
    My mate guarded his treasure as tight as a crocodile’s asshole, yet he shared all his wealth with me. I didn’t touch any of it though.  
 
    I screamed as the demigod thrust into me rapidly and relentlessly. The pleasure was too much, and I was trying to hold back from coming hard. I never wanted this fuck to end.  
 
    “I like to fuck you from behind,” he growled in pleasure. “I like to fuck you in every position. Your little pussy is so fucking tight, it’s a wonder it can even take my cock.”  
 
    His magic rose, caressing me everywhere while he pounded into me mercilessly. I exploded, and my mate snarled, thrusting harder to ride my orgasm, then he shuddered and emptied himself into me.  
 
    We remained interlocked for long minutes, his cock rock hard. That was the benefit of fucking a demigod dragon. I retreated from him, pushed him down on the bank, and straddled him.  
 
    “Now it’s my turn to play,” I purred.  
 
    “Take whatever you need.” He smirked, lust and love shining in his golden eyes. “Fuck your mate hard, baby.” 
 
    I planted my hands on his chest as I pinned him down, my knees pressing on either side of his powerful thighs. I lifted my ass, pressing the thick head of his cock at my slick entrance, and sank down to his base. He groaned in pleasure, and I gasped as he filled me. For a second, there wasn’t room for me to move. I often underestimated how large he was.  
 
    The weight of his heavy cock inside me was heavenly, and its hardness made me want to come right away.  
 
    He thrust up, pushing hard into my depths when he was already stretching me to the limit. But then my pussy started to mold around his massive cock to accommodate him. I was his mate, after all.  
 
    “Who’s fucking who?” I growled.  
 
    I started to move, heaving up and down his hard length, riding him like a storm, fucking him hard and fast and taking every inch of his hard length into my hot slickness.  
 
    I called his name with pleasure and need, wrapping my hands around his corded neck in a choke hold and starting to squeeze.  
 
    “Already thinking of murdering your mate?” he purred, his eyes sparkling with interest. 
 
    “It was supposed to stimulate you!” I hissed.  
 
    Maybe I did it wrong. Maybe I should apply more pressure until he couldn’t breathe and saw stars. While he struggled beneath me, fearing and fighting for his life, he’d be turned on even more. I shook my head, disgusted with myself, and let go of his neck. Why had I thought it would work on him? He wasn’t some weak human male. He was a very powerful demigod dragon.  
 
    “Did you pick that up from one of the dark romance novels you hide under the pillow?” He laughed so hard at my frustrated look that his entire body shook. “Do you really want to take advice from those authors who have never had a dragon cock?” 
 
    “Not everyone wants a dragon cock.” I glared at him as he arched an eyebrow. “And I don’t appreciate you criticizing my reading taste.”  
 
    He smirked. “What about shackles, whips, spanking, and not allowing the poor FMC to come until the dude who has a small dick allows her?”  
 
    “Now you’ve ruined everything,” I growled.  
 
    I doubted that I’d enjoy any dark romance books again, not after my mate had derided them. But then maybe I didn’t need them, since I already had a hunk for me to fuck and use anytime I wanted. At that thought, I grinned to myself.  
 
    “I appreciate the effort, sparrow,” he purred, bucking his hips and driving into me with white-hot passion and brutal possessiveness. “You make me so hard.”  
 
    His thumb reached out to brush my clit, and I cried out at the intense pleasure.  
 
    He snarled as I poured my magic and fire into him, riding him faster and harder. The erotic sound of fucking blended with the sizzling lava, and the scent of sex floated above the crackling flames.  
 
    Pressure kept building in me, lapping inside me, until it was unbearable.  
 
    “Mine,” Ryder growled, thrusting into me with his brutal strength. “My mate, my sparrow, my forever.”  
 
    Pleasure, more intense and pure than anything I had ever known, shattered me, and still he pounded into me, giving me all he had and everything he was.  
 
    Again. And again. And again, he claimed me.  
 
    I screamed, undone by such unholy pleasure.  
 
    “Am I getting a five-star rating?” he purred.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
  
   CHAPTER 28 
 
      
 
    June’s ex-boyfriend 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     “C’mon!” Nancy, a bubbly brunette, jumped up and down. “The livestream of Prince Ryder’s wedding will start in five seconds!” 
 
    It was the most talked-about event on Earth. The rumor was that the King of the Underworld was making sure that it outshone the spectacular wedding Marigold and her demigods had thrown.  
 
    A group of college students gathered in Oliver’s off-campus apartment by the white sand beach, where a lot of tourists were sunbathing.  
 
    The storm had taken June before Oliver had a chance to ask her to move in with him. Now, Nancy snuggled into his arms on an Esmeralda sofa.  
 
