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CHAPTER 1
MY EYES SNAPPED OPEN AS THE FREAKISH SIXTH
sense kicked my fight or flight response into overdrive. The Georgia humidity and the dust covering the floor made it hard to breathe. Since I’d fled Miami, no place had been safe. This abandoned factory had proved no different. 
The daimons were here. 
I could hear them on the lower level, searching each room systematical y, throwing open doors, slamming them shut. The sound threw me back to a few days ago, when I’d pushed open the door to Mom’s bedroom. She’d been in the arms of one of those monsters, beside a broken pot of hibiscus flowers. Purple petals had spil ed across the floor, mixing with the blood. The memory twisted my gut into a raw ache, but I couldn’t think about her right now. 
I jumped to my feet, halting in the narrow hal way, straining to hear how many daimons were here. Three? 
More? My fingers jerked around the slim handle of the garden spade. I held it up, running my fingers over the sharp edges plated in titanium. The act reminded me of what needed to be done. Daimons loathed titanium. 
Besides decapitation—which was way  too gross—titanium was the only thing that would kil them. Named after the Titans, the precious metal was poisonous to those addicted to aether. 
Somewhere in the building, a floorboard groaned and gave way. A deep howl broke the silence, starting as a low whine before hitting an intense shril pitch. The scream sounded inhuman, sick and horrifying. Nothing in this world sounded like a daimon—a hungry daimon. 
And it was close. 
I darted down the hal way, my tattered sneakers pounding against the worn-out boards. Speed was in my blood, and strands of long, dirty hair streamed behind me. I rounded the corner, knowing I had only seconds—
A whoosh of stale air whirled around me as the daimon grabbed a handful of my shirt, slamming me into the wal . 
Dust and plaster floated through the air. Black starbursts dotted my vision as I scrambled to my feet. Those soul ess, pitch black holes where eyes should have been seemed to stare at me like I was his next meal ticket. 
The daimon grasped my shoulder, and I let instinct take over. I twisted around, catching the surprise flickering across his pale face a split second before I kicked. My foot connected with the side of his head. The impact sent him staggering into the opposite wal . I spun around, slamming my hand into him. Surprise turned to horror as the daimon looked down at the garden spade buried deep in his stomach. It didn’t matter where we aimed. Titanium always kil ed a daimon. 
A guttural sound escaped his gaping mouth before he exploded into a shimmery blue dust. 
With the spade stil in hand, I whirled around and took the steps two at a time. I ignored the ache in my hips as I sprinted across the floor. I was going to make it—I had to make it. I’d be super-pissed in the afterlife if I died a virgin in this craphole. 
“Little half-blood, where are you running to?” 
I stumbled to the side, fal ing into a large steel press. 
Twisting around, my heart slammed against my ribs. The daimon appeared a few feet behind me. Like the one upstairs, he looked like a freak. His mouth hung open, exposing sharp, serrated teeth and those al -black holes sent chil s over my skin. They reflected no light or life, only signifying death. His cheeks were sunken, skin unearthly pale. Veins popped out, etching over his face like inky snakes. He truly looked like something out of my worst nightmare—something demonic. Only a half-blood could see through the glamour for a few moments. Then the elemental magic took over, revealing what he used to look like. Adonis came to mind—a blond, stunning man. 
“What are you doing al alone?” he asked, voice deep and al uring. 
I took a step back, my eyes searching the room for an exit. Wannabe Adonis blocked my way out, and I knew I couldn’t stand stil for long. Daimons could stil wield control over the elements. If he hit me with air or fire, I was a goner. 
He laughed, the sound lacking humor and life. “Maybe if you beg—and I mean, real y beg—I’l let your death be a fast one. Frankly, half-bloods don’t real y do it for me. Pure-bloods on the other hand,” he let out a sound of pleasure, 
“they’re like fine dining. Half-bloods? You’re more like fast food.” 
“Come one step closer, and you’l end up like your buddy upstairs.” I hoped I sounded threatening enough. Not likely. 
“Try me.” 
His brows rose. “Now you’re starting to upset me. That’s two of us you’ve kil ed.” 
“You keeping a tal y or something?” My heart stopped when the floor behind me creaked. I whirled around, spotting a female daimon. She inched closer, forcing me toward the other daimon. 
They were caging me in, giving no opportunity to escape. 
Another one shrieked somewhere in the pile of crap. Panic and fear choked me. My stomach rol ed violently as my fingers trembled around the garden spade. Gods, I wanted to puke. 
The ringleader advanced on me. “Do you know what I’m going to do to you?” 
I swal owed and fixed a smirk on my face. “Blah. Blah. 
You’re gonna kil me. Blah. I know.” 
The female’s ravenous shriek cut off his response. 
Obviously, she was very hungry. She circled me like a vulture, ready to rip into me. My eyes narrowed on her. The hungry ones were always the stupidest—the weakest of the bunch. Legend said it was the first taste of aether—the very life force running through our blood—that possessed a pure-blood. A single taste turned one into a daimon and resulted in a lifetime of addiction. There was a good chance I could get past her. The other one… wel , he was a different story. 
I feinted toward the female. Like a druggie going after her fix she came right at me. The male yel ed at her to stop, but it was too late. I took off in the opposite direction like an Olympic sprinter, rushing for the door I’d kicked in earlier in the night. Once outside, the odds would be back in my favor. A smal window of hope sparked alive and propel ed me forward. 
The worst possible thing happened. A wal of flames flew up in front of me, burning through benches and shooting at least eight feet into the air. It was real. No il usion. The heat blew back at me and the fire crackled, eating through the wal s. 
In front of me, he walked right through the flames, looking every bit like a daimon hunter should. The fire did not singe his pants nor dirty his shirt. Not a single dark hair was touched by the blaze. Those cool, storm-cloud-colored eyes fixed on me. 
It was him—Aiden St. Delphi. 
I’d never forget his name or face. The first time I’d caught a glimpse of him standing in front of the training arena, a ridiculous crush had sprung alive. I’d been fourteen and he seventeen. The fact he was a pure-blood hadn’t mattered whenever I’d spotted him around campus. 
Aiden’s presence could mean one thing only: the Sentinels had arrived. 
Our eyes met, and then he looked over my shoulder. “Get down.” 
I didn’t need to be told twice. Like a pro, I hit the floor. 
The pulse of heat shot above me, crashing into the intended target. The floor shook with the daimon’s wild thrashing and her wounded screams fil ed the air. Only titanium would kil a daimon, but I felt confident that being burnt alive didn’t feel too good. 
Rising up on my elbows, I peered through my dirty hair as Aiden lowered his hand. A popping sound fol owed the movement, and the flames vanished as fast as they appeared. Within seconds, only the smel s of burnt wood, flesh, and smoke remained. 
Two more Sentinels rushed the room. I recognized one of them. Kain Poros: a half-blood a year or so older than me. 
Once upon a time we had trained together. Kain moved with a grace he’d never had before. He went for the female, and with one quick swoop, he thrust a long, slender dagger into the burnt flesh of her skin. She too became nothing but dust. 
The other Sentinel had the air of a pure-blood to him, but I’d never seen him before. He was big—steroids big—and he zeroed in on the daimon I knew was somewhere in this factory but hadn’t seen yet. Watching how he moved such a large body around so graceful y made me feel sorely inadequate, especial y considering I was stil lying sprawled on the floor. I dragged myself to my feet, feeling the terror-fueled adrenaline rush fade. 
Without warning, my head exploded in pain as the side of my face hit the floor hard. Stunned and confused, it took me a moment to realize the Wannabe Adonis had gotten ahold of my legs. I twisted, but the creep sank his hands deep into my hair and yanked my head back. I dug my fingers into his skin, but it did nothing to al eviate the pressure bearing down on my neck. For a startled moment, I thought he intended to rip my head right off, but he sank razor sharp teeth into my shoulder, tearing through fabric and flesh. I screamed— really screamed. 
I was on fire—I had to be. The draining burned through my skin; sharp pricks radiated out through every cel in my body. And even though I was only a half-blood, not chock-ful of aether like a pure-blood, the daimon continued to drink my essence as though I were. It wasn’t my blood he was after; he’d swal ow pints of it just to get at the aether. 
My very spirit shifted as he dragged it into him. Pain became everything. 
Suddenly, the daimon lifted his mouth. “What are you?” 
His whispered voice slurred the words. 
There was no time to even think about that question. He was ripped off me and my body slumped forward. I rol ed into a messy, bloody bal , sounding more like a wounded animal than anything remotely human. It was the first time I’d ever gotten tagged—drained by a daimon. 
Over the smal sounds I made, I heard a sickening crunch, and then wild shrieks, but the pain had taken over my senses. It started to pul back from my fingers, sliding its way back to my core where it stil blazed. I tried to breathe through it, but damn…
Gentle hands rol ed me onto my back, prying my fingers away from my shoulder. I stared up at Aiden. 
“Are you okay? Alexandria? Please say something.” 
“Alex,” I choked out. “Everyone cal s me Alex.” 
He gave a short, relieved laugh. “Okay. Good. Alex, can you stand?” 
I think I nodded. Every few seconds a stabbing flash of heat rocked through me, but the hurt had faded into a dul ache. “That real y… sucked something bad.” 
Aiden managed to get one arm around me, lifting me to my feet. I swayed as he brushed back my hair and took a look at the damage. “Give it a few minutes. The pain wil wear off.” 
Lifting my head, I looked around. Kain and the other Sentinel were frowning at nearly identical piles of blue dust. 
The pure-blood faced us. “That should be al of them.” 
Aiden nodded. “Alex, we need to go. Now. Back to the Covenant.” 
The Covenant?  Not entirely in control of my emotions, I turned to Aiden. He wore al black—the uniform Sentinels wore. For a hot second, that girly crush resurfaced from three years ago. Aiden looked sublime, but fury stomped down that stupid crush. 
The Covenant was involved in this—coming to my rescue? Where the hel had they been when one of the daimons had snuck into our house? 
He took a step forward, but I didn’t see him—I saw my mother’s lifeless body again. The last thing she ever saw on this earth was some god-awful daimon’s face and the last thing she’d ever felt… I shuddered, remembering the body-ripping pain of the daimon’s tag. 
Aiden took another step toward me. I reacted, a response born out of anger and pain. I launched myself at him, using moves I hadn’t practiced in years. Simple things like kicks and punches were one thing, but an offensive attack was something I’d barely learned. 
He caught my hand and swung me around so I faced the other direction. In a matter of seconds, he had my arms pinned, but al the pain and the sorrow rose in me, overriding any common sense. I bent forward, intent on getting enough space between us to deliver a vicious back kick. 
“Don’t,” Aiden warned, his voice deceptively soft. “I don’t want to hurt you.” 
My breath came out harsh and ragged. I could feel the warm blood trickling down my neck, mixing with sweat. I kept fighting even though my head swam, and the fact that Aiden held me off so easily only made my world turn red with rage. 
“Whoa!” Kain yel ed from the sidelines, “Alex, you know us! Don’t you remember me? We aren’t going to hurt you.” 
“Shut up!” I broke free of Aiden’s grasp, dodging Kain and Mister Steroids. None of them expected me to run from them, but that’s what I did. 
I made it to the door leading out of the factory, dodged the broken wood and rushed outside. My feet carried me toward the field across the street. My thoughts were a complete mess. Why was I running? Hadn’t I been trying to get back to the Covenant since the daimon attack in Miami? 
My body didn’t want to do this, but I kept running through the tal weeds and prickly bushes. Heavy footsteps sounded behind me, growing closer and closer. My vision blurred a bit, my heart thundered in my chest. I was so confused, so—
A hard body crashed into me, knocking the air right out of my lungs. I went down in a spiraling mess of legs and arms. 
Somehow, Aiden twisted around and took the brunt of the fal . I landed on top of him, and I stayed there for a moment before he rol ed me over, pinning me down into the itchy field grass. 
Panic and rage burst through me. “Now? Where were you a week ago? Where was the Covenant when my mother was being kil ed? Where were you?” 
Aiden jerked back, eyes wide. “I’m sorry. We didn’t—” 
His apology only angered me further. I wanted to hurt him. 
I wanted to make him let me go. I wanted… I wanted… I didn’t know what the hel I wanted, but I couldn’t stop myself from screaming, clawing, and kicking him. Only when Aiden pressed his long, lean body against mine did I stop. His weight, the close proximity, held me immobile. 
There wasn’t an inch of space between us. I could feel the hard ripple of his abdominal muscles pressing against my stomach, could feel his lips only inches from mine. 
Suddenly I entertained a wild idea. I wondered if his lips felt as good as they looked… because they looked awesome. 
That was a wrong thought to have. I had to be crazy—the only plausible excuse for what I was doing and thinking. The way I stared at his lips or the fact I desperately wanted to be kissed—al wrong for a multitude of reasons. Besides the fact I’d just tried to knock his head off, I looked like a mess. 
Grime dirtied my face beyond recognition; I hadn’t showered in a week and I was pretty sure I smel ed. I was that gross. 
But the way he lowered his head, I real y thought he was going to kiss me. My entire body tensed in anticipation, like waiting to be kissed for the first time, and this was definitely not the first time I’d been kissed. I’d kissed lots of boys, but not him. 
Not a pure-blood. 
Aiden shifted, pressing down further. I inhaled sharply and my mind raced a mil ion miles a second, spewing out nothing helpful. He moved his right hand to my forehead. 
Warning bel s went off. 
He murmured a compulsion, fast and low, too quick for me to make out the words. 
Son of a—
A sudden darkness rushed me, void of thought and meaning. There was no fighting something that powerful, and without getting out so much as a word of protest, I sank into its murky depths. 




CHAPTER 2
WHATEVER MY HEAD RESTED ON FELT FIRM, BUT
ODDLY comfortable. I snuggled closer, feeling safe and warm—something I hadn’t felt since Mom pul ed my butt from the Covenant three years ago. Jumping from place to place rarely afforded such a comfort. Something wasn’t right. 
My eyes flew open. 
Son of a bitch. 
I jerked back from Aiden’s shoulder so fast I cracked my head against the window. “Crap!” 
He turned toward me, his dark brows high. “Are you okay?” 
I ignored the concern in his voice and glared at him. I had no idea how long I’d been out of it. Judging by the deep blue of the sky outside the tinted windows, I guessed it’d been hours. Pures weren’t supposed to use compulsions on halfs who weren’t in servitude; it was considered highly unethical since compulsions stripped people of free wil , choice, and everything. 
Damn Hematoi. Not that they ever cared about ethics. 
Before the original demigods had died along with Hercules and Perseus, they’d al shacked up with each other in the way only the Greeks could. Those unions had produced the pure-bloods—the Hematoi—a very, very powerful race. They could wield control over the four elements: air, water, fire, and earth, and manipulate that raw power into spel s and compulsions. Pures never were to use their gifts against another pure. Doing so meant imprisonment—or even death in some cases. 
Being a half-blood, the product of a pure-blood and ordinary old human—a mongrel by pure standards—I had no control over the elements. My kind was gifted with the same strength and speed the pures had, but we had an extra special gift that set us apart. We could see through the elemental magic the daimons used. The pures couldn’t. 
There were a lot of us halfs running around, probably more than pure-bloods. Considering pures married to improve their position in our society instead of marrying for love, they tended to fool around— a lot.  Being that they weren’t susceptible to diseases that plagued mortals, I figured they assumed it was okay to forego protection. As it turned out, their half-blood offspring served a very valuable position in the pure-blood society. 
“Alex.” Aiden frowned as he watched me. “Are you okay?” 
“Yeah, I’m fine.” I scowled while taking in my surroundings. We were in something big—probably one of the Covenant’s super-large Hummers that could plow over an entire vil age. Pures weren’t concerned with things like money and gas mileage. “The bigger the better” was their unofficial motto. 
The other pure—the enormous one—was behind the wheel and Kain sat in the passenger seat, silently staring out the window. “Where are we?” 
“We’re on the coast, just outside of Bald Head Island. 
We’re almost to Deity Island,” Aiden answered. 
My heart jumped. “What?” 
“We’re going back to the Covenant, Alex.” 
The Covenant—the place I’d trained and cal ed home up until three years ago. Sighing, I rubbed the back of my head. “Did the Covenant send you? Or was it… my stepfather?” 
“The Covenant.” 
I breathed easier. My pure-blooded stepfather wouldn’t be happy to see me. “You work for the Covenant now?” 
“No. I’m just a Sentinel. I’m more on loan for the time being. Your uncle sent us to find you.” Aiden paused, glancing out the window. “A lot has changed since you’ve been gone.” 
I wanted to ask what a Sentinel got accomplished on the wel protected Deity Island, but I figured it wasn’t any of my business. “What’s changed?” 
“Wel , your uncle is now the Dean of the Covenant.” 
“Marcus? Wait. What? What happened to Dean Nasso?” 
“He died about two years ago.” 
“Oh.” No big surprise there. He’d been old as dirt. I didn’t say anything else as I mul ed over the fact my uncle was now Dean Andros. Ugh .  I made a face. I barely knew the man, but the last I remembered, he’d been working his way up through the pure-blood politics. I shouldn’t be surprised he’d found his way into such a coveted position. 
“Alex, I’m sorry about the compulsion back there.” Aiden broke the silence that had stretched between us. “I didn’t want you to hurt yourself.” 
I didn’t respond. 
“And… I’m sorry about your mother. We searched everywhere for you two, but you didn’t stay in one place long enough. We were too late.” 
My heart squeezed in my chest. “Yeah, you were too late.” 
Another few minutes of silence fil ed the Hummer. “Why did your mother leave three years ago?” 
I peeked through the curtain of my hair. Aiden watched me as he waited for an answer to his loaded question. “I don’t know.” 