    “I told you that the Underworld is real.” His new girlfriend clapped her hands. “And now the lost prince has returned with his fated mate. It’s the perfect modern fairytale!”  
 
    Oliver shrugged. He couldn’t give a fuck about the dashing Prince of Hell who had stepped out of the legend, but the rest of the planet had been babbling about it nonstop, and everyone was watching reruns of a century-old reality show—The Underworld Bride Trials, where the King of the Underworld selected the champion who slew thousands of other contestants to be his queen.  
 
    Nothing thrilled Oliver anymore. He was hosting this party only because he didn’t want to be alone.  
 
    His friends stood or sat around in chairs, chatting and laughing. Steve passed him a bottle of cold beer. Steve had been there when the storm had taken June. Until today, they still hadn’t found her body. It’d been a media sensation for a week; now everyone acted as if June had never existed.  
 
    All that was left was a bitter taste lingering forever on the back of his tongue, especially when he thought he’d lost his mind once again three months ago. He was sharing a kiss with his new girl. She’d closed her eyes, but he’d looked over her shoulder. And there she was—June gazed at him without her glasses and smiled, as if finding comfort in the fact that he’d moved on. He’d pushed Nancy aside, not gently, but June had vanished, as if she’d never been there.  
 
    “Wait!” Steve barked, narrowing his eyes on the screen. “Is that June?” 
 
    “June who?” Nancy asked.  
 
    “June Winters, Oliver’s ex-girlfriend,” Steve said.  
 
    Oliver stiffened, pushing Nancy away from him, and leaned toward the TV screen.  
 
    June, in the flesh, a smile on her face, walked down the aisle, her gloved hand on the arm of the infamous Demon King. She was still the most gorgeous woman he’d ever seen. And she wasn’t walking toward Oliver but toward the once lost heir of the Underworld.  
 
    The Prince of Hell had a shit-eating grin on his obscenely good-looking face. The asshole emitted menace and happiness at the same time. No one should exist with a body like a dark golden god’s.  
 
    “Listen, her name was just announced—June Nightstar,” Steve exclaimed. “It’s her. It’s our June. Fuck me! I didn’t realize that she was such a knockout, hotter than any supermodel, but she used to wear thick glasses that covered half of her face.” 
 
    “No way could Princess Nightstar be your ex-girlfriend.” Nancy let out a bark of laughter.  
 
    Oliver stared at June, the brightest star, his blood running cold as he watched the notorious Prince of Hell dip his head and kiss her deeply, as if he owned her. 
 
    “Oh, that’s hot!” Nancy swooned annoyingly and pressed a hand against her boob. “The dark prince is every Earth woman’s wet dream!” 
 
    Oliver hoped with all his heart that June would slap the prince in the face and walk away, but she clung to him and kissed him back sweetly and viciously, marking him as hers.  
 
    That shocked Oliver, not in a good way. He didn’t remember a time that she’d ever kissed him like that, with all that fire.  
 
    He couldn’t take his eyes off her, a deep sense of loss humming in his tired bones. She’d once been his perfect girl, even when she hadn’t been so glamorous. Then she’d just slipped through his fingers, taken by the fucking storm and rescued by a prince like in a fairytale.  
 
    No, it wasn’t like that. A sudden dark truth dawned on Oliver—it’d never been a real storm. It’d been a premeditated kidnap.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dear Reader,  
 
      
 
    Thank you for reading Crown of Thorns and Sins. Don’t forget to come back in September, since I’ll have House of Shifters and Smoke: Brides Selection (Shades of Ruin and Magic Book One) for you, and I’ll release book one and book two back-to-back.  
 
     If you enjoyed this duet, I’d love for you to check out Ryder’s parents’ saga in the Underworld Bride Trials.  
 
    I’ve come this far because of you.  
 
      
 
    Meg 
 
      
 
      
 
    Follow Meg on Amazon. 
 
    Don’t forget to sign up to Meg’s mailing list to hear about her new releases, giveaways, and fun stuff.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    Excerpt of Half-Blood Academy 
 
      
 
      
 
    "Welcome to Half Death Academy." That's what they call my new school—because only half the students survive.

Rule #1: Keep your head down and don't mess with the four gorgeous demigods who rule the school.
Rule #2: When the demigods try to kill you, lie down...

Too bad I never was very good at following the rules. And when my dark power awakens, I'll make them regret they try to make me their plaything.

Magic Trials stars four handsome and cruel demigods and a tough heroine. Heart-pounding action blends with steamy romance. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Demigod of War 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The green-eyed human girl fought like a fiend against a large, vicious gang. 
 
    Her ferocity was the most stunning thing I’d ever seen.  
 