Since the age of seven, I had been a half-blood in training—one of the so cal ed “privileged” halfs. We had two options in life—either attend the Covenant or go into the working class. Halfs who had a pure-blood wil ing to speak for them and foot the cost of an education were enrol ed in the Covenant to train as Sentinels or Guards. 
The other halfs weren’t so lucky. 
They were rounded up by the Masters, a group of pures who excel ed at the art of compulsion. An elixir had been created out of a special blend of poppy flowers and tea. 
The concoction worked differently in a half’s blood. Instead of leaving them lethargic and sleepy, the refined poppy made them compliant and vacant—giving them a high they never came down from. Masters started indentured halfs on the elixir at the age of seven—the age of reason—and continued on in daily doses. No education. No freedom. 
The Masters were ultimately responsible for dealing out the elixir and monitoring the behaviors of the halfs in servitude. They were also the ones who marked them on their forehead. A circle with a line through it—the painful y visible sign of slavery. 
Al halfs feared that future. Even if we did end up training in the Covenant, it took only one wrong move before we were given the drink that keeps on giving. What my mom did by pul ing me out of the Covenant without so much as an explanation was a major strike against me. 
I was also sure taking half of her husband’s—my stepfather’s—fortune wouldn’t help me out any, either. 
Then there were al those times I should’ve contacted the Covenant and turned my mom in, done what was expected of me. One cal —one stupid cal —would have saved her life. 
The Covenant would hold that against me, too. 
The memory of waking up and stumbling into my worst nightmare resurfaced. The day before, she’d asked that I clean up the balcony garden I’d demanded on having, but I’d slept in. By the time I’d gotten up and grabbed the little bag of garden tools, it’d been noon. 
Figuring Mom was already working on the garden, I’d gone out on the balcony, but the garden was empty. I’d stood there for a while, staring down at the al ey across the street, toying with the garden spade. Then, from the shadows, a man had stepped out—a daimon. 
He’d stood there in broad daylight, staring up at me. 
He’d been so close I could’ve chucked the spade and hit him. With my heart in my throat, I’d jerked back from the railing. I’d rushed back into the house, screaming for her. 
There’d been no answer. Rooms had blurred as I’d raced down the tiny hal way toward her bedroom and pushed open the door. What I’d seen would haunt me forever—
blood, so much blood, and Mom’s eyes, open and vacant, staring at nothing. 
“We’re here.” Kain leaned forward eagerly. 
Al my thoughts vanished as my stomach did a funny twist. I turned and stared out the window. Deity Island actual y consisted of two islands. The pures lived in their fancy homes on the first island. To the outside world, it looked like any normal island community. Smal shops and restaurants lined the streets. There were even shops run by mortals and tailored to them. The pristine beaches were to die for. 
Daimons didn’t like to travel across water. When a pure turned al dark side, their elemental magic twisted and could only be accessed if they were touching earth. Being out of contact weakened them. It made an island the perfect hidey hole for our kind. 
It was too early for anyone to be on the streets, and in a matter of minutes we passed over the second bridge. On this part of Deity Island, nestled among marshlands, beaches, and forests virtual y untouched by man, stood the Covenant. 
Rising up between the endless sea and acres of white beaches, the sprawling sandstone structure we passed was the school where pures and halfs attended classes. 
With its thick marble columns and strategical y placed statues of the gods, it was an intimidating and otherworldly place. Mortals thought the Covenant was an elite private school where none of their children would ever have the privilege of attending. They were right. People had to have something super-special in their blood to make it this far. 
Beyond the main building were the dorms and they too boasted more columns and statues. Smal er buildings and bungalows dotted the landscape, and the massive gyms and training facilities sat adjacent to the courtyard. They always reminded me of the ancient coliseums except ours were enclosed; hurricanes could be a real bitch around these parts. 
It was al beautiful—a place I loved and hated at the same time. Seeing it now, I realized just how badly I’d missed it… and Mom. She’d stayed on the main island while I’d gone to school, but she’d been a fixture around the campus, popping up and taking me to lunch after classes, swaying the old Dean to al ow me to stay with her during the weekends. Gods, I just wanted one more chance, one more second to tel her—
I checked myself. 
Control—I needed to be in control right now, and caving in to the lingering grief wasn’t going to help me. Steeling myself, I climbed out of the Hummer and fol owed Aiden to the girls’ dorm. We were the only ones moving down the silent hal ways. With it being the beginning of summer, only a few students would be running around. 
“Get cleaned up. I’l return for you in a little bit.” He started to turn, but stopped. “I’l find something for you to wear and leave it on the table.” 
I nodded, at a loss for words. Even though I was trying to push the emotions down, some of them seeped through. 
Three years ago, my entire future had been perfectly planned. Al the Instructors at the Covenant had praised my abilities in the training sessions. They even went as far as to say I could become a Sentinel. Sentinels were the best—
and I’d been one of the best. 
Three years without any training had set me back behind every half. A lifetime of servitude most likely waited for me
—a future I couldn’t face. Being subject to the pures’ wil s, having no control or say over anything—the possibility scared the crap out of me. 
A possibility made worse by my nearly al -consuming need to hunt daimons. 
Fighting them was ingrained in my blood, but after seeing what’d happened to Mom, the desire skyrocketed. 
Only the Covenant could provide the means for achieving my goals, and my absentee pure-blooded uncle now held my future in his hands. 
My footsteps felt heavy as I moved around the familiar rooms. They were ful y furnished, seeming larger than I remembered. The room had a separate living area and a decent sized bedroom. And it had its own bathroom. The Covenant offered only the best to its students. 
I took a longer than necessary shower, reveling in the feeling of being clean again. People took things like showers for granted. I knew I had. After the daimon attack, I’d hit the road with little cash. Staying alive had turned out to be more important than a shower. 
Once I was sure al the grime was washed away, I found the neat stack of clothes left on the smal table in front of the couch. Picking them up, I realized at once they were the Covenant-issued training attire. The pants were at least two sizes too big, but I wasn’t going to bitch about it. I brought them to my face and inhaled. They smel ed so, so clean. 
Back in the bathroom, I craned my neck. The daimon had tagged me just where the neck sloped down to the col arbone. The tag would be an angry red color for the next day or so, and then fade to a pale, shiny scar. A daimon’s bite never left the skin undamaged. The nearly identical rows of tiny indentations made me queasy and also reminded me of one of my old Instructors. She was a beautiful older woman who’d retired to teach basic defense tactics after a nasty run-in with a daimon. Her arms had been covered with pale, half circle marks a degree or two lighter than her skin tone. 
One tag had been bad enough. I couldn’t imagine what it must’ve been like for her. The daimons had tried to turn her by draining her of al her aether. When it came to turning a pure, there was no exchange of blood. 
It was a frighteningly simple process. 
A daimon placed their lips on the drained pure’s, shared some of their aether and—voila!—brand spankin’ new daimon. Like infected blood, the tainted aether they passed turned a pure, and nothing could be done to undo the change. The pure was lost forever. As far as we knew, it was the only way a daimon could be made, but then again, it wasn’t like we hung around and talked to them. They were kil ed on sight. 
I’d always thought that policy was stupid. No one—not even the Council—knew what the daimons thought to accomplish by kil ing. If we caught one and actual y questioned it, we could learn so much about them. What were their plans—their goals? Did they even have any? Or was it just the need for aether that kept them going? We didn’t know. Al the Hematoi cared about was stopping them and making sure none of the pures were turned. 
Anyway, rumor said our Instructor had waited until the very last moment to strike, therefore foiling the daimon’s plans. I remembered staring at those marks and thinking how terrible it was that her otherwise flawless body had been ruined. 
My reflection in the fogged mirror stared back at me. This tag would be hard to hide, but it could’ve been worse. He could’ve tagged a chunk of my face—daimons could be cruel. 
Halfs couldn’t be turned, which is why we made such excel ent fighters against the daimons. Dying was the worst that could happen to us. Who cared if a half-blood went down in battle? To the pures, we were a dime a dozen. 
Sighing, I flipped my hair over my shoulder and pushed away from the mirror just as a soft knock sounded. A second later, Aiden opened the door to my dorm. Al six and half feet of him came to an abrupt stop the moment he saw me. Surprise flickered over his face as he stared at the fresh version of me. 
What can I say? I cleaned up nicely. 
With al the dirt and overal grossness gone, I looked just like my mom. Long dark hair fel down my back; I had those high cheekbones and ful lips most pures did. I was a bit curvier than Mom’s wil owy frame and I didn’t have her amazing eyes. Mine were brown, homely old brown. 
I tipped my head back, looking him straight in the eyes for the first time. “What?” 
He recovered in record time. “Nothing. You ready?” 
“I guess so.” I snuck another peek at him as he headed out of my room. 
Aiden’s dark brown waves continual y fel over his forehead, brushing against equal y dark brows. The lines of his face were nearly perfect, the curve of his jaw strong, and he had the most expressive lips I’d ever seen. But it was those thundercloud eyes I found beautiful. No one had those eyes. 
From the brief time he’d held me down in the field, I felt positive the rest of him was just as stunning. Too bad he was a pure-blood. Pures equaled hands-off to me and every half out there. Supposedly, the gods had forbidden interactions of the fun kind between halfs and pures eons ago. Something to do with the purity of a pure’s blood not being tarnished—a fear a child of such a coupling would be… I frowned at Aiden’s back. 
Would be what—a Cyclops? 
I didn’t know what might happen, but I did know it was considered very, very bad. Gods got offended, which wasn’t a good thing. So since we’d been old enough to understand how babies were made, we half-bloods had been taught to never look at a pure-blood with anything other than respect and admiration. Pures were taught to never taint their bloodline by mixing with a half, but there were times when halfs and pures did hook up. It didn’t end pretty, and halfs usual y caught the brunt of the punishment. 
It wasn’t fair, but it was the way this world had existed. 
The pures were on top of the food chain. They made the rules, control ed the Council, and even ran the Covenant. 
Aiden glanced over his shoulder at me. “How many daimons have you kil ed?” 
“Just two.” I picked up my pace so I could keep up with his long legged one. 
“Just two?” Awe fil ed his voice. “Do you realize how amazing it is for a half-blood not ful y trained to kil one daimon, let alone two?” 
“I guess so.” I paused, feeling the bubble of anger threatening to boil over. When the daimon had seen me standing in the doorway of Mom’s bedroom, he’d launched himself at me… and right onto the spade I’d held. Idiot. The other daimon hadn’t been that dumb. “I would’ve kil ed the other one in Miami… but I was just—I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking. I know I should’ve gone after him, but I panicked.” 
Aiden stopped and faced me. “Alex, the fact you took down one daimon without training is remarkable. It was brave, but also foolish.” 
“Wel , thanks.” 
“You’re not trained. The daimon could’ve easily kil ed you. And the one you brought down in the factory? Another fearless, but foolish act.” 
I frowned. “I thought you said it was amazing and remarkable.” 
“It was, but you could’ve been kil ed.” He walked off ahead. 
I struggled to keep up with him. “Why would you even care if I was kil ed? Why does Marcus care? I don’t even know the man, and if he doesn’t al ow me to resume training, I’m as good as dead, anyways.” 
“That would be a shame.” He looked at me blandly. “You have al the potential in the world.” 
My eyes narrowed on his back. The sudden urge to push him was almost too great to pass up. We didn’t talk after that. Once outside, the breeze played with my hair, and I sucked in the taste of sea salt as the sun warmed my chil ed skin. 
Aiden led me back to the main school building and up the ridiculous number of stairs that led to the Dean’s office. 
The formidable double doors loomed ahead, and I swal owed hard. I’d spent a lot of time in this office when Dean Nasso had overseen the Covenant. 
As the Guards opened the door for us, I remembered the last time I’d been in this office for a lecture. I’d been fourteen, and out of boredom, I’d convinced one of the pures to flood the science wing using the water element. Of course the pure had total y ratted me out. 
Nasso had not been pleased. 
My first glimpse of the office was exactly how I remembered: perfect and wel designed. Several leather chairs sat before a large cherry oak desk. Wildly colored fish zoomed back and forth in the aquarium lining the wal behind the desk. 
My uncle stepped into my line of sight and I faltered. It’d been so long since I’d seen him—years real y. I’d forgotten how much he looked like Mom. They shared the same eyes
—emerald-colored ones that shifted depending on mood. 
They were eyes only my mother and uncle shared. 
Except the last time I’d seen her eyes, they hadn’t been vibrant. The icky feeling swel ed inside me, pressing on my chest. I stepped forward, pushing it al the way down. 
“Alexandria.” Marcus’s deep and cultured voice snapped me back into the room. “After al these years. To see you again? I am at a loss for words.” 
Uncle—and I used the term loosely—sounded nothing like a close family member. His tone was cold and plastic. 
When I met his eyes, I knew right off I was doomed. There was nothing in his stare linking me to him—no happiness or relief at seeing his only niece alive and in one piece. If anything, he looked rather bored. 
Someone cleared his throat, drawing my attention to the corner of the office. We weren’t alone. Mister Steroids stood in the corner, along with a female pure. She was tal and slender, with cascades of raven-colored hair. I pegged her as an Instructor. 
Only pures who had no aspirations for the political games of their world taught for the Covenant or became Sentinels—or pures like Aiden who lived with super-personal reasons for doing so: say, like having his parents murdered by daimons right in front of him when he was a child. That was what’d happened to him. Supposedly, it was why Aiden had chosen to become a Sentinel. He probably wanted some sort of revenge. 
Something we had in common. 
“Sit down.” Marcus motioned to a chair. “We have a lot to discuss.” 
I pul ed my eyes from the pures and treaded forward. 
Hope flared with their presence. Why else would there be pures here if not to talk about my lack of training and ways to overcome it? 
Marcus moved behind his desk and sat. From there, he folded his hands and leveled a look at me. Unease made me sit straighter and my feet dangled above the floor. 
“I real y don’t know where to begin with… this mess Rachel e created.” 
I didn’t respond since I wasn’t sure I’d heard him correctly. 
“First off, she nearly ruined Lucian. Twice.” He spoke as if I’d had something to do with it. “The scandal she created when she met your father was bad enough. When she emptied Lucian’s bank account and ran off with you? Wel , I’m sure even you can understand the lasting implications of such an unwise decision.” 
Ah, Lucian. Mom’s perfect, pure-blooded husband—my stepfather. I could imagine his response. It probably had involved a lot of throwing stuff and bemoaning his poor character judgment. I don’t even know if Mom had ever loved him, or if she’d loved my mortal father she’d had an affair with, but I did know Lucian was a total priss. 
Marcus continued listing the ways her decisions had hurt Lucian. I pretty much tuned him out. The last I remembered, Lucian was working to secure a spot on the pure-blood Council. Reminiscent of the old Greek Olympian court, the Council had twelve ruling figures, and, out of those twelve, two were Ministers. 
Ministers were the most powerful. They ruled the lives of both pures and halfs just as Hera and Zeus ruled Olympia. 
Needless to say, the Ministers had huge freaking egos. 
Each Covenant location held a Council: North Carolina, Tennessee, New York, and the pure-blood university located in South Dakota. The eight Ministers control ed the Council. 
“Are you even listening to me, Alexandria?” Marcus frowned at me. 
My head jerked up. “Yes… you’re talking about how bad everything’s been for Lucian. I feel sorry for him. Real y, I do. I’m sure it pales in comparison to having your life ripped away from you.” 
A strange look inched across his face. “Are you referring to your mother’s fate?” 
“You mean your sister’s fate?” My eyes narrowed as I met his gaze. 
Marcus stared at me, his face going blank. “Rachel e sealed her own fate when she left the safety of our society. 
What happened to her is truly tragic, but I cannot find it in myself to feel overly upset. When she pul ed you away from the Covenant, she proved she gave no thought to Lucian’s reputation or for your safety. She was self-centered, irresponsible—” 
“She was everything to me!” I jumped to my feet. “She did nothing but think of me! What happened to her was horrific—‘tragic’ is for people who die in car wrecks!” 
His expression didn’t change. “She did nothing but think of you? I find that strange. She left the safety of the Covenant and put both of you in danger.” 
I bit the inside of my cheek. 
“Exactly.” His gaze turned arctic. “Sit down, Alexandria.” 
Furious, I forced myself to sit and shut up. 
“Did she tel you why you needed to leave the Covenant? 
Give you any reason to why she would do such a reckless thing?” 
I glanced over at the pures. Aiden had retreated to stand beside the other two. The three of them watched this soap opera through poker faces. A lot of help they were proving to be. 
“Alexandria, I asked you a question.” 
The hard wood embedded into my palms as I gripped the chair arms. “I heard you. No. She didn’t tel me.” 
A muscle ticked along Marcus’s jaw as he stared at me in silence. “Wel , it is a shame.” 
Since I wasn’t sure how to respond, I watched him open up a file on his desk and spread the lined papers out in front of him. Leaning forward, I tried to see what they were. 
Clearing his throat, he picked up one of the papers. “As it is, I cannot hold you responsible for what Rachel e did. The gods know she is suffering the consequences.” 
“I think Alexandria is aware of how her mother suffered,” 
the female pure interrupted. “There is no need to go any further.” 
Marcus’s stare turned glacial. “Yes. I suppose you are correct, Laadan.” He turned back to the paper he held between his elegant fingers. “When I was advised you were final y located, I requested your reports to be sent to me.” 
I winced and sat back in the seat. This wasn’t going to be good at al . 
“Al of your Instructors had nothing but glowing accolades when it came to your training.” 
A smal smile formed on my lips. “I was pretty damn good.” 
“However,” he glanced up, briefly meeting my eyes, 
“when it comes to your behavior records, I find myself…
flabbergasted.” 
My smile shriveled up and died. 
“Several write-ups for issues of disrespect toward your teachers and other students,” he continued. “A particular note here, written personal y by Instructor Banks, states your level of respect for your superiors is seriously lacking and had been an ongoing issue.” 
“Instructor Banks had no sense of humor.” 
Marcus arched a brow. “Then I imagine neither did Instructor Richards nor Instructor Octavian? They also wrote, at times, you were uncontrol able and undisciplined.” 
Protests died on my lips. I had nothing to say. 
“Your problems with respect didn’t appear to be your only issues.” He picked up another piece of paper and his brows rose. “You were disciplined numerous times for sneaking out of the Covenant, fighting, disruption of class, breaking numerous rules, and oh yes, my personal favorite?” He looked up, smiling tightly. “You had racked up repeated demerits for breaking curfew and for fraternizing in the male dormitory.” 
I shifted uncomfortably. 
“Al before the age of fourteen.” His lips thinned. “You must be proud.” 
My eyes widened as I stared at his desk. “I wouldn’t say proud.” 
“Does it matter?” 
I looked up. “I… guess not?” 
The tight smile returned. “Considering your previous behavior, I’m afraid to say there is no way I could al ow you to resume training—” 
“What?” My voice turned shril . “Then why am I here?” 
Marcus placed the papers back into the file and closed it. 
“Our communities are always in need of servants. I spoke with Lucian this morning. He has offered you a place in his home. You should be honored.” 
“No!” I came to my feet once again. Panic and rage seized me. “There is no way you’re going to drug me! I won’t be a servant in his house or any pure’s!” 
“Then what?” Marcus folded his hands again and looked at me calmly. “Wil you go back to living on the streets? I wil not al ow that. The decision has already been made. You wil not reenter the Covenant.” 




CHAPTER 3
THOSE WORDS SHOCKED ME INTO SILENCE. ALL
MY dreams of vengeance evaporated into nothing. I stared at my uncle, hating him almost as much as I hated daimons. 
Mister Steroids cleared his throat. “If I may say something?” 
Marcus and I turned toward him. I was surprised he could even speak, but Marcus waved his hand for him to continue. 
“She kil ed two daimons.” 
“I’m aware of this, Leon.” The man who was about to bring down my whole world didn’t seem too interested. 
“When we found her in Georgia, she was holding her own against two more daimons,” Leon continued. “Her potential, if trained properly, is astronomical.” 
Shocked that this pure would speak for me, I slowly sat down. Marcus stil looked unimpressed and those bright green eyes were as hard as ice. 
“I understand, but her behavior before the incident with her mother cannot be erased. This is a school, not a daycare center. I do not have the time or the energy to keep an eye on her. I cannot have her running wild through these hal s and influencing the other students.” 
I rol ed my eyes. He made me sound like a cunning criminal about to bring down the entire Covenant. 
“Then assign someone to her,” Leon said. “There are Instructors here during the summer who’l be able to keep an eye on her.” 
“I don’t need a babysitter. It’s not like I’m going to burn down a building.” 
Everyone ignored me. 
Marcus sighed. “Even if we assign someone to her, she is behind in her training. There is no way she would be on par with those in her class. Come fal , she wil be sorely behind.” 
This time it was Aiden who spoke. “We would have the entire summer to prepare her. It’s possible she could be ready enough to attend classes.” 
“Who has the time for such an undertaking?” Marcus frowned. “Aiden, you are a Sentinel, not an Instructor. 
Neither is Leon. And Laadan wil be returning to New York shortly. The other Instructors have lives—ones I cannot expect them to drop just for one half-blood.” 
Aiden’s expression was unreadable, and I sure as hel didn’t know what provoked the words coming out of his mouth next. “I can work with her. It wouldn’t interfere with my duties.” 
“You’re one of the best Sentinels,” Marcus shook his head. “It would be a waste of your talent—” 
They battled on about what to do to me. I tried interjecting once, but after the warning glare both Leon and Aiden sent my way, I shut up. Marcus continued stating I was a lost cause while Aiden and Leon argued that I could be fixed. 
My uncle’s wil ingness to turn me over to Lucian stung. 
Servitude wasn’t a pleasant future. Everyone knew that. I’d heard rumors, terrible ones concerning how the pures treated halfs—especial y female halfs. 
Laadan stepped forward after Aiden and Marcus came to a standstil about what to do with me. Slowly, she flicked her long hair over one shoulder. “How about we make a deal, Dean Andros? If Aiden says he can train her and stil do his duties, then you have nothing to lose. If she’s not ready by the end of the summer, she doesn’t stay.” 
I twisted back to Marcus, ful of hope. 
He stared at me for what seemed like forever. “Fine.” He leaned back in his chair. “But this is on you, Aiden. Do you understand? Anything—and I mean anything—she does wil be a reflection upon you. And trust me, she wil do something. She’s just like her mother.” 
Aiden suddenly looked cautious as he glanced back at me. “Yes. I understand.” 
A wide smile broke out across my face and the cautious look on his face grew, but when I turned back to Marcus, my smile died under his frigid stare. 
“I wil be less tolerant than your old dean, Alexandria. Do not make me regret this decision.” 
I nodded, not ful y trusting myself to speak. There was a good chance I would mess it al up if I did. Afterwards, Marcus dismissed me with a wave of his hand. I stood and left his office. Laadan and Leon remained, but Aiden fol owed me. 
I turned to him. “Thank you.” 
Aiden stared at me. “Don’t thank me yet.” 
I smothered a yawn and shrugged. “Wel , I just did. I real y think Marcus would’ve shipped me off to Lucian’s if it wasn’t for you three.” 
“He would’ve. Your stepfather is your legal guardian.” 
I shuddered. “That’s reassuring.” 
He caught my reaction. “Was it something that Lucian did that caused you and your mother to leave?” 
“No, but Lucian… wasn’t particularly fond of me. I’m Mom’s love child, you know? He’s just Lucian. What’s that prick up to, anyways?” 
Aiden’s brows rose. “That prick is the Minister of Council.” 
My mouth dropped open. “What? You’re kidding, right?” 
“Why would I joke about something like that? So you may want to refrain from cal ing him a prick in public. I doubt it would help your cause.” 
News that Lucian was now a Minister made my stomach clench, especial y considering he had a “place” for me in his household. I shook my head and pushed that implication far from my thoughts. I had enough immediate concerns other than dealing with him. 
“You should get some rest. Come tomorrow, we’l begin training… if you feel up to it.” 
“I do.” 
Aiden’s gaze drifted over my bruised face and then down, as if he could see the many cuts and bruises I’d racked up since I’d fled Miami. “Are you sure?” 
I nodded, my gaze fal ing on the lock of hair he kept pushing off his forehead. “What are we starting with? I didn’t start any of the offensive tactics or Silat training.” 
He shook his head. “I hate to disappoint you, but you won’t be starting with Silat training.” 
That was disappointing. I liked daggers and al things that stabbed, and I real y would like to know how to use them effectively. I started to head toward my dorm, but Aiden’s voice stopped me. 
“Alex. Don’t… let me down. Anything you do wil come back on me. Do you understand?” 
“Yes. Don’t worry. I’m not as bad as Marcus makes me sound.” 
He looked doubtful. “Fraternizing in the male dorms?” 
I flushed. “I was visiting friends. Not like I was hooking up with any of them. I was only fourteen. I’m not a ho-bag.” 
“Wel , that’s good to know.” He walked away. 
Sighing, I headed back to my room. I was tired, but al the excitement from getting a second chance had me hyped up. After staring at the bed for an absurd amount of time, I left my room and moved through the empty hal s of the girls’
dorm. The pures and halfs shared living quarters only at the Covenant. Anyplace else, we were segregated. 
I tried to remember what it’d been like to be here. The rigorous training schedules, ridiculous class work studying things that’d bored me to tears, and al the social games the pures and halfs had played. There’s nothing like a bunch of catty teenagers who could either kick your ass halfway across the country or set you on fire with a mere thought. That alone changed who people picked fights with or became friends with. And at the end of the day, it was always good to have a firestarter in your back pocket. 
Everyone had a role to play. I’d been considered cool by half-blood standards, but now I had no idea where I would stand come fal . 
After roaming the empty common rooms, I left the girls’
dorm and headed for one of the smal er buildings near the marshlands. The one story, square building held the cafeteria and rec rooms and surrounded a colorful courtyard. 
I slowed as I neared one of the larger rooms. The laughter and crashes radiating from the room proved there were some kids stil here over summer vacation. 
Something flip-flopped inside me. Would they accept me back? Would they even know me? Hel , would they even care? 
Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the doors. No one seemed to notice me. Everyone was busy cheering on a pure who floated several pieces of furniture in midair. The young girl was a novice at control ing the air element, which explained al the noise. Mom had used air, too. After al , it was the most common element. Pures could only control one, sometimes two if they were real y powerful. 
I studied the girl. With her bright red curls and giant blue eyes, she looked about twelve, especial y standing next to the towering halfs in her cute jumper. I real y didn’t have room to talk. I came in at a whopping five and a half feet, which was midget size compared to most of the halfs. 
I blamed my mortal father. 
Meanwhile, the pure pursed her lips as another chair toppled to the floor and more chuckles erupted from her audience—al except one. Caleb Nicolo. Tal , blond, and al charming smile, Caleb had been my partner in dysfunction when I’d been at the Covenant. I shouldn’t have been so surprised to see him here during the summer. His mortal mother had never wanted anything to do with her “weird” 
child and his pure-blood father was total y on the absentee list. 
Caleb stared at me, wide-eyed and stunned. “Holy…
crap.” 
Everyone turned at that point, even the pure. With her concentration broken, al the items fel to the floor. Several of the halfs scattered as the couch came down, and then the pool table. 
I wiggled my fingers. “Long time no see, huh?” 
Caleb snapped out of it and within two seconds, he’d crossed the length of the room and pul ed me into a mammoth hug. Then he picked me up and swung me around. 
“Where in the hel have you been?” He put me on my feet. 
“Three years, Alex? What the hel ? Do you even know what half of the students said happened to you and your mom? 
We thought you were dead! I could seriously punch you in the face, like right now.” 
I could barely hold back my smile. “I’ve missed you, too.” 
He kept staring at me like I was some kind of mirage. “I can’t believe you’re real y standing here. You better have a wild story for me.” 
I laughed. “Like what?” 
“You better have had a baby, kil ed someone, or slept with a pure. Those are your three options. Anything less is total y unacceptable.” 
“You’re so gonna be disappointed, because it wasn’t anything exciting.” 
Caleb dropped his arm around my shoulders and steered me to one of the couches. “Then you gotta tel me what the hel you’ve been doing and how you got back here. 
And why you didn’t cal any of us? There isn’t a single place in this world that doesn’t have cel service.” 
“I’d go with she probably kil ed someone.” 
I tilted my head back and spotted Jackson Manos in the group of halfs I didn’t recognize. He looked exactly as I remembered him. Dark hair parted down the middle, a body made just for girls to drool over, and equal y dark, sexy eyes. I gave him my best smile. “Whatever, you douche. I didn’t kil anyone.” 
Jackson shook his head as he approached us. “Do you remember dropping Nick on his neck during take down practice? You nearly kil ed him. Good thing we heal as quickly as we do or you would’ve put him out of training for months.” 
We al laughed at the memory. Poor Nick had spent a week in the infirmary after the incident. Our good time and general curiosity drew the other halfs to the couch. Knowing I had to answer some of the questions regarding my absence eventual y, I came up with a pretty bland tale about Mom wanting to live among mortals. Caleb looked at me doubtful y, but he didn’t push it. 
“What the hel are you wearing, by the way? It looks like the guy’s training uniform.” Caleb plucked at my sleeve. 
“It’s al I have.” I gave a dramatic, pitiful sigh. “I doubt I’m going to get out anytime soon, and I don’t have any money.” 
He grinned. “I know where they keep al the training clothes here. Tomorrow, I can pick you up some extra stuff in town.” 
“You don’t have to. And besides, I don’t think I want you shopping for me. I’d end up looking like a stripper.” 
Caleb laughed, the skin around his blue eyes crinkling. 
“Don’t worry about it. Dad sent me a near fortune a few weeks ago. Guess he feels bad for being a dick of a father. 
Anyway, I’l get one of the girls to go with me or something.” 
The pure—Thea was her name—eventual y made her way over to where we sat. She seemed nice and genuinely interested in me, but she asked the one question I feared. 
“So has your mother… reconciled with Lucian?” she asked in a smal , childlike voice. 
I forced myself not to show any reaction. “No.” 
She looked surprised. So did the halfs. 
“But… they can’t divorce,” said Caleb. “Are they going to do the separate house, different zip code thing?” 
Pures never divorced. They believed their mates were predestined by the gods. I’d always thought it was a load of bul , but the “no-divorce” thing explained why so many of them had affairs. 
“Uh… no,” I said. “Mom… didn’t make it out there.” 
Caleb’s mouth dropped open. “Oh. Man, I’m sorry.” 
I forced myself to shrug. “It’s okay.” 
“What happened to her?” Jackson asked, as tactless as ever. 
Taking a deep breath, I decided to tel them the truth. “A daimon got her.” 
That led to another round of questions, al of which I answered truthful y. Each of their faces mirrored shock and awe as I got around to the part where I’d fought and kil ed two of the daimons. Even Jackson seemed impressed. 
None of them had even seen a daimon in real life. 
I didn’t go into detail about my meeting with Marcus, but I did tel them my summer wasn’t going to be al fun and games. When I mentioned I’d be training with Aiden, a col ective groan sounded. 
“What?” I looked around the group. 
Caleb kicked his legs off my lap and stood. “Aiden is one of the toughest—” 
“Roughest,” Jackson added solemnly. 
“Meanest,” threw in a half-blood girl with brown hair cut über-short. I think her name was Elena. 
Unease shifted through me. What had I gotten myself into with him? And they weren’t done with their descriptions. 
“Strongest,” another kid added. 
Elena glanced around the room, her lips curving. 
“Sexiest.” 
There was a round of sighs from the girls, but Caleb frowned. “That’s not the point. Man, he’s a beast. He’s not even an Instructor. He’s a Sentinel through and through.” 
“The last couple of graduating classes got assigned to his area.” Jackson shook his head. “He’s not even a Guide, but he weeded out over half of them and sent them back as Guards.” 
“Oh.” I shrugged. That didn’t sound al that bad. I was about to point that out when a new voice interrupted. 
“Wel , look who’s back? If it isn’t our one and only high school drop-out,” drawled Lea Samos. 
I closed my eyes and counted to ten. I made it to five. 
“Are you lost, Lea? This isn’t where they’re handing out the free pregnancy tests.” 
“Oh, boy.” Caleb moved to stand behind the couch, getting out of the way. I didn’t blame him. Lea and I had a legendary history. The write-ups Marcus had gone over for fighting had usual y involved Lea. 
She laughed that husky, throaty laugh I was al too familiar with. I looked up then. She hadn’t changed a bit. 
Okay. That was a lie. 
If anything, Lea had grown more beautiful in the last three years. With her long copper-colored hair, amethyst eyes, and impossibly tanned skin, she looked like some sort of glamorous model. I couldn’t help but think of my own boring brown eyes. 
While my own stel ar reputation had my name whispered on many lips during my time here, Lea had literal y prowled the Covenant—No. She’d owned it. 
Her eyes dropped the length of me as she stalked across the rec room, taking in the oversized shirt and rumpled jogging pants. One perfectly groomed brow arched. “Don’t you look lovely?” 
She, of course, was dressed in the tightest and shortest skirt known to man. “Isn’t that the same skirt you wore in the third grade? It’s getting a little tight. You may want to go up a size or three.” 
Lea smirked and tossed the mass of hair over her shoulder. She sat in one of the fluorescent moon chairs across from us. “What happened to your face?” 
“What happened to yours?” I retorted. “You look like a damn Oompa Loompa. You should lay off the spray tanning, Lea.” 
There were a couple of snickers from our impromptu audience, but Lea ignored them. She was focused on me
—her arch-nemesis. We’d been at this since we were seven. Sandbox enemies, I guessed. “You know what I heard this morning?” 
I sighed. “What?” 
Jackson sauntered to her side, his dark eyes devouring her long legs. He moved behind her and tugged a strand of her hair. “Lea, knock it off. She just got back.” 
My brows rose as she motioned him down with a flick of her little finger. He lowered his mouth to hers. Slowly, I turned to Caleb. Looking bored with the display, he shrugged. Instructors couldn’t prevent the students from hooking up. I mean, come on. With a bunch of teenagers thrown together, it happened, but the Covenant frowned upon it. Usual y the students didn’t flaunt it. 
When they were done tonguing one another, Lea returned to staring at me. “I heard Dean Andros didn’t want you back. Your very own uncle wanted to place you into servitude. How sad is that?” 
I flipped her off. 
“It took three pures to convince her uncle she’s worth keeping around.” 
Caleb snorted. “Alex is one of the best. I doubt it took much convincing.” 
Lea opened her mouth, but I cut her off. “I was one of the best. And it did. Apparently, I have a bad reputation and he felt I had missed too much time.” 
“What?” Caleb stared at me. 
I shrugged. “I have until the end of summer to prove to Marcus I can get caught up in time to join the rest of the students. It’s no big deal, right, Lea?” I faced her, grinning. “I think you remember the last time we sparred? It was a long time ago, but I’m sure you can recal it quite clearly.” 
A pink flush crawled over her tanned cheeks and her hand crept to her nose in what looked like a subconscious move, drawing an even bigger grin from me. At such a young age, our sparring was supposed to have been an absolutely no-contact training exercise. But one insult had led to another, and I’d broken her nose. 
In two places. 
It’d also landed me in suspension for three weeks. 
Lea’s plump lips thinned. “You know what else I know, Alex?” 
I folded my arms over my chest. “What?” 
“While everyone here may believe whatever lame excuse you gave for your mother leaving, I know the real reason.” 
Her eyes sparkled with malice. 
Coldness settled over me. “And how do you know?” 