    But I didn’t come for her. We came for the two supernaturals on her team. Rogues weren’t allowed to roam the demigods’ territory unchecked. They either joined the Academy or were put down.  
 
    Wrap it up, I ordered Cameron, the lieutenant of the Dominion of Gods, with a gesture. These soldiers had survived the Trial of the Blood Runes because they had gods’ blood in their veins.  
 
    The fight in the street ceased abruptly as Cameron’s men marched into the battlefield, gunning for their targets. The other combatants stepped back, fear of the Dominion soldiers sinking in their eyes—all except for the human girl.  
 
    She stepped in front of a teenage wolf shifter and an underage witch, blocking Cameron and his soldiers.  
 
    “Marigold, they’re the Dominions. We can’t fight them off,” the shifter whispered, trying to pull her back to protect her, but she shrugged him off.  
 
    “Like Hell I’ll let them take you!” she said, her hands twitching, ready for violence.  
 
    She was still running on adrenaline. I smelled her dark fear, though it was no match for her fury.  
 
    Cameron’s jaw clenched. He hadn’t met a civilian who dared resist an arrest or recruitment. And no one cursed in front of a Dominion soldier without suffering the consequences.  
 
    The lieutenant and his men were more than zealous to impress me, as a demigod rarely accompanied them on an enlistment mission.  
 
    “I don’t give a fuck how pretty you are, chick,” Cameron snorted. “Get the fuck out of my way, or—” 
 
    The girl attacked.  
 
    She planted a boot into Cameron’s chest and kicked hard. At the same time, she nocked five arrows, letting them fly in blurry succession. 
 
    Her every aim hit true, but she was up against the well-trained Dominion warriors in armor that no human weapon could penetrate.  
 
    Our forces surrounded her. The girl yelled for the shifter and witch to run, but instead they pressed their backs against hers, ready to fight to the death with her.  
 
    I chuckled.  
 
    “Fun’s over, little minx,” I said, peeling myself from the shade and stepping into the battlefield before my soldiers terminated the trio.  
 
    My demigod power coiled, ripping the fabric of the air.  
 
    Every knee—the soldiers’, the civilians’, and the gang members’—dropped to a battlefield strewn with shells of bullets, bits of concrete, animal fur, and blood.  
 
    Yet one pair of knees refused to go down.  
 
    A flick of surprise flashed through my eyes. That was a first.  
 
    The girl braced her feet apart and glared at me, the fire of fury burning in her eyes, their color so vivid it was greener than any forest in any universe I’d passed.  
 
    A flame lashed out like invisible lightning, striking the icy, steel walls that encased my careless, ruthless demigod heart.  
 
    Instantly, my cock hardened.  
 
    What the fuck?  
 
    The beast roared in me, awakening, as did my primal need.  
 
    I reined in the beast with effort so I wouldn’t drag down that female, push her to the ground, and mount her from behind, right there.  
 
    I prided myself in not being a savage demigod, but without a mirror, I knew my eyes glowed molten gold with a crimson ring around the pupils.   
 
    My power increased, unleashing at the girl’s challenge. Violent wind charged from me, wheeling and slamming into everything in its path.  
 
    The buildings within the scope of my power rumbled, glass shattering.  
 
    The wolves, hybrids, and humans whimpered as they were thrown backwards, including the young witch and the shifter who knelt behind the human girl.  
 
    She swayed before steadying herself.  
 
    Kneel, I commanded her.  
 
    Her lavender hair spread wildly, whipped by the electrifying power in the air. Beads of sweat dotted on her cute little nose. Fear and rage spoke volumes in her eyes as she endeavored to resist my power.  
 
    Her legs buckled, revealing her human weakness, and I waited for her to drop to her knees to pay me respect, like everyone else.  
 
    My faint smile wilted from the corners of my lips when she straightened her back and straightened her legs.  
 
    No human or supernatural could withstand my compulsion, except for the primordial Olympian gods and Lucifer. Even my demigod peers had to put on their armor and shield themselves against me with their power.  
 
    But this mere human girl stood her ground.  
 
    As if that wasn’t infuriating enough, she flipped me the bird.  
 
    It was the first time anyone had ever given me that. She didn’t know she was courting violence, then death.  
 
    My soldiers’ gasps were audible, even over the gang’s and her companions’. Hushed quietness resumed at my snarl.  
 
    Everyone waited for me to strike down the insolent human girl.  
 
    The minx smirked, the brightest, most gorgeous thing on Earth, and every predatory cell within me swirled alive.  
 
    A thrill coursed through my veins.  
 
    My cock grew hard, jerking forward and rasping painfully against the fabric of my pants. 
 
    I clenched my teeth, willing myself to keep control and stay put, no matter how badly I wanted to claim this female now, over and over.  
 