Her lips curved at the corners as she met my stare. I vaguely noticed Jackson moving away from her. “Your mother met with Grandma Piperi.” 
Grandma Piperi? I rol ed my eyes. Piperi was a crazy old woman who was supposed to be an oracle. The pures believed she communed with the gods. I believed she communed with a lot of liquor. 
“So?” I said. 
“I know what Grandma Piperi said to make your mother go crazy. She was crazy, right?” 
I was on my feet without realizing it. “Lea, shut up.” 
She looked at me, eyes wide and unfazed. “Now Alex, you may want to calm down. One little fight and you’l be cleaning toilets for the rest of your life.” 
My hands clutched. Had she been in the room, under Marcus’s desk or something? How else would she know so much? But Lea was correct, and that sucked. Being the bigger person meant walking away from her. It was harder than I ever imagined, like walking through quicksand. The more I moved, the more the air around me literal y demanded that I stay and break her nose again. But I did it, and I made it past her chair without hitting her. 
I was a total y different person—a better person. 
“Don’t you want to know what she said to your mother to make her crazy? To make her leave? You’l be happy to know it had everything to do with you.” 
I stopped. Just like Lea knew I would. 
Caleb appeared at my side and grabbed my arm. 
“Come on, Alex. If what she’s saying is true then you don’t need to fal for this crap. You know she doesn’t know anything.” 
Lea twisted around and threw one slender arm over the back of her chair. “But I do. You see, your mother and Piperi weren’t alone in the garden. Someone else overheard her conversation.” 
I shrugged off Caleb’ grip and turned around. “Who heard them?” 
She shrugged, studying her painted nails. I knew right then and there, I would end up hitting her. “The oracle told your mother you would be the one to kil her. Considering you couldn’t stop a daimon from draining her, I guess Piperi meant it in the abstract sense. What good is a half-blood who can’t even protect her own mother? Is it any wonder why Marcus didn’t want you back?” 
There was a moment when no one moved in the room, not even me. Then I smiled at her, right before I grabbed a handful of copper hair and yanked her out of the chair. 
Screw being a better person. 




CHAPTER 4
THE WAY HER MOUTH DROPPED OPEN AS SHE
FELL backwards almost made up for her cruel words. 
Clearly, she hadn’t expected me to do anything, thinking the threat of being expel ed was far too great. Lea didn’t know the power of her own words. 
I jerked my arm back, ful y intending on undoing whatever the doctors had done to fix that perky little nose of hers, but my fist never landed. In fact, Caleb got to me before I could take another step toward her. He literal y carried me out of the rec room, and then put me down and blocked my path back to Lea. There was a wild grin on his face as I tried to dart around him. 
“Let me pass, Caleb. I swear to the gods, I’m going to break her face!” 
“Back not even a day, Alex. Wow.” 
“Shut up.” I glared at him. 
“Alex, knock it off. You get into a fight and you’re going to get kicked out. What then? Be a servant for the rest of your life? Anyway, you know she’s lying. So let it go.” 
I glanced down at my hand and noticed several strands of red hair wrapped around my fingers. Sweet. 
Caleb saw the vicious gleam in my eye and seemed to realize staying near this room wasn’t going to end wel . 
Grabbing my arm, he al but dragged me down the hal way. 
“She’s just a stupid girl. You know she was just talking crap, right?” 
“Who knows?” I grumbled. “She’s right, you know? I have no idea why Mom left. She could’ve spoken to Grandma Piperi. I don’t know.” 
“I seriously doubt the oracle said you would kil your mom.” 
Unconvinced, I punched the front door open. 
Caleb fol owed close behind. “Just forget about it, okay? 
You’ve got to focus on training, not Lea and what the oracle may have said.” 
“Easier said than done.” 
“Okay. Then you could ask the oracle what she told your mom.” 
I stared at him. 
“What? You could ask the oracle if it bothers you that much.” 
“There is no way that woman is stil alive.” I winced at the blinding sun. “It was three years ago when Mom could’ve talked to her.” 
Now Caleb gave me the same look. 
“What? She can’t be. She would have to be… like a hundred and fifty years old by now.” 
Pures had a lot of power and an oracle would have even more, but none of them were immortal. 
“Alex, she’s the oracle. She’l be alive until the next one comes into power.” 
I rol ed my eyes at Caleb. “She’s just a nutty old woman. 
Communes with the gods? The only things she communes with are the trees and her bridge club.” 
He made a sound of exasperation. “It never fails to amaze me that being what you are—what we are—you stil don’t believe in the gods.” 
“No. I do believe in them. I just think they’re absentee landlords. Right now, they’re probably hanging out somewhere in Las Vegas, screwing showgirls and cheating at poker.” 
cheating at poker.” 
Caleb jumped away from me, his feet landing on the white and tan pebbles. “Do not let me be standing next to you when one of them strikes you down.” 
I laughed. “Yeah, they’re real y watching and taking care of business. That’s why we have daimons running around draining pures and kil ing mortals for the fun of it.” 
“That’s why the gods have us.” Caleb grinned like he’d just explained everything. 
“Whatever.” We stopped at the end of the stone pathway. 
From here, we either went to the girls’ dorm or the boys’. 
The two of us stared across the flooded marsh. Woody plants and low growing bushes dotted the brackish water, making crossing the mess almost impossible. Beyond that was the forest—literal y a no man’s land. When I was younger I’d thought monsters lived in the dark woods. When I’d gotten older I’d learned that fol owing the marshes led to the main island, giving me a perfect escape route when I’d wanted to sneak around. 
“Does the old hag stil live in there?” I asked final y. What if I could talk to Piperi? 
Caleb nodded. “I guess so, but who knows? She comes down to the campus every once in a while.” 
“Oh.” I squinted in the harsh light. “You know what I was thinking?” 
He glanced at me. “What?” 
“Mom never told me why we needed to leave, Caleb. 
Never once during those three years. I think I’d be… more okay if I knew why Mom left in the first place. I know it doesn’t change anything that happened, but at least I’d know what the hel was so important we had to leave here.” 
“Only the oracle knows and who knows when she’l be back here? And you can’t go to her. She lives way back there. Even I don’t venture that far into the marshes. So don’t even think about it.” 
My lips curved at the corners. “Al these years, and you stil know me so wel .” 
He snickered. “Maybe we can throw her a party and lure her out. I think she was down here for the spring equinox.” 
“Real y?” Maybe if I talked to the oracle she’d give me some answers—or tel my future. 
Caleb shrugged. “Can’t remember, but speaking of partying, there’s going to be one this weekend over on the main island. Zarak’s throwing it. You game?” 
I stifled a yawn. “Zarak? Wow. I haven’t seen him in forever, but I doubt partying is something I’m going to be partaking in anytime soon. I’m permanently grounded.” 
“What?” Caleb’s mouth dropped open. “You can sneak out. You were like the queen of sneaking out.” 
“Yeah, but that was before my uncle became the dean and I wasn’t one step away from being expel ed.” 
Caleb snorted. “Alex, you almost got expel ed like three times. Since when has that stopped you? Anyway, I’m sure we can come up with something. Besides, it’l be like a welcome back party for you.” 
It was a bad idea, but I felt the usual excitement stirring in my bel y. “Wel … I won’t be training at night.” 
“No,” agreed Caleb. 
A grin tugged at my lips. “And sneaking out never kil ed anyone.” 
“Or got them expel ed.” 
We grinned at each other, and just like that, things were the way they’d been before everything had gone to hel . 


***
Caleb and I had a little adventure in the supply room in the main school building after dinner. We swiped every possible article of clothing that would fit me and Caleb promised once again to grab one of the other half girls and go shopping for me the fol owing day. I could only imagine what he’d come back with. 
With our arms ful , we headed back to my dorm. I was only a little surprised when I spotted Aiden’s formidable frame standing by the thick marble columns on the wide porch. Caleb’s eyes went wide. 
I groaned. “Busted.” 
My footsteps slowed as we neared him. I couldn’t read anything from his stoic expression or by the way he bowed his head toward Caleb in a respectful manner. For once in his entire life, Caleb was struck speechless when Aiden stepped up and took the armful of clothing from him. 
“Need I remind you that males are not al owed in the girls’
dormitory, Nicolo?” 
Caleb shook his head mutely. 
He raised his brows as he turned to me. “We need to talk.” 
I looked at Caleb helplessly, but he backed off with an apologetic half smile. For a hot second, I considered fol owing him. I didn’t. “What do we need to talk about?” 
Aiden motioned me forward with a curt nod. “You haven’t rested at al today, have you?” 
I shifted my load to my other arm. “No. I’ve been catching up with friends.” 
He seemed to consider that as we made our way down the hal . Thank the gods I’d been given a room on the bottom floor. I hated stairs, and even though the Covenant had more money than I could comprehend, there wasn’t a single elevator in the entire campus. 
“You should’ve been resting. Tomorrow won’t be easy for you.” 
“You could always make it easy for me.” 
Aiden laughed. The sound was a rich, deep noise that would’ve brought a smile to my face in a different situation. 
Like one in which he wasn’t laughing at me. 
I frowned as I pushed the door to my room open. “Why are you al owed in my room if Caleb isn’t?” 
He arched an eyebrow. “I’m not a student.” 
“Stil a guy.” I took my load of clothing to my bedroom, where I dropped them on the floor. “You’re not even an Instructor or a Guide. So I think if you’re al owed in here, Caleb should be, too.” 
Aiden studied me for a moment, folding his arms across his chest. “I’ve been told you were once interested in becoming a Sentinel instead of a Guard.” 
I plopped down on the bed and grinned up at him. 
“You’ve been checking up on me.” 
“I decided I’d better be prepared.” 
“I’m sure you were told wonderful things about me.” 
He rol ed his eyes. “Most of what Dean Andros said was correct. You are wel known with the Instructors. They did praise your talent and ambition. The other stuff… wel , that can be expected. You were just a kid—stil a kid.” 
“I’m not a kid.” 
Aiden’s lips twitched as if he wished to smile. “You’re stil a kid.” 
My cheeks flushed. It was one thing being told I was a kid by any old person. Who cared? But when it was a super-hot guy tel ing me that, it didn’t leave me al warm and fuzzy inside. 
“I’m not a kid,” I repeated. 
“Real y? Then you must be an adult?” 
“Sure.” I gave him my best smile, the one that usual y got me out of trouble. 
Aiden was unaffected. “Interesting. An adult would know when to walk away from a fight, Alex. Especial y after being warned any questionable behavior could result in their removal from the Covenant.” 
My smiled faded. “I have no idea what you’re talking about, but I would have to agree.” 
Aiden tipped his head to the side. “You don’t?” 
“Nope.” 
A smal smile appeared on his lips. It should’ve served as a warning, but I found myself staring at those lips in place of paying attention to him. Suddenly, he crouched in front of me at eye level. 
“Then I should be relieved to know what I was told just an hour ago is false. It wasn’t you who yanked a girl—by her hair—out of a chair in the common lounge area.” 
I opened my mouth to deny it, but my protests died. 
Dammit. There was always someone wil ing to rat people out. 
“Do you understand the precarious position you’re in?” 
His firm gaze held mine. “How foolish it is to al ow simple words to lead you to violence?” 
Pul ing Lea out of the chair had been foolish, but she’d pissed me off. “She was talking about my mother.” 
“Does it matter? Think about it. It’s just words and words mean nothing. Only action does. Are you going to fight every single person who says something about you or your mother? If so, you should go ahead and pack your bags now.” 
“But—” 
“There are going to be rumors—ridiculous rumors about why your mother left. Why you didn’t come back. You can’t fight every single person who upsets you.” 
I tipped my head to the side. “I could try.” 
“Alex, you need to focus on getting back into the Covenant. Right now, you’re here as a courtesy. You want revenge against the daimons, right?” 
“Yes!” My voice turned fierce as my fists clenched. 
“You want to be able to get out there and fight them? 
Then you need to pay attention to training instead of what people are saying about you.” 
“But she said I was the reason Mom died!” Hearing my voice crack the way it did, I had to look away. It was weak of me. Embarrassing. Weak and embarrassing were not in a Sentinel’s vocabulary. 
“Alex, look at me.” 
I hesitated before I did. For a moment, the hardness in his expression softened. When he looked at me like that, I truly believed he understood my reaction. Maybe he didn’t agree with it, but at least he understood why I’d done it. 
“You know there was nothing you could do about what happened to your mother.” His eyes searched my face. 
“You do know that, right?” 
“I should’ve done something. I had al that time and I should’ve cal ed someone. Maybe then… ” I ran my hand through my hair and took a deep breath. “Maybe then none of this would’ve happened.” 
“Alex, you couldn’t have known it would end this way.” 
“But I did.” I closed my eyes, feeling a twisting in my stomach. “We al do. It’s what happens when you leave the safety of the community. I knew it would happen, but I was just scared they wouldn’t let her back in after leaving. I couldn’t… leave her out there by herself.” 
Aiden was silent for so long, I thought he’d left the room, but then I felt his hand on my shoulder. I opened my eyes, turning my head so I looked down at his hand. His fingers were long and graceful-looking. Deadly, I imagined. But now, they were gentle. Like I had no wil of my own, I looked into his silver eyes. I couldn’t help but be reminded of what’d passed between us at the factory. 
Abruptly, Aiden let go. Running a hand through his hair, he looked unsure of what he was doing. “Look. Get some rest. Eight in the morning wil come quick.” He turned to leave, but stopped. “And don’t leave this room again tonight. I don’t want to find out in the morning you burnt down a vil age while I slept.” 
There were several retorts I had lined up, al of them clever and snarky, but I squelched them and pul ed myself off the bed. Aiden stopped at my door and glanced down the empty hal way. 
“Alex, what happened to your mother is not your fault. 
Placing that kind of guilt on yourself wil only hinder you. It wil get you nowhere. Do you understand?” 
“Yeah,” I lied. 
Even though I wanted to believe what Aiden said was true, I knew it wasn’t. If I’d contacted the Covenant, Mom would stil be alive. So yeah, in a way, Lea was right. 
I was responsible for my mother’s death. 




CHAPTER 5
THE FOLLOWING DAY WAS LIKE GOING BACK IN
TIME for me—up way too early to think straight and wearing clothes made to get my butt kicked in. This time around though, there were a few things different. 
Looking at Aiden, for example, it was clear he wasn’t going to be like the Instructors I’d had before. They’d been Sentinels or Guards injured on the job, or the ones who’d wanted to settle down. Back then, I’d always ended up with Instructors who were either old as dirt or flat out boring. 
Aiden was neither of those things. 
He wore the same style of workout pants I’d stolen from the supply closet, but where I wore a modest white shirt, he had on a tank. And boy, did he have arms to show off. His skin didn’t sag; he was far from boring, and he was actual y out there hunting daimons. 
But he did have one thing in common with my old Instructors. The moment I walked into the gym, he was al business. From the way he coached me through several warm-up exercises and ordered me to unrol al the mats, I knew I was going to be hurting by the end of the day. 
“How much do you remember from your previous training?” 
I looked around, seeing things I hadn’t laid eyes on in three years—training mats to ease fal s, dummies with skin that felt real, and a first aid kit in every corner. People usual y bled at some point in training. But the furthest wal interested me the most. It was covered with wicked-looking knives I’d never gotten to practice with. 
“The normal things: textbook stuff, offensive training, kicking and punching techniques.” I made a beeline for the weapon wal ; it was like compulsion. 
“Not much then.” 
Picking up one of the slender titanium daggers the Sentinels usual y carried, I nodded. “The good stuff started just—” 
Aiden reached around me, plucking the dagger from my fingers and placing it back on the wal . His fingers lingered over the blade reverently. “You haven’t earned the right to touch these weapons, especial y that one.” 
At first, I thought he was teasing, but one look at his face told me he wasn’t. “Why?” 
He didn’t answer. 
I kind of wanted to touch it again, but I pul ed my hand back and walked away from the wal . “I was good at everything I learned. I could hit and kick hard. I could run faster than anyone in my class.” 
He returned to the center of the room and placed his hands on his narrow hips. “Not much then,” he repeated. 
My eyes fol owed him. “You could say that.” 
“You should get used to this room. We’l be spending eight hours a day in here.” 
“You’re joking, right?” 
He didn’t look like he was joking. “Down the hal is a gym. 
You should visit it… often.” 
My mouth dropped open. 
Aiden gave me a bland look. “You’re far too skinny. You need to put some weight on and some muscle.” He reached out and tapped my scrawny arm. “Speed and strength, you have natural y. But right now, a ten-year-old could take you on.” 
I closed my mouth. He had a point. This morning, I’d had to tie the knot twice in my drawstrings to get them to stay up. “Wel , it wasn’t like I had three square meals a day. 
Speaking of which, I’m kinda hungry. Don’t I get breakfast?” 
The hard look in his eyes softened a little, and for a moment he looked like he had when he’d been in my room the night before. “I brought you a protein shake.” 
“Ew,” I groaned, but when he picked up the plastic container and handed it to me, I took it. 
“Drink up. We’re going to cover some ground rules first.” 
Aiden stepped back. “Go ahead and sit. I want you to listen.” 
And there went the softer and kinder look. Rol ing my eyes, I sat down and gingerly placed the bottle to my lips. It smel ed like stale chocolate and tasted like a watered down milkshake. Gross. 
He stood in front of me with those impossibly ripped arms across his chest. “First off: no drinking or smoking.” 
“Gee. That means I’ve got to kick the crack habit.” 
He stared down at me, clearly unimpressed. “You wil not be able to leave the Covenant without permission or—don’t look at me that way.” 
“Jeez, how old are you?” I total y knew how old he was, but I wanted to pick. 
Aiden cracked his neck. “I turn twenty-one in October.” 
“Huh.” I shook the bottle. “So have you always been so…
mature?” 
His brows furrowed. “Mature?” 
“Yeah, you sound like a dad.” I deepened my voice and tried to look stern. “‘Don’t look at me that way’ or else.” 
Aiden blinked slowly. “I don’t sound like that and I didn’t say ‘or else.’” 
“But if you had, what would the ‘or else’ be?” I hid my grin with the bottle. 
He glanced to the side, frowning. “Can you just not talk through this?” 
“Whatever.” I took a drink. “So why can’t I leave the island?” 
“It’s for your safety and my peace of mind.” Aiden returned to his original stance, arms over chest, legs spread wide. “You wil not leave this island without being accompanied by someone.” 
“Do my friends count?” I asked, only half serious. 
“No.” 
“Then who’s al owed to accompany me?” 
Aiden’s eyes closed and he sighed. “Either me or one of the other Instructors.” 
I swished the liquid around in the bottle. “I know the rules, Aiden. You don’t have to go over them again.” 
He looked like he wanted to point out the fact I could probably use a refresher, but he relented. After I was done, he took the shake and walked it back over to where several punching bags were propped against the wal . 
I stood and stretched. “So, what am I learning today? I think we should start with anything that doesn’t involve you kicking my ass.” 
His lips twitched as if he was fighting a grin. “The basics.” 
“The basics.” I pouted. “You’ve got to be kidding me. I know the basics.” 
“You know enough to not get yourself kil ed right away.” 
He frowned as I jumped from side to side. “What are you doing?” 
I stopped, shrugging. “I’m bored.” 
Aiden rol ed his eyes. “Then let’s get started. You won’t be bored for very long.” 
“Yes, master.” 
He scowled. “Don’t cal me that. I’m not your master. Only the gods can be cal ed our masters.” 
“Yes… ” I paused as his eyes glinted and his jaw tightened, “sir.” 
Aiden stared at me a moment, and then nodded. “Okay. I want to see how you take a fal .” 
“I almost got one good hit on you in the factory.” I felt the need to point that out. 
Turning to me, he motioned toward one of the mats. 
“Almost doesn’t count, Alex. It never counts.” 
I dragged myself over and stopped in front of him as he circled me. “Daimons not only use their strength when they attack, but also elemental magic.” 
“Yeah. Yeah.” 
Daimons could be ridiculously strong depending on how many pures or halfs they’ve drained. Being hit by one of them using the air element was tantamount to getting hit by a freight train. The only time daimons weren’t dangerous was when they were draining aether. 
“The key is to never let them get you on the ground, but it wil happen, even to the best of us. When it does happen, you need to be able to get back up.” His gray eyes focused on me. 
This was boring. “Aiden, I do remember my training. I know how to take a fal .” 
“Do you?” 
“Taking a fal is the easiest—” 
My back slammed into the mat. Pain shot through me. I lay there stunned. 
Aiden loomed over me. “That was just a love tap, and you didn’t land correctly at al .” 
“Ow.” I wasn’t sure I could move. 
“You should’ve landed on your upper back. It’s less painful and easier to maneuver out of.” He offered his hand. 
“I thought you knew how to take a fal ?” 
“Gods,” I snapped. “You couldn’t have told me first?” I ignored his hand and found I could move. I stood, glaring at him. 
A lopsided smile formed on his lips. “Even without a warning, you have a second before you fal . You have more than enough time to position your body correctly.” 
“Rol the hips and keep your chin down.” I scowled, rubbing my back. “Yeah, I remember.” 
“Then show me.” He stopped, eyeing me like I was some kind of weird specimen. “Put your arms up—here. Like this.” He positioned my arms so they blocked my chest. 
“Keep them strong. No spaghetti arms.” 
“Okay.” 
He grimaced at my spindly arms. “Wel , keep them as strong as you can.” 
“Hardy har har.” 
He grinned again. “Al right.” 
Then he hit my arms with the broad side of his. In truth, he didn’t hit me hard, but I stil fel . And it was the wrong way. I rol ed over, wincing. 
“Alex, you know what to do.” 
I rol ed over and groaned. “Wel … apparently it’s something I’ve forgotten.” 
“Get up.” He offered his hand, but I stil didn’t take it. I stood. “Put your arms up.” 
I did and braced myself for the inevitable smack. Down I went, over and over again. I spent the next couple of hours on my back, and not in the good way. It got to the point Aiden went through the mechanics of landing as if I were ten. 
But final y, out of the useless crap floating around my brain, I pul ed out the technique I’d been taught ages ago and I nailed it. 
“About time,” Aiden muttered. 
We broke for lunch, which consisted of me eating alone while Aiden went off to do whatever. About fifteen minutes in, a pure-blood in a white lab coat appeared in front of me. 
I swal owed the mouthful of food. “Hi?” 
“Please fol ow me,” she said. 
I glanced down at my half-eaten sub and sighed. I dumped my plate and fol owed the pure to the med building behind the training facilities. “Am I getting a physical or something?” 
She didn’t answer. 
Any attempt of conversation was ignored and I gave up by the time I hopped up on the table. I watched her go to the cabinet and root around for a few seconds. She turned around, flicking the end of the syringe. 
My eyes widened. “Uh … what is that?” 
“Please lift up the sleeve of your shirt.” 
Wary, I did as instructed. “But what are you giving me
— dammit!” My skin burned from where she’d jabbed me in the upper arm. “That hurt like hel .” 
Her lips curved in a faint smile, but her words dripped disgust. “You wil be reminded in six months to receive another dose. For the next forty-eight hours, please try to refrain from unprotected sexual activities.” 
Try to refrain? As if I had uncontrol able animalistic urges and jumped every half in sight? “I’m not a sex-crazed skank, lady.” 
The pure turned her back, clearly dismissing me. I jumped off the table, tugging my sleeve down. I couldn’t believe I’d forgotten about the Covenant’s mandatory birth control for female half-bloods. After al , the offspring of two halfs were like mortals and useless to the pures. That had never real y bothered me since I doubted I’d ever develop a parental urge. But the pure could have at least given me heads up before she’d stuck me. 
When I returned to the training room, Aiden eyed me rubbing my arm, but I didn’t explain. From there, he moved on to another favorite of mine: getting knocked down and jumping to my feet. 
I sucked at that, too. 
By the end of practice, every muscle in my back ached and my thighs felt like someone had sucker-punched them. 
I was a little slow in rol ing the mats. So much so that Aiden eventual y took over. 
“It’l get easier.” He looked up as I limped over to where he was piling the mats. “Your body wil get used to it again.” 
“I hope so.” 
“You should hold off on the gym for a few days.” 
I could’ve hugged him. 
“But you should definitely do the warm-up stretches at night. It wil help loosen up your muscles. You won’t be so sore then.” 
I fol owed him to the door. It sounded like good advice. 
Outside the training room, I waited while Aiden shut the double doors. 
“Tomorrow we’l work on the jump some more. Then we’l move on to blocking techniques.” 
I started to point out I’d learned several blocking techniques, but I remembered how quickly the daimon had tagged me in Georgia. My hand went to my shoulder and over the slightly irregular scar. 
“You okay?” 
Dropping my hand, I nodded. “Yeah.” 
As if he could somehow read minds, he stepped forward and brushed my thick ponytail back over my shoulder. The slight touch elicited a shiver. “It’s not bad. It’l be gone soon enough.” 
“It’s going to scar—it has already scarred.” 
“Some would say such scars are badges of honor.” 
“Real y?” 
Aiden shook his head. “Yes. It shows how strong and how brave you were. It’s nothing to be ashamed of.” 
“Sure.” I forced a quick, bright smile. 
I could tel by the look on his face he didn’t believe me, but he didn’t push it. I limped off, heading back to my room. 
Caleb waited outside my door with a handful of shopping bags and a nervous look on his face. 
“Caleb, you didn’t have to do al that. And you’re going to get busted over here.” 
“Then let me in your room before I get caught. And don’t worry about the shopping. I got some hot chicks to try clothes on for me. Trust me, mutual y beneficial day for me.” 
I snorted as I limped over to the couch and eased myself down. “Thanks. I owe you.” 
Caleb launched into al the things I’d missed during my absence—that was how I was referring to it now—while I pul ed out various jeans, dresses, and shorts I doubted met the Covenant dress code. I shook my head. Where in the hel I was supposed to wear some of this stuff? On a street corner? 
Apparently not much had changed. Everyone stil snuck off and hooked up with everyone. Lea had successful y pitted two or three boys against one another in hopes of getting between her legs. Jackson looked like the winner if yesterday had been any indication. Two halfs a year older than us, Rosalie and Nathaniel, had graduated and were now Sentinels, and I was beside myself with envy. After today’s practice, I doubted Aiden stil thought I had any raw potential. 
Luke, a half I used to hang out with, had come out of the closet last year—not that being gay or bisexual was even remotely a big deal around here. Being the children of a bunch of horny gods who sure didn’t discriminate when choosing their sexual partners left little to be shocked about when it came to sex-related activities. 
It appeared I was the only virgin around here. I sighed. 
“Was your training that bad?” 
“I think I broke my back today,” I deadpanned. 
He looked like he wanted to laugh. “You didn’t break your back. You’re just… out of practice. In a couple of days, you’l be kicking Aiden’s butt.” 
“Doubtful.” 
“So what did he want yesterday? Man, I’l be honest. I’m waiting for him to pop in here and beat the crap out of me for being in your room.” 
“Then you shouldn’t be in here if you’re scared.” 
Caleb ignored that. “What did Aiden want yesterday?” 
“I think Lea ratted my ass out. Aiden knew about the thing in the rec room. He real y didn’t bitch me out, but I could’ve done without the lecture.” 
“Damn, she is such a bitch sometimes.” He sat back in the chair, running a hand through his hair. “Maybe we could burn off her eyebrows or something. I’m sure Zarak would be down with that.” 
I laughed. “I’m sure that won’t help my cause.” 
“You know, I hooked up—” 
“What?” I shrieked, nearly coming off the couch. Wrong move. It hurt. “Please tel me you didn’t hook up with Lea?” 
He shrugged. “I was bored. She was available. Not bad at al —” 
Disgusted, I tossed a pil ow at his head and cut him off. “I don’t want to know the details. I’m just going to pretend you never admitted to that.” 
A grin appeared on his lips. “Wel , it seems like Lea’s determined to get you in trouble if she ratted you out.” 
I lay back down, thinking about the others in the room. “I don’t know. What about the pure who was in the room?” 
“Who? Thea?” He shook his head. “There’s no way she would’ve told anyone.” 
“What’s Thea doing here, anyways?” 
It was odd to see any pure at the Covenant during the summer. They stayed during the school year, but when summer came, they went off with their parents—probably traveling the world and doing other ridiculously expensive things. Fun, total y cool things. Of course, they had Guards who accompanied them on their adventures, just in case a daimon got any ideas. 
“Her parents are on the Council and they don’t have any time for her. She’s real y nice, but super-quiet. I think she’s got the hots for Deacon.” 
“Deacon, as in Aiden’s brother?” 
“Yup.” 
I could tel there was something behind the fact Thea liked him. “What’s the big deal? They’re both pures.” 
Caleb arched a brow at me, but then seemed to remember I hadn’t been here for three years. “Deacon has a reputation.” 
“Okay.” I tried to work out a sudden kink in my back. 
“So does Thea. And let’s just say Thea wins the purity award.” 
Good to know I wasn’t the only virgin. “And?” 
“Deacon’s reputation is… more of the—hmm, how do I stay this nicely?” He paused, looking thoughtful. “Deacon takes after Zeus—that kind of reputation.” 
“Wel … opposites attract, I guess.” 
“Not that opposite.” 
I shrugged, and then winced. 
“I almost forgot. You won’t believe what I heard today in town. One of the shop owners was busy running her mouth while I was checking out, total y uncaring about who could hear her, but—oh yeah, by the way, that shop owner probably thinks I’m a cross-dresser now.” 
I giggled. 
His eyes narrowed at my apathy. “Anyways, do you remember Kelia Lothos?” 
My lips pursed. Kelia Lothos—the name did sound familiar. “Wasn’t she a Guard here?” 
“Yeah, she’s about ten years older than us. She got herself a boyfriend.” 
“Good for her.” 
“Wait for it, Alex. You must wait for it. His name is Hector
—not sure what his last name is. Anyways, he’s a pure from one of the other communities.” He stopped for dramatic effect. 
I ran a hand over my ponytail, not sure where he was going with any of this. 
“He’s a freaking pure-blood.” He raised his hands. 
“Remember? Not al owed.” 
My eyes popped wide. “Oh no, not good.” 
He shook his head and strands of blond hair fel over his eyes. “I can’t believe they were stupid enough to even consider something like that.” 
The fact that we weren’t al owed to have any type of romantic relationship with a pure was a rule ingrained in us since birth. Most half-bloods didn’t even question it, but then again, most halfs didn’t question much. We were trained into obedience from the get-go. 
I tried to find a comfortable position. “What do you think wil happen to Kelia?” 
Caleb snorted. “She’l probably be stripped of her Guard duties and sent to work in one of the houses.” 
That fil ed me with annoyance and resentment. “And Hector wil get a smack on the hand. How fair is that?” 
He looked at me strangely. “It’s not, but that’s what happens.” 
“It’s stupid.” I felt something tighten in my jaw. “Who cares if a half and a pure get together? Is it real y a big enough deal that Kelia has to lose everything?” 
Caleb eyes widened. “It’s the way it is, Alex. You know that.” 
I folded my arms, wondering why I felt so strongly about it myself. It was the way things had been for eons, but it seemed so unfair. “It’s wrong, Caleb. Kelia’s basical y going to end up a slave al because she hooked up with a pure.” 
He was quiet for a moment and then his eyes zeroed in on me. “Does your reaction have anything to do with the fact your new personal trainer happens to be the pure al the chicks drool over?” 
I made a face. “Absolutely not—are you insane? He’s going to end up kil ing me.” I paused, sinking down in the cushion. “I think he plans on it.” 
“Whatever.” 
Stretching out my legs, I pinned him with a glare. “You forget I spent three years out there in the normal world—a world where pures and halfs don’t even exist. No one checks someone’s godly pedigree before going out with them.” 
He stared off in the distance a few moments. “What was it like?” 
“What was what like?” 
Caleb fidgeted on the edge of the chair. “Being out there, away from al of… this?” 
“Oh.” I propped myself onto my elbow. Most halfs had no idea what it was like. Sure, they mingled in the outside world—mingled being the key word—but they were never a part of it, not for any amount of time. Neither were the pures. To our kind, the mortal life seemed like a violent one, where daimons weren’t the only evil things people had to worry about. 
Yeah, we had our crazies, too. The guys who didn’t have the word “no” in their vocabulary, the back-stabbing girls, and people who’d do anything to get what they wanted. But it was nothing like the mortal world, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing. 
“Wel , it’s different. There are so many people who are different. I kinda blended in to a point.” 
Caleb listened with far too much excitement for his own good as I tried explaining what it was like out there. 
Whenever we moved around, Mom had used compulsions to get me into the local school system without transcripts. 
Caleb showed way too much interest in the mortal school system, but it was different than the Covenant. Here, we spent most of our days fighting in class. Out in the mortal world, I’d spent most of my classes staring at the chalkboard. 
Being curious about the outside world wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It usual y led someone to make a run for it. 
Mom and I had been more successful than most of those who’d ventured out. The Covenant always found the people who tried to live in the outside world. 
They’d just found us a little too late. 
Caleb tilted his head sideways as he studied me. “How you doing being back here?” 
I lay back down, staring up at the ceiling. “Good.” 
“Seriously?” He stood up. “Because you’ve been through a lot.” 
“Yeah, I’m okay.” 
Caleb made his way over and sat down, practical y shoving me on my side. 
“Ouch.” 
“Alex, the crap that’s happened has to have, you know, bothered you. It would’ve messed with me.” 
I closed my eyes. “Caleb, I appreciate your concern, but you’re practical y sitting on me.” 
He shifted, but remained beside me. “Are you gonna talk to me about it?” 
“Look. I’m doing okay. It’s not like it hasn’t bothered me.” 
I pried my eyes open and found him watching me expectedly. “Okay. It’s messed with me. Happy?” 
“Of course I’m not happy.” 
One thing I wasn’t good at was talking about how I felt. 
Hel , I wasn’t even good at thinking  about how I felt. But it didn’t look like Caleb was moving any time soon. “I… try not to think about it. It’s better that way.” 
He frowned. “Real y? Do I need to use basic psychology on you and go with, ‘it’s probably not a good thing you don’t think about it?’” 
I groaned. “I hate psychobabble, so please don’t start.” 
“Alex?” 
I sat up, ignoring the way my back screamed, and pushed him off the couch. He caught himself easily. “What do you want me to say? That I miss my mom? Yes. I miss her. That it total y sucked seeing her get drained by a daimon? Yes, it sucked. Fighting daimons and thinking I was going to die was fun? No. It wasn’t fun. That also sucked ass.” 
He nodded, accepting my little rant. “Did you get to have a funeral for her or anything?” 
“That’s a stupid question, Caleb.” I pushed back the hair that had escaped my ponytail. “I didn’t get to have a funeral. 
After I kil ed the daimon, there was another one. I ran.” 
His face paled. “Did anyone go back for her body?” 
I cringed. “I don’t know. I haven’t asked.” 
He seemed to mul it over. “Maybe if you had a ceremony for her, it would help. You know, a little gathering just to remember her.” 
I leveled a hard look at him. “We’re not having a funeral. I mean it. If you even think about something like that, I wil risk getting expel ed just to kick your ass.” Having a funeral meant facing that my mother was dead. The wal —the toughness I’d built around me—would break and I... I couldn’t deal with that. 
“Okay. Okay.” He held up his hands. “I just thought it would bring you some closure.” 
“I have closure. Remember? I saw her die.” 