    Fortunately, instead of tight armor, I wore a leather trench coat, which covered my erection.  
 
    My gaze roved over her sinfully enticing body before peering into her eyes to search for her secrets—how could a human oppose me? 
 
    What was she?  
 
    I stalked toward the deadly, beautiful creature, hands in my pockets as if I were strolling in the park. Despite my casual manner, another wave of whimpers from the soldiers and gang members indicated the effects of my rippling power.  
 
    The girl tensed at my approach, the knuckles of one hand white on her spear and her other hand ready to, I assume, pull out a gun from her leather jacket to turn on me.  
 
    I held her blazing gaze, daring her to try.   
 
    Her fear blended with hate and fascination, wheeling in her fiery jade eyes as she kept glaring at me. 
 
    The minx wasn’t entirely immune to me and my power, after all.  
 
    I held back an amused chortle. It was rare anyone could still amuse me, even though I was the youngest demigod walking Earth.  
 
    And I had never been so aroused. 
 
    She didn’t back off but held her chin high and puffed up her chest, which drew my gaze to her perky breasts.  
 
    I strode around her, studying her as if she were a prickly kitten I’d cornered, and she wheeled accordingly, never showing her back to me.  
 
    When I’d annoyed her enough, she gave in, breaking the silence.  
 
    “What the fuck do you want, demigod?” she demanded. “And which demigod are you?”  
 
    Such attitude. Outlaws always hated authorities.  
 
    Everyone else held their breath at her lack of self-preservation. I would have squashed the offender had it been anyone less interesting. 
 
    I didn’t bother to conceal a flick of surprise.  
 
    Everyone else knew who I was. She must be terribly isolated in this forsaken town. Yet she knew I was a half-blood.   
 
    I tilted my head and sniffed. A discovery made my eyes brighten, and I smiled. She wasn’t the human she presented herself to be.  
 
    Yet she wasn’t like anything I’d encountered.  
 
    This close, I could sense potent power in her bloodstream, but it was veiled.  
 
    She didn’t even know, or she’d have fought with her magic instead of rudimentary bows and daggers.  
 
    Some force held her magic captive.  
 
    Then her scent hit me fully in the face, and waves of heat rushed inside me until they all gathered in my groin.  
 
    A firestorm of lust burned in my veins.  
 
    That instant I decided what she would be for me.  
 
    She was the puzzle I needed to solve.  
 
    A wilderness to tame.  
 
    A treasure I’d found.  
 
    A rare jewel I would possess and lock in the most guarded vault.  
 
    And a female I would ride every night, savoring her cries as she begged for the ecstasy I could give her. This girl I would claim as my mate.  
 
    The mystic wind passed between us, and she widened her stunningly green eyes as if she’d seen the most brilliant sunlight flooding the forest for the first time. She’d taken in my scent as well, and I watched her reaction in satisfaction.  
 
    Her soft, full lips parted with shock. She’d fight me with every ounce of her strength if I told her now that she was mine and her future belonged with me. 
 
    She recovered faster than I’d thought any woman could.  
 
    But then, she wasn’t just any woman. Not even close. 
 
    “We’re law-abiding citizens, mister. You won’t take any member of my coven,” she shouted, then swept her spearhead toward the werewolf gang she’d fought. “But you’re more than welcome to round up those up-to-no-good scumbags! They should fight the demons in the frontier at your Dominions’ command instead of harassing innocent small-town people.”  
 
    The werewolves snarled, but stopped the instant Cameron shot them a harsh look.  
 
    “They’re too old,” Cameron said, thrusting his chin toward the werewolves before training his hard gaze on the girl. “Only the teenage wolf and witch will be enrolled into the Academy. We came for them, so I suggest you step aside if you don’t want any more trouble.”  
 
    He was nicer to the girl, though wary, after she’d put up a fight against me.  
 
    “No way!” the girl said. “Everyone knows Half-Blood Academy is actually Half-Death Academy. Less than half of the attendants survive the first ritual, and I won’t let my people try their luck.”  
 
    “How dare you!” Cameron hissed. “That blasphemy alone shall get you hanged.”  
 
    I raised a hand to stop Cameron from cursing the girl further and quirked an eyebrow at her. It’d be interesting to see how the fiery minx survived her first day at my academy.  
 
    “I’ll spare your friends under one condition,” I said with a charming smile that every woman ate up.  
 
    She narrowed her eyes, but I could feel her pulse spike.  
 
    Her every reaction provoked mine, exciting me.  
 
    The girl arched a long, elegant eyebrow, relaxing a little and ready to bargain.  
 
    “And what is your condition, demigod?”  
 
    “You go in their places, Marigold,” I said.  
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