This time he was the one to cringe. “Alex… I’m so sorry. 
Gods, I don’t even know how you must’ve felt. I cannot even imagine it.” 
He then took a step forward, as if he intended to hug me, but I waved him off. Caleb seemed to get I didn’t want to talk about it anymore and he switched back to safer topics
—more gossip, more tales of Covenant shenanigans. 
I remained on the couch after he’d snuck back out of the dorm. I should’ve been hungry or ready to go socialize, but I wasn’t. Our conversation—the part about my mom—
lingered like a festering wound. I tried focusing on the gossip I’d learned. I even tried thinking about how nice Jackson looked now—even Caleb, because he’d real y fil ed out in the last three years—but their images were quickly replaced by Aiden and his arms. 
And that was so wrong. 
I shifted back down and went back to staring at the ceiling. I was okay. I was great, actual y. Being back at the Covenant was far better than being out there in the normal world or cleaning toilets in some pure’s house. I rubbed under my eyes, frowning. I was okay. 
I had to be okay. 




CHAPTER 6
I WANTED TO CURL UP IN A HOLE AND DIE. 
“There you go.” Aiden nodded as I deflected one of his blows. “Use your forearm. Move with purpose.” 
Move with purpose? How about moving to a spot where I could lie down? That was a purpose I could get behind. 
Aiden launched himself at me and I blocked his jab. Hel yeah, I was good at that. Next, he swung around, and for someone so freaking tal , he sure could move that body like a ninja. 
The heel of his foot slipped past my arms and slammed into my side. The impact barely registered on my pain scale. By now, I’d gotten used to the sharp spike of pain and the throbbing that fol owed. I inhaled slowly and tried to breathe through the agony. Half-bloods don’t show pain in the face of the enemy. At least I remembered that. 
Aiden straightened, concern flickering over his face. “You okay?” 
I clenched my teeth. “Yes.” 
He approached me, looking doubtful. “That was a pretty hard hit, Alex. It’s okay if it hurts. We’l take a few minutes.” 
“No.” I walked it off while he watched. “I’m fine. Let’s try this again.” 
And we did. Missing a few jabs and kicks was far better than having to run laps like yesterday or spend the entire afternoon in the gym. 
That’s what’d happened when I’d whined about my back and sides hurting last time. Aiden went through several more blocking techniques a ten-year-old could master while I obsessively watched his movements. Over the past couple of days, I’d realized how far behind I
real y was, and even I was amazed by the fact I’d managed to kil two
daimons. 
I couldn’t even block most of Aiden’s kicks. 
“Watch me.” He circled me, his body taut. “There is always some-thing that’l give away my next move. It could be a fine tremor of the muscle or a brief glance, but there is always something. When a daimon attacks, it’s no different.” 
I nodded and we squared off again. Aiden moved in with one swipe of the hand. I knocked his arm away, and then the other. It wasn’t his jabs or punches I had a problem with. 
It was his kicks—he spun around so fast. But this time, I saw his eyes drop to my waist. 
Twisting into the kick, I brought my arm down in a clean sweeping motion a second too late. His foot connected with my bruised back. I doubled over immediately, grasping my knees as I slowly breathed in and out. 
Right away, Aiden was at my side. “Alex?” 
“That… stung a bit.” 
“If it makes you feel better, you almost had it this time.” 
I looked up and gave a short laugh at the sight of his lopsided grin. “Good to hear.” 
He started to say something, but his grin faded as his voice gave a low warning. “Alex. Stand up.” 
My back protested such a sudden move, but the moment I saw Marcus at the door, I understood why. I didn’t need to look like I’d just gotten the crap knocked out of me in front of him. 
Marcus leaned against the door, arms folded. “I wondered how training was going. I see it’s moving along expectedly.” 
Ouch. I took a deep breath. “Would you like to give it a try?” 
Marcus’s brows rose and he smiled, but Aiden placed a warning hand on my arm. “Don’t.” 
I shook his hand off. I was pretty sure I could take my uncle. With his perfectly groomed hair and pressed khakis, he looked like a poster child for yacht-club-of-the-month. 
“I’m game if you are,” I offered again with a bright smile. 
“Alex, I’m tel ing you not to do this. He used to be—” 
Marcus pushed away from the wal . “It’s al right, Aiden. I wouldn’t accept such a ridiculous offer normal y, but I find myself feeling charitable.” 
I snickered. “Charitable?” 
“Marcus, this isn’t necessary.” Aiden moved in front of me. “She’s only beginning to learn blocks correctly.” 
I scowled at Aiden. Jeez. Way to have my back there,
buddy.  My ego roared back to life and I pushed around Aiden. “I think I got him.” 
Marcus tipped his head back and laughed, but Aiden looked less than amused by the whole situation. “Alex, I’m tel ing you not to do this. Be quiet and listen to me.” 
I looked at Aiden innocently. “Do what?” 
“No. She has this, Aiden. Let’s see what she’s learned. 
Since she is chal enging me, I assume she is ready.” 
I planted my hands on my hips. “I don’t know. I’d feel bad for beating up an old guy.” 
Marcus’ bright emerald gaze settled on me. “Attack me.” 
“What?” 
He looked perplexed, but then he snapped his fingers. 
“That’s right! You haven’t learned any real attack moves. 
Then I shal attack you. You do know defensive blocking techniques?” 
Marcus knew about defensive blocking techniques? I shifted my weight and glanced at Aiden. He did not look pleased by any of this. “Yeah.” 
“Then you should be adeptly trained to defend yourself.” 
Marcus paused and the smile slipped away. “Just picture me as the enemy, Alexandria.” 
“Oh, that won’t be too hard, Dean Andros.” I raised my hands and motioned him forward. I was a total badass. 
Marcus gave no warning other than the fine tremor in his arm right before he moved. I raised my arm, just as Aiden instructed, and blocked the jab. I couldn’t fight the wild grin as I deflected another bone-jarring punch. My gaze narrowed on my uncle as he straightened and prepared for another attack. 
“Back off.” Aiden’s voice came from the sidelines, low and harsh. “You’re too close.” 
I pushed forward, blocking another one of Marcus’ hits. 
Cockiness took over. “You’ve got to be faster—” 
Instead of Marcus fol owing through on what I expected would be a pretty damn good roundhouse kick, he grabbed my arm and twisted. As he spun me around he brought his other arm around my neck, placing me in a brutal choke-hold. 
My heart slammed against my ribs. Any movement I made only succeeded in twisting my arm to an even more unnatural angle. Within seconds, he’d rendered me helpless. In any other situation, like one where it wasn’t my
uncle holding me in a choke-hold, I would’ve given him props for such quick maneuvering. 
He bent his head, speaking directly into my ear. “Now just imagine if I was a daimon,” said Marcus. “What do you think would happen next?” 
I refused to answer, clenching my teeth. 
“Alexandria, I asked you a question. What would happen if I was a daimon?” His grip tightened. 
My gaze met Aiden’s. He watched the whole thing with helpless anger etched into his face. I could tel there was a part of him that wanted to step in, but he knew he couldn’t. 
“Do we need to try this again?” asked Marcus. 
“No! I’d… be dead.” 
“Yes. You’d be dead.” Marcus let go and I stumbled forward. He brushed past me, addressing Aiden. “If you even hope to have her ready by fal , you may want to work on her attitude and make sure she actual y takes your instructions next time. If she continues this way, she wil fail.” 
Not taking his eyes off me for one second, he gave Marcus a curt nod. 
I silently fumed until the moment Marcus disappeared. 
“What the hel did I ever do to him?” I rubbed my neck absently. “He could’ve broken my arm!” 
“If he wanted to break your arm, he would have. I told you to be quiet, Alex. What did you expect from Marcus? Did you think he was just some lazy pure-blood who needed protection?” His voice dripped sarcasm. 
“Wel , he looks like one! How was I supposed to know he was secretly Rambo in Dockers?” 
Aiden stalked up to me, reaching out and catching my chin. “You should have known, because I told you not to push him. Yet, you stil did. You didn’t listen to me. He used to be a Sentinel, Alex.” 
“What? Marcus was a Sentinel? I didn’t know that!” 
“I tried to tel you that.” Aiden closed his eyes and let go of my chin. Turning away, he ran a hand through his hair. 
“Marcus is right. You won’t be ready in the fal if you don’t listen to me.” He sighed. “This is why I could never be an Instructor or a Guide. I don’t have the patience for this crap.” 
This was one of those times I knew I needed to shut up, but I couldn’t. Angry as hel , I fol owed him across the mats. 
“I am listening to you!” 
He whirled around. “What part did you listen to, Alex? I explicitly told you not to push him. If you can’t listen to me, how can anyone—including Marcus—expect you to listen to your Instructors in the fal ?” 
He was right, but I was too embarrassed and angry to admit it. “He only did that because he doesn’t like me.” 
He gave an exasperated sound. “It has nothing to do with whether or not he likes you, Alex. It has everything to do with the fact that you don’t listen! You’ve spent too much time out there where you could easily defend yourself against mortals, but you’re not in the mortal world anymore.” 
“I know that. I’m not stupid!” 
“Real y?” His eyes flashed furious silver. “You are behind every single person here. Even the pure-bloods who’l be attending school in the fal wil have the basic knowledge of how to defend themselves. You stil want to be a Sentinel? 
After what you’ve shown me today, I doubt that is the case. 
Do you know what makes a Sentinel? Obedience, Alex.” 
I felt my cheeks flush. The sudden rush of hot tears stung my eyes. I blinked and turned away from him. 
Aiden cursed under his breath. “I’m… not trying to embarrass you, Alex. But these are the facts. We’ve only been training for a week and you have a long road ahead of you. You need to listen to me.” 
Once I was pretty sure I wouldn’t start crying, I faced him. 
“Why did you even stick up for me? When Marcus wanted to hand me over to Lucian?” 
Aiden glanced away, frowning. “Because you have potential, and we can’t afford to have that potential wasted.” 
“If I… hadn’t missed so much time, I know I’d be good.” 
He turned back to me, eyes shifting back to a softer gray. 
“I know, but you did miss a lot of time. Now we have to get you back to where you need to be. Battling your uncle is not going to help you.” 
My shoulders slumped and I looked away. “He hates me. 
He real y does.” 
“Alex, he doesn’t hate you.” 
“Oh no, I think he does. This was the first time I’ve seen him since the first morning here, and he was more than eager to prove that I’m a jackass. It’s obvious he doesn’t want me to be trained.” 
“That’s not the case.” 
I looked at him. “Real y? Then what is the case?” 
Aiden opened his mouth but closed it. 
“Yeah. Exactly.” 
He was quiet for a few moments. “Were you two ever close?” 
I gave a short laugh. “Before? No. I only saw him when he visited Mom. He never paid any attention to me. I always figured he was one of the pures who weren’t too fond of…
my kind.” 
There were a lot of pures out there who looked down on halfs, seeing us more like second-class citizens than anything else. They knew they needed us, but it didn’t change how they viewed us as something other than pure. 
“Marcus has never felt that way about… halfs.” 
I shrugged, suddenly tired of talking. “I guess it’s just me then.” I glanced up and forced a weak smile. “So… wil you show me what I did wrong?” 
“Which part?” His mouth tightened. 
“Al of it?” 
He final y smiled, but the usual banter we shot back and forth at each other during our training sessions disappeared. His direct and formal instructions made his disappointment in me clear. But what could I do? I hadn’t known Marcus was Chuck Norris. I’d lost my temper. So what? So why did I feel icky? 
After practice, I stil couldn’t shake the feeling of being an utter failure. Not even when Caleb showed up at my door hours later. 
Frowning, I stepped aside and let him in. “You’re real y good at sneaking into this dorm, Caleb.” 
He smirked, but it faded as he took in my sweat-stained clothing. “It’s Zarak’s party. Tonight. Remember?” 
“Dammit. No.” I kicked the door shut. 
“Wel , you’d better get ready. Like now. We’re already late.” 
I debated tel ing him I wasn’t feeling up to it, but the idea of sulking around my room didn’t seem entertaining. I figured I deserved a night of fun after the day I’d had, and it wasn’t like Aiden or Marcus would know if I decided to go to Zarak’s. “I need to take a quick shower first. Make yourself comfortable.” 
“Sure.” He plopped down on the couch and picked up the remote control. “There’s going to be a lot of the pures there. 
Ones who haven’t seen you since you’ve came back. Of course, they know you’re back. Everyone is talking about it.” 
Rol ing my eyes, I pushed on the bathroom door and stripped off my clothes. I wasn’t worried about Caleb popping in on me. It’d be like walking in on his sister naked; I doubted he wanted to see my goods. As I twisted in front of the mirror, I caught sight of a smorgasbord of bluish splotches covering my back and my sides. Yuck. I turned away. 
Caleb continued from the living room. “Lea and Jackson got into a huge fight today, right on the beach for everyone to see. It was fun to watch.” 
I wasn’t so sure about that. After a quick shower, I dried my hair so it fel in somewhat manageable waves. Now what to wear? 
“Are you almost done in there? Gods, I’m bored.” 
“Almost.” I pul ed out a pair of jeans and a shirt even though I wanted to wear the slutty little black dress Caleb had picked out, but the low back would show al the bruises. 
Caleb stood up as I walked into the living room. “You look hot.” 
I scrunched up my face. “You think this is hot?” 
He laughed as he turned toward the door. “No.” 
By the time we met some other halfs at the edge of campus, Caleb’s running monologue about who was going to be at the party had driven out the worst of my foul mood. 
Caleb kept sneaking looks at one of the girls who’d joined us as we trekked across the bridge to the main island. It was easy to forget about practice and al I’d missed in the last couple of years. 
It wasn’t hard for us to make it past the Guards. None of them recognized me, or if they did, they didn’t care enough to send me back to my room. They were used to kids making their way back and forth between the two islands, especial y during the summer. 
“Wow.” One of the girls let out a low exhale as we skirted along the sand dunes. “The party’s definitely in high gear.” 
She was right. As soon as we rounded the bend, pures and halfs spil ed out from the large beach house. It’d been ages since I’d been to Zarak’s house. Like Thea, his parents held seats on the Council, had a lot of money, and had little time for their pure-blood offspring. 
With its incredible views of the ocean, pale blue siding and whitewashed decks, Zarak’s parents’ beach house was identical to the house Mom had lived in. I assumed her house stil stood on the opposite side of the island. A mixture of grief and happiness flowed through me. I saw myself as a little girl, playing on the porch, running through the sand dunes, laughing, and I saw Mom, smiling down at me. She always had been smiling. 
“Hey.” Caleb came up behind me. “You doing okay?” 
“Yeah.” 
He slipped his arms around my shoulders and gave them a squeeze. “Come on, you’re gonna be like some kind of rock star here. Everyone’s going to be happy to see you.” 
Walking up to the beach house, I did kind of feel like a rock star. Everywhere I looked, someone cal ed my name or rushed over to give me a hug and a warm, “Welcome back.” For a while, I lost myself in the sea of familiar faces. 
Someone shoved a plastic cup in my hand; another topped it off from an open bottle, and before I knew it, I was buzzing happily among old friends. 
I headed up the wide steps, hoping to find Zarak somewhere in the house. He was, after al , one of my favorite pure-bloods. Dodging around two halfs making out while stil maintaining firm grips on their red plastic cups
— amazing ability by the way—I slid into the less crowded kitchen. Final y, I spotted the recognizable head of blond curls. He appeared occupied with a pretty blonde. 
I was pretty positive I’d be interrupting, but I didn’t think Zarak would mind. He had to have missed me. I walked up and tapped my fingers along the curve of his shoulder. It took a moment for him to lift his head and turn around. A pair of startling gray eyes—clearly not Zarak’s—met mine. 




CHAPTER 7
I TOOK A STEP BACK. I’D NEVER SEEN THE BOY
BEFORE, but there was something oddly familiar about those eyes and the planes of his face. 
“What do we have here?” He gave me a lazy smile. “A half eager to make my acquaintance?” He looked back at the other girl, then to me. 
“Oh, wel … I thought you were someone else. Sorry.” 
Amusement sparkled in his eyes. “I guess I was being presumptuous, wasn’t I?” 
I couldn’t help but grin. “Yes, you were.” 
“But weren’t you being presumptuous by assuming I was someone else? Does it matter?” I shook my head. “Wel , I should introduce myself.” He took a step forward and bowed—literal y, bent at the waist and bowed. “I’m Deacon St. Delphi, and you are?” 
My jaw almost hit the floor. Honestly, I should’ve known the minute I saw his eyes. They were nearly identical to Aiden’s. 
Deacon’s lips turned into a smug grin. “I see you’ve heard of me.” 
“Yeah, I know your brother.” 
His brows rose. “My perfect brother knows a half-blood? 
Interesting. What’s your name?” 
Clearly annoyed with the lack of attention, the girl behind him huffed and slipped around us. My gaze fol owed her, but he didn’t spare her a glance. “My name’s Alexandria Andros, but—” 
“But everyone cal s you Alex.” Deacon sighed. “Yes. I’ve heard of you, too.” 
I took a sip of my drink, eyeing him over the cup. “Wel then. I’m afraid to ask.” 
He walked over to the counter and picked up a bottle, taking a healthy gulp. “You’re the one my brother spent months chasing after and now is saddled with training.” 
My smile turned sour. “Saddled with?” 
He chuckled, dangling the bottle of liquor from his fingers. 
“Not that I’d mind being saddled with you. But my brother…
wel , he tends to rarely enjoy what’s in front of him. Take me, for example. He spends the bulk of his free time making sure I’m behaving like a good pure instead of enjoying myself. Now… he’l spend al his time making sure you behave.” 
That made little sense to me. “I don’t think your brother is very fond of me at the moment.” 
“I doubt that.” He offered me the bottle. I shook my head. 
Pouring himself a drink, he smiled widely. “I’m sure my brother is very fond of you.” 
“Why would you—” 
Sitting the bottle aside, he picked up a glass and placed a finger to the rim. Flames shot around the glass. A second later, he blew the fire out and downed the glass. Another damn firestarter, which was another thing I should’ve known. Pure’s affinities toward certain elements tended to run in families. 
“Why would I think that?” Deacon leaned down as if he were about to share a major secret. “Because I know my brother, and I know he wouldn’t have volunteered to get any old half-blood up to par. He’s not the most patient of people.” 
I frowned. “He’s pretty damn patient with me.” Except maybe for today, but I wasn’t sharing that. 
Deacon gave me a knowing look. “Need I say more?” 
“I guess not.” 
He seemed to find that equal y amusing. Wrapping his free arm around my shoulders, he steered me toward the porch and right into the path of Lea and Elena, the girl I’d met in the lounge my first day back. The only reason I remembered her name was because of her über-short haircut. 
I sighed. 
Deacon looked sideways at me. “Friends of yours?” 
“Not real y,” I muttered. 
“Hey redhead,” he murmured. “Looking good.” 
I had to give it to said redhead. Lea looked exquisite in the slinky red dress that clung to every curve of her body. 
She was hotness—just too bad she was a complete and total bitch. 
Her gaze drifted over me and then Deacon’s arm, which stil hung over my shoulder. “Oh gods, please tel me you’ve spil ed a drink on your shirt and you’re temporarily walking with her to hide the stain. Because Deacon, I’d rather floss my teeth with a daimon’s back hair than parade a growth like that around.” 
Deacon raised his brows at me. “Guess you’re right about the ‘not real y friends’ thing.” 
I gave him a bland look. 
He turned a megawatt smile on Lea. He even had dimples, ones I was sure Aiden would have if he ever real y smiled. “You have such a pretty mouth for such ugly words.” 
Lea simpered. “You’ve never cared about how I’ve used my mouth before, Deacon.” 
I gaped at Deacon. “Oh… wow.” 
His lips curved into a half smile, but he didn’t respond. I scooted away from him and tugged Caleb back to the sprawling porch. It wasn’t too crowded now. Glancing over my shoulder, I noticed that Lea and Deacon had stepped further back into the room. 
“Okay. Did I miss something while I was gone?” I asked. 
Caleb’s face scrunched up. “What are you talking about?” 
“Are Lea and Deacon messing around?” 
He busted out laughing. “No, but they like to talk a lot of smack.” 
I hit him on the arm. “Don’t laugh at me. What if people thought they were? Lea could get in some major trouble.” 
“They’re not messing around, Alex. Lea’s stupid, but not that stupid. Even if they are trying to change the Breed Order laws, no half around here is wil ingly going to fool around with a pure.” 
“They’re changing the Breed Order?” 
“Trying is the key word. Succeeding is a total y different story.” 
Caleb’s eyes shot wide at the unexpected voice. I spun around, nearly dropping my cup. Kain Poros sat on the edge of the railing, dressed in Covenant fatigues. “What are you doing here?” 
“Babysitting,” Kain grumbled, “and I don’t care what you’re drinking, so stop looking for a place to dump your cup.” 
Once I got over my shock at his blasé attitude toward underage drinking, I smiled brightly. “So they’re trying to change the Breed Order?” 
“Yep, but it’s meeting a lot of resistance.” He stopped, his gaze narrowing on a half who was getting too close to the bonfire someone had decided to start. “Hey! Yes! You! 
Get the hel back now.” 
Caleb reached around me, inconspicuously sitting his cup down. “I hate that they even cal it the Breed Order. It sounds so ridiculous.” 
“I have to agree.” Kain nodded. “But that’s what they’ve always cal ed it.” 
We’d gathered a little audience at this point. “Wil someone please fil me in on what the hel they’re trying to change?” 
“It’s a petition to remove the order against the two breeds mixing.” A boy with brown hair cropped close to the head smirked. 
“A petition to al ow halfs and pures to mix?” My eyes went wide. “What brought this on?” 
The pure boy snorted. “Don’t look too hopeful there. It’s not going to happen. Al owing halfs and pures to mix isn’t the only thing they’re aiming for. The Council isn’t going to go against the gods and they sure as hel aren’t going to al ow halfs on the Council. It’s nothing to get excited about.” 
The strong inclination to launch my cup at his face was hard to ignore, but I doubted Kain would stand for that. 
“Who are you?” 
His eyes sharpened on me, obviously not liking my tone. 
“Shouldn’t I be asking that question, half-blood?” 
Caleb cut in before I could respond. “His name is Cody Hale.” 
I ignored Caleb and scowled at the pure. “Should I know who you are?” 
“Knock it off, Alex.” Kain climbed off the railing, effectively reminding me of my place in the scheme of things. If Cody said jump, I’d have to say how high. Mouthing off at him wasn’t how a half treated a pure—ever. “Anyway, I overheard Council members talking about it. The halfs from the Tennessee Covenant have a strong fol owing. They’re petitioning to be on the Council.” 
“I doubt they’l get anywhere there,” Caleb said. 
“We don’t know,” Kain responded. “There’s a good chance the Council wil hear them in November, and maybe even agree.” 
My brows rose. “When did this al come about?” 
“About a year ago.” Kain shrugged. “It’s picked up a lot of movement. The South Dakota Covenant is also getting involved. It’s about time, too.” 
“What about here and New York?” I asked. 
Caleb snorted. “Alex, the North Carolina branch stil exists in the Greek times and with the main Council being located in New York, they’re going to hold onto al the old rules and rites. Upstate is a total y different world. It’s brutal there.” 
“If there’s such a huge movement then why are Hector and Kelia in so much trouble?” I frowned, remembering Caleb tel ing me their story. 
“Because nothing has passed, and I think our Ministers are looking to make an example out of them.” Kain’s mouth tightened. 
“Yeah, a way of reminding us of where we belong and what happens when we don’t fol ow the rules.” Jackson pushed through the little group, smiling in spite of how depressing his words were. 
“Oh, for the love of the gods,” Kain snapped. Twisting around, he loped off the porch. Two halfs were trying to get a dune buggy started. “You two better not even be within a mile of that thing by the time I get over there. Yes! You two!” 
Talk about the petition dwindled off as more plastic cups were passed around. Apparently, political discussion was only social y acceptable before the third cup. I was stil mul ing over the Breed Order and what it could mean when Jackson sat down on the swing next to me. 
I glanced up, smiling. “Hey.” 
He flashed a charming smile. “Have you seen Lea?” 
“Who hasn’t?” I giggled. 
He didn’t find that nearly as funny as I did, but my catty remark served two purposes. Jackson glued himself to my hip the rest of the evening, and when Lea reappeared, her face turned a mottled shade of red when she saw how close Jackson and I were. And we were real y super-close on the porch swing. I was practical y in his lap. 
I tipped my cup at her. 
The narrow-eyed look she sent my way said it al . 
Pleased with myself, I turned back to Jackson with a smug smile. “Your girlfriend doesn’t look too happy.” 
“She hasn’t been since you got back.” He ran a finger down my arm. “What’s going on between you two, anyways?” 
Lea and I had always been like this. I imagined it had a lot to do with the fact both of us were aggressive, confrontational, and pretty damn awesome. But there was more; I just couldn’t remember it. I shrugged. “Who knows?” 
Zarak final y appeared and was most happy to see me. 
Thanks to him and Cody, everyone was keen on the idea of moving the party elsewhere by taking mommy and daddy’s Porsches down to Myrtle. 
Since I had my hands ful with Jackson, I’d lost track of Caleb at some point, and I hid my half ful plastic cup behind the swing. I was okay with the happy buzz, but I was only a few sips away from a dizzy, fal -on-my-face buzz. 
“You going with them?” 
Frowning, I glanced over at Jackson. “Huh?” 
He grinned, leaning in so that his lips almost brushed my ear when he spoke. “Going to Myrtle?” 
“Oh,” I swung my feet back and forth. “I don’t know, but it sounds like fun.” 
Jackson grabbed my hands, hauling me to my feet. 
“Zarak’s leaving. We can catch a ride with him.” 
I must’ve missed the part when he and I had turned into
“we,” but I didn’t protest when he led me down the steps and across the beach. Several of the kids had left already, and I caught a quick glimpse of Lea sliding into the back seat with Deacon. I had no idea where Kain was; I hadn’t seen him since the dune buggy incident. 
Zarak slid into the driver’s seat of the only other car left—
at least he seemed okay enough to be behind a wheel. The girl I’d seen earlier with Deacon was taking her sweet time deciding which car was the cooler one. 
Growing bored, I leaned against the side of the house while the girl chatted with Lea. Jackson propped himself beside me. 
I tipped my head back, loving the way the warm breeze caressed my cheeks. “Shouldn’t you be going with her?” 
He paused, looking over his shoulder. “She obviously has other plans.” 
“But she’s staring at you,” I pointed out. She had her face planted against the window. 
“Let her look.” He shifted closer, flashing a wicked grin. 
“She’s made her cal , hasn’t she?” 
“Guess so.” 
“I’ve made mine.” Jackson leaned in to kiss me. 
Even though I would’ve loved to see Lea’s face in the aftermath of kissing Jackson, I darted to the side. Jackson was an equal opportunity player and that kind of game I didn’t real y feel like joining. 
He chuckled and made a playful grab for me. He got a good hold on my arm and pul ed me back. “You gonna make me chase you?” 
My happy buzz had the potential of becoming a very bad one if I kept this crap up. Pul ing my arm free, I forced a smile. “You’d better get going. Zarak’s going to leave you.” 
He reached for me again, but I dodged those too-friendly hands. “Aren’t you going?” 
I shook my head. “Nah. I think I’m going to cal it a night.” 
“I can keep your company if that’s what you want. We can take the party back to my dorm or Zarak’s room.” He started walking backward, toward the car. “I don’t think he’d mind. Last chance, Alex.” 
It took every ounce of my self-control not to laugh. I shook my head and backed off, knowing I looked like a total tease. “Maybe next time.” Then I turned around, not giving Jackson another moment to sway me into that car. 
Wondering if Caleb had gone to Myrtle, I made my way back across the beach and toward the bridge, passing several silent beach homes. The air around me smel ed of sea salt. I loved that smel . It reminded me of Mom and the days we used to spend hanging out on the sand. So caught up in the memories, I only snapped back to reality when a fine shiver coursed down my spine as I neared the bridge. 
The scraggly bushes and tal weeds swayed in the cool breeze. Odd since the breeze had been pleasant only minutes before. I took a step forward, scanning the marsh. 
Gloom covered the bog, but a thicker shadow pul ed away from the rest, becoming more solid as the seconds passed. 
The wind carried a whisper. “Lexie… .” 
I had to be hearing things. Only Mom had cal ed me Lexie, nothing could be out there, but fear stil coiled like tight springs in my stomach. 
Without warning, strong hands gripped my shoulders and pul ed me back. My heart stopped, and for a moment, I didn’t know who’d grabbed me from behind. Instinct to lash out kicked into gear, but then I caught the familiar scent of soap and ocean. 
Aiden. 
“What are you doing?” His voice held a demanding edge. 
I twisted around and stared up at him. His eyes were thin slits. Seeing him rendered me speechless for a second. 
“I… there’s something out there.” 
Aiden’s hands slipped from my shoulders as he turned to where I pointed. Natural y, there was nothing there but the normal shadows the moon cast across the marshland. He faced me. “There’s nothing there. What are you doing out here by yourself? You aren’t al owed off the island without supervision, Alex. Never.” 
Yikes. I took a step back, unsure how to respond. 
Then he leaned over, sniffing the air. “You’ve been drinking.” 
“Have not.” 
His brows rose, lips pursed. “What are you doing outside the Covenant?” 
I fidgeted with the edge of my shirt. “I was… visiting friends, and as I recal , I was told I couldn’t leave the island. 
Technical y, I’m stil on Deity Island.” 
He tipped his head to the side, folding his arms. “I’m pretty certain that remaining on the Covenant-control ed island was assumed.” 
“Wel , you know what they say about assuming things.” 
“Alex.” His voice lowered in warning. 
“What are you doing out here, creeping around in the dark like some kind of… creeper?” Once that last little bit left my mouth, I kind of wanted to slap myself. 
Aiden laughed in disbelief. “Not that you need to know, but I was in the process of fol owing a group of idiots to Myrtle Beach.” 
My jaw dropped. “You were fol owing them?” 
“Yes, a handful of us Sentinels were.” Aiden’s lips curved in an uneven grin. “What? You look surprised. Do you real y think we’d let a bunch of teenagers off this island without protection? They may not realize we’re always trailing them, but no one gets out of here without us knowing.” 
“Wel … that’s just fantastic.” I stored that little piece of knowledge away. “Why are you stil here then?” 
He didn’t immediately answer the question, since he was busy shuffling me back toward the bridge. “I saw you didn’t go with them.” 
I stumbled. “What… exactly did you see?” 
He glanced down at me, quirking an eyebrow. “Enough.” 
Flushing to the roots of my hair, I groaned. 
Aiden chuckled low and under his breath, but I heard him. 
“Why didn’t you go with them?” 
I debated on pointing out he already knew why, but decided I was already in enough trouble. “I… figured I’d engaged in enough stupidity for the evening.” 
He actual y laughed louder then. It was deep and rich. 
Nice. I glanced up quickly, hoping to see his dimples. No such luck. “It’s good to hear you say that.” 
My shoulders slumped. “So how much trouble am I in?” 
Aiden seemed to consider that for a few moments. “I’m not going to tel Marcus, if that’s what you’re hinting at.” 
Surprised, I grinned up at him. “Thanks.” 
He looked away, shaking his head. “Don’t thank me yet.” 
I remembered the first time he’d said that to me. I wondered when I was supposed to thank him. 
“But I don’t want to catch you with a drink in your hand again.” 
I rol ed my eyes. “Jeez, there you go, sounding like a dad again. You need to start sounding like you’re twenty.” 
He ignored that, nodding at the Guards we passed on the opposite end of the bridge. “It’s bad enough I have to chase down my brother. Please don’t add to my troubles.” 
I dared a peek at him. He stared straight ahead, a muscle feathering along his jaw. “Yeah… he seems like a handful.” 
“And then some.” 
I remembered what Deacon said about Aiden making sure I behaved now. “I’m… sorry. I don’t want you to feel like… you have to babysit me.” 
Aiden gave me a sharp look. “Wel … thank you.” 
I twisted my fingers together, feeling tongue-tied for some reason. “It must’ve been hard having to raise him, practical y alone.” 
He snorted. “You have no idea.” 
I real y didn’t. Aiden had been just a kid himself when their parents had been kil ed. What if I’d had a little brother or sister and I were responsible for them? There was no way. I couldn’t even put myself in that situation. 
A few moments passed before I asked, “How… did you do it?” 
“Do what, Alex?” 
We passed the bridge and the Covenant loomed ahead of us. I slowed my steps. “How did you take care of Deacon after… something so terrible happening?” 
A stiff smile formed on his lips. “I had no other choice. I refused to al ow Deacon to be handed over to another family. I think… my parents would’ve wanted me to be the one to raise him.” 
“But that’s a lot of responsibility. How did you do it while going to school? Hel , while training?” 
Graduating the Covenant didn’t mean training ended for a Sentinel. The first year on the job was notoriously fierce. 
Time was split between shadowing trained Sentinels cal ed Guides and stil training in high impact martial art classes and stress tests. 
He shoved his hands into the deep pockets of his black, Covenant-issued uniform. “There were times when I considered doing what my family would’ve wanted for me. 
Going to col ege and coming back, engaging in the politics of our world. I know my parents would’ve wanted me to take care of Deacon, but the last thing they would’ve ever chosen was for me to become a Sentinel. They never understood… this kind of life.” 
Most pures didn’t, and I didn’t ful y understand it until I’d seen my mother attacked. Not until then did I ful y grasp the need for Sentinels. Pushing the troubling thought away, I tried to think of what I remembered about his parents. 
They’d been young-looking, like most pures were, and from what I knew, they’d been powerful. “They were on the Council, right?” 
He nodded. “But after their death, being a Sentinel was what I wanted.” 
“Something you needed,” I corrected softly. 
His step slowed and he looked surprised. “You’re right. 
Becoming a Sentinel was something I needed—I stil do.” 
He paused, looking away. “You would know. It’s what you need.” 
“Yeah.” 
“How did you survive?” He turned the question on me. 
Growing uncomfortable, I focused on the stil water of the ocean. At night, under the light of the moon, it looked as dark and thick as oil. “I don’t know.” 
“You had no other choice, Alex.” 
I shrugged. “I guess so.” 
“You don’t like talking about it, do you?” 
“Is it obvious?” 
We stopped where the pathway split between the dorms. 
“You don’t think it’s a good idea for you to talk about it?” His voice held a serious tone that made him sound much older. 
“You’ve barely had any time to deal with what happened to your mother… what you witnessed and had to do.” 
I felt something tighten in my jaw. “What I had to do is what al Sentinels have to do. I’m training to kil daimons. 
And I can’t talk to anyone. If Marcus even suspected I had problems dealing with it, he’d hand-deliver me to Lucian.” 
Aiden stopped and when he looked at me, there was an infinite amount of patience on his face. Once again, I was struck by what Deacon had said. “You’re only seventeen. 
Most Sentinels don’t make their first kil until a year or so after graduation.” 
I sighed; now was a good time to change the subject. 
“You know what you said about your parents not wanting you to have this kind of life?” 
Aiden nodded, a curious look on his face. He probably wondered where the hel I was going with this. 
“I think—no, I know they would be proud of you, anyways.” 
He raised one eyebrow. “Do you think that because I offered to train you?” 
“No. I think that because I remember you.” 
My words seemed to catch him off guard. “How? We didn’t share any classes or schedules.” 
“I saw you around a few times. I always knew when you were around,” I blurted out. 
Aiden’s lips tipped at the corners as he stared down at me. “What?” 
I took a step back, flushing. “I mean, you had this reputation for being so kickass. Even though you were stil in school, everyone knew you were going to be an awesome Sentinel.” 
“Oh.” He laughed again, relaxing a little bit. “I suppose I should be flattered.” 
I nodded vigorously. “You should be. The halfs look up to you. Wel , the ones who want to be Sentinels. Just the other day, they were tel ing me about how many kil s you’ve made. It’s legendary. Especial y for a pure—I’m sorry. I don’t mean kil ing a lot of daimons is necessarily a good thing or something to be proud of, but… I need to shut up now.” 
“No. I understand what you’re saying. Kil ing is a necessity of our world. Each one takes its tol , because the daimon used to be a good person. Someone you may have known. It’s never easy to take someone’s life, but to stare down at someone you once considered a friend is… much harder.” 
I made a face. “I don’t know if I could do it… ” I saw the amusement fade from his face. That must not have been the right response. “I mean, when we see the daimon, we halfs see them for what they truly look like. At least, at first and then we see them for who they used to be. The elemental magic changes them back so they look like they used to. You already know that, of course, even if you don’t see through the dark magic like we do. I could do it. I’m sure I could kil someone I once knew.” 
Aiden’s lips pursed and he looked away. “It’s hard when it’s someone you knew.” 
“Have you ever fought one you knew before they went al dark side?” 
“Yes.” 
I swal owed. “Did you… ?” 
“Yes. It wasn’t easy.” He faced me. “It’s getting late, wel past your curfew, and you aren’t getting off easy for tonight. 
I expect to see you in the gym tomorrow by eight.” 
“What?” I’d assumed I had the weekend to myself. 
He simply raised his brows. “Do I need to list the rules you’ve broken?” 
I wanted to point out I wasn’t the only one who’d broken rules tonight—and that some people who weren’t me were stil currently breaking rules—but I managed to keep my mouth shut. Even I could acknowledge my punishment could be far worse. Nodding, I started to walk up to my dorm. 
“Alex?” 
I turned around, figuring he’d changed his mind and was going to order me to see Marcus in the morning and fess up to my bad behavior. “Yeah?” 
He brushed a lock of dark hair off his forehead and flashed that lopsided smile. “I remember you.” 
I scrunched up my face. “What?” 
The grin increased to a ful smile. And… oh, man. He had dimples. The air in my lungs died. “I remember you, too.” 
 




CHAPTER 8
I WAS BEING PUNISHED. 
It seemed that the part from last night’s conversation about not being al owed off the Covenant-control ed island wasn’t an assumption. Okay. I total y knew that, but honestly, was it real y that big of a deal? 
It was a big deal to Aiden. 
He carted my butt to the gym first thing in the morning and we spent the better part of the day there. He showed me a few exercises he wanted me to do, a couple of weight reps, and then a whole slew of cardio. 
I hated cardio. 
While I ran around from one exercise machine to the next, Aiden sat down, stretched out those long legs of his, and cracked open a book that probably weighed as much as I did. 
I stared at the leg press machine. “What are you reading?” 
He didn’t look up. “If you’re able to talk while working out then you aren’t working out hard enough.” 
I made a face at his bent head and climbed into the machine. After doing my reps, I realized there was no graceful way of getting out of the thing. Concerned I’d look like an idiot, I stole a quick glance at him before rol ing out of the machine. 
There were a few more machines he wanted me to work with and I was quiet for next five minutes or so. “Who reads books that big for fun?” 
Aiden lifted his head, pinning me with a bored look. “Who talks to hear themselves speak?” 
My eyes widened. “You’re in a lovely mood today.” 
With the obscenely large book balanced on one knee, he turned a page. “You need to work on your upper body strength, Alex. Not your motor speech skil s.” 
I glanced down at the dumbbel and pictured it flying across the room—at his face. But it was such a nice face, and I’d hate to ruin it. Hours went by like this. He’d read his book; I’d annoy him; he’d yel at me, and then I would hop on another machine. 
Sad as it was, I was kind of having fun messing with him and I think he was, too. Every so often, a smal —and I mean really smal —smile would grace his lips whenever I’d ask him an irritating question. I wasn’t even sure he was paying attention to the book of—
“Alex, stop staring at me and do some cardio.” He flipped another page. 
I blinked. “I hope that book of yours is on charm and personality skil s.” 
Aha! There was that ghost of a smile. “Cardio—do cardio. You’re fast, Alex. Daimons are fast, too, and hungry daimons wil be even faster.” 
My head fel back and I groaned as I dragged myself over to the treadmil he’d pointed to earlier. “How long?” 
“Sixty minutes.” 
Sweet baby in Hades! Was he insane? When I asked that, he didn’t find it funny. It took me several tries to get the treadmil working at a speed I could jog to. 
Five minutes later, Aiden glanced up and saw how fast I was going. Exasperated with me, he stood and walked over to where I was jogging. Without a word, he increased the speed above four—I’d been at two—and then went back to his wal and his book. 
Damn him. 
Out of breath and stil completely out of shape, I nearly fel off the treadmil when the time hit sixty minutes and slowed to cool-down mode. I glanced over to where Aiden leaned against the wal , engrossed in his mammoth size book. 
“What… are you reading?” 
He glanced up and sighed. “Greek Fables and Legends.” 
“Oh!” I’d always loved reading what the mortal world wrote about our gods. Some of it was kind of correct while the rest was just bonkers. 
“I got it in the library. You know, it’s the place you should be hanging out in your spare time instead of drinking.” 
I shuddered and shook my arms out. “I hate the library. 
Everyone hates the library here.” 
Shaking his head, he closed the book. “Why is it that halfs believe there are hel hounds, harpies and furies living in the library? I don’t get it.” 
“Have you not been in the library, seriously? Ugh. It’s creepy and you hear stuff al the time. When I was a kid, I heard something growling in there once.” I stepped off the treadmil and stopped in front of him. “Caleb heard wings flapping in there, near the bottom level. I’m not kidding.” 
Aiden laughed deeply. “You guys are ridiculous. There’s nothing in the library. And al those creatures have long since been removed from the mortal world. Anyway,” he lifted the book and shook it, “It’s one of your textbooks.” 
I dropped down beside him. “Oh. Boring. I can’t believe you read textbooks for fun.” I paused, considering that. 
“Never mind. On second thought, I can believe you read textbooks for fun.” 
He turned his head toward me. “Cool-down stretches.” 
“Yes, sir!” I saluted him, then stretched out my legs and grabbed my toes. “So what legend are you reading about? 
How Zeus was the most promiscuous god of them al ?” 
That was a legend the mortals actual y got right. He was responsible for most of the original demigods al those years ago. 
“No.” He handed me the book. “Here. Why don’t you take it and do some reading? I have a feeling after today you’re going to spend some long evenings in your room.” 
I rol ed my eyes, but I took the book. After practice, I met with Caleb and bitched for the next hour about how Aiden was being total y uncool. Then I bitched about how he’d disappeared on me last night, leaving me with Jackson. 
Friends don’t let friends act like ho-bags. 
Shortly afterwards, I did go back to my room instead of sneaking off with Caleb. I had a sinking suspicion if I did, I’d get caught, and I real y didn’t want to spend another day in the gym. It was bad enough I had to spend a good hour or two in it every night. 
Bored out of my mind, I picked up the musty smel ing book and thumbed through the ancient thing. Half of the book was written in ancient Greek and out of my ability to decipher. It looked like a bunch of squiggly lines to me. 
After finding the part in English, I discovered it wasn’t about legends or fables. It was actual y a detailed account of each of the gods, what they represented, and their rise to power. 
There was even a section on pure-bloods and their lesser halfs—us. Literal y, it was how we were listed in this book. 
No joke:
The Pure-Blood and their lesser half—the Half-Blood. 
I skimmed through those pages, coming to a stop on a smal block of text under the name “Ethos Krian.” Even I remembered that name. Al of us half-bloods did. He was the first of a very select group of half-bloods who could control the elements. But… oh, he was more than that. He was the first Apollyon—the only half-blood with the ability to control the elements and use the same kind of compulsion the pures could use on mortals. 
In other words, the Apol yon was one big, badass of a half-blood. 
Ethos Krian, born of a pure-blood and mortal in Naples, year 2848 ED
(1256 AD), was the first recorded half-blood to display the abilities of a true Hematoi. As foreseen by the oracle of Rome, at the age of eighteen, the palingenesis awakened Ethos’ power. 
There are conflicting schools of thought on the origination of the Apollyon and his purpose. Popular belief states the gods who hold court in Olympia bestowed the gift of the four elements and the power of akasha, the fifth and final element, upon Ethos as a measure to ensure no pure-blood’s power superseded that of their masters. The Apollyon has a direct linkage to the gods and acts as the Destroyer. The Apollyon is known as
“The one who walks among the gods.” 
Since the birth of Ethos, one Apollyon has been born every generation as dictated by the oracle…
The section then proceeded to list the names of the other Apol yons, stopping in the year 3517 in the Hematoi calendar—1925 AD. 
We so needed updated textbooks. 
I skimmed past that part and turned the page. There was another part describing the characteristics of the Apol yon and another passage I was unfamiliar with. 
My breath caught as I read it once, then twice. “No way.” 
Throughout time, only one Apollyon has been born to each generation with exception of what came to be known as “The Tragedy of Solaris.” In the year 3203 ED (1611 AD), a second Apollyon was discovered in the New World. The palingenesis awakened Solaris (last name and parentage unknown) into power on her eighteenth birthday, setting in place a chain of startling and dramatic events. To this date, there has never been an explanation of how two Apollyons existed within the same generation or why. 
I read the section again. There were never  two Apol yons. Ever. I’d heard legends when I was a kid about the possibility of two, but I’d chalked them up as… wel , legends. Continuing on, I quickly ascertained I didn’t know jack. 
It is believed the First sensed the marking of another Apollyon upon her eighteenth birthday and, unaware of the consequences, joined her in the New World. The effects of their union were chronicled as vast and damaging to both pure-bloods and their masters, the gods. Upon meeting, as if they were two halves meant to be one, the powers of Solaris shifted to the First Apollyon, therefore the First became what has always been feared: The God Killer. The power of the First became unstable and destructive. 
The reaction from the gods, particularly the Order of Thanatos, was swift and righteous. Both Apollyons were executed without trial. 
“Whoa… ” I slammed the book shut and sat back. The gods, when threatened, didn’t mess around. One Apol yon acted as a check and balance system, able to fight anything, but if there were two of them at once? 
There was an Apol yon now, but I’d never met him. He was kind of like a celebrity. We knew he was out there somewhere, but we never actual y saw him in person. I knew the Apol yon focused on daimons instead carrying out justice against pure-bloods now. Since the creation of the Council, pures no longer thought they could take on the gods—or, at least, they didn’t say so openly. 
I sat the book aside and turned off the lamp. 
Poor Solaris. 
Somewhere, the gods had goofed up and created two. It wasn’t like it was her fault. She probably hadn’t even seen it coming. 


***
 As the excitement of the Summer Solstice bubbled through the Covenant, I settled back into the life of a half-blood in training. The thril of my presence had worn off, and most of the students who remained at the Covenant during the summer grew used to having me around. Granted, the fact I had kil ed two daimons secured my awesomeness. 
Even Lea’s bitchy comments became less frequent. 
Lea and Jackson broke up, got back together, and as far as I knew, were broken up again. 
During the times Jackson was a free man, I developed a routine of avoiding him. Yeah, he was pure sexiness, but he was also super-fast with his hands, and on more than one occasion I’d had to remove them from my butt. Caleb was always quick to point out I had no room to complain since I’d brought it on myself. 
Another sort of odd routine developed, but this was between Aiden and me. Being that I was always crabby in the morning, we usual y started off practice with stretching and some laps—basical y anything that prevented us from talking. By late morning, I was less likely to bite off his head and more receptive to digging into the real stuff. He never mentioned the night he’d busted me at the party and we’d talked about each other’s need to become a Sentinel. He also never real y explained what he’d meant by, “I remember you.” 
Of course, I came up with a crap ton of ridiculous explanations. My talent was so amazing that everyone knew who I was. Or my antics in and out of the training rooms had made me a legend in my own right. Or I’d been so stunningly beautiful he couldn’t help but notice me. That last one was the most absurd. I’d been gawky and a total dweeb then. Not to mention someone like Aiden would never look at a half-blood in that way. 
During training, Aiden was stern and rigid in his methods. Only a few times did he seem to slip up and grin when he thought I wasn’t looking. But I was always watching. 
Who could blame me? Aiden was… hotness incarnate. I alternated between staring at those ripped arms and being envious of how he moved with such fluid grace, but it was more than just his ability to make me drool on myself. Never in my life had I met someone so patient and tolerant of me. 
Gods know I’m annoying as hel , but Aiden treated me as if I were his equal. No pure real y did that. The day I’d embarrassed myself by chal enging my uncle seemed forgotten, and Aiden did everything to make sure I was coming along as expected. 
With his guidance, I was getting used to the demands of training and the tol they took on my body. I even put some weight on. The dweeb part was stil up in the air. Aiden still wouldn’t let me get within ten feet of any of the cool-looking weapons. 
On the day of the Summer Solstice, I tried approaching the wal of destruction toward the end of practice. 
“Don’t even think about it. You’d cut your hand off… or mine.” 
I froze, one hand inches from the wicked dagger. 
Dammit. 
“Alex.” Aiden sounded a bit amused. “We only have a little bit of time left. We need to work on your blocking.” 
Groaning, I pul ed myself away from what I real y wanted to learn. “Blocking again? That’s al we’ve done for weeks.” 
Aiden folded his arms across his chest. Today he wore a plain white tee. He made it look good, very good. “That’s not al we’ve done.” 
“Okay. I’m ready to move onto something else, like practicing with knives or defense against the dark arts. 
Cool things.” 
“Did you just quote Harry Potter? ” 
I grinned. “Maybe I did.” 
He shook his head. “We’ve been practicing kicks and jabs, Alex. And your blocking stil needs work. How many of my kicks have you been able to block today?” 
“Wel … ” I grimaced. He already knew the answer. I’d only managed to block a handful. “A couple, but you’re fast.” 
“And daimons are faster than I am.” 
“I don’t know about that.” Nothing was as fast as Aiden. 
Half the time he moved like a blur. But I stepped into position and waited. 
Aiden walked me through the maneuvers once more, and I could’ve sworn he slowed down his kicks just a bit, because I blocked more than I ever had before. We separated, about to start another round of kicks when a whistle sounded from the hal way. The culprit—bronze-haired Luke—stood at the door to the training room. I grinned and waved. 
“You’re not paying attention,” Aiden snapped. 
My grin slipped from my face as Luke and a couple of other halfs disappeared from view. “Sorry.” 
He exhaled slowly and motioned me forward. I complied without argument. “Is he another boy of yours? You’re always with that other one.” 
My hands dropped to my sides. “What?” 
Aiden brought his leg around fast. I barely had time to block it. “Is he another guy of yours?” 
I didn’t know if I should laugh, be pissed off, or be ecstatic that he’d noticed I was always with the other boy. 
Flipping my ponytail over my shoulder, I caught his forearm before it connected with my stomach. “Not that it’s any of your business, but he wasn’t whistling at me.” 
He jerked his hand back, frowning. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
I raised my brows at him and waited for him to get it. The moment he did, his eyes widened and his mouth formed a perfect circle. Instead of fal ing on my ass laughing like I wanted to, I struck out with a vicious kick. Aiming for the vulnerable spot under his ribcage, I almost squealed at how perfect my kick was going to be. 
I never made contact. 
In one nifty swipe of his arm, he knocked me to the mat. 
Standing above me, he actual y smiled. “Nice try.” 
I propped myself onto my elbows, scowling. “How come you smile when you knock me down?” 
He offered his hand. “It’s the little things that make me happy.” 
I accepted, and he hauled me to my feet. “Good to know.” 
Shrugging, I brushed past him and grabbed my bottle of water. “So… um, are you going to the celebrations tonight?” 
The Solstice was a big deal for the pures. It kicked off more than a month of social events leading up the Council session in August. Tonight would be the biggest celebration, and if the gods were going to bless them with their presence, tonight would be the night. I doubted any would, but the pures got al dressed in their colorful sheaths just in case. 
There would also be a ton of parties held on the main island—none of which us halfs were invited to—and I mean none. And since al the pures’ parents would be home, there would be no festivities at Zarak’s house. However, rumor had it there would be a beach party hosted by the one and only Jackson. I wasn’t sure if I was going to make an appearance or not. 
“Probably.” Aiden stretched, flashing a strip of taut skin along the band of his pants. “I’m not real y big on that stuff, but I need to show up at some of them.” 
I made myself focus on his face, which was harder than I realized. “Why do you need to?” 
He flashed a grin. “It’s what we adults have to do, Alex.” 
I rol ed my eyes and took a drink. “You can go and hang out with your friends. It wil be fun.” 
Aiden looked at me strangely. 
I lowered the bottle of water. “You do know how to have fun, right?” 
“Of course.” 
Out of nowhere it kind of hit me. I don’t think Aiden could have fun. Just like I couldn’t bear to real y, real y think about what’d happened to Mom. Survivor’s guilt—or at least that’s what I thought they cal ed it. 
Aiden reached over, tapping my arm. “What are you thinking?” 
I glanced up, finding his steady gaze on me. “I was just…
thinking.” 
He backed off, slouched against the wal , and eyed me curiously. “Thinking about what?” 
“It’s hard for you to… have fun, isn’t it? I mean, I never real y see you doing anything. I’ve only ever seen you with Kain or Leon and never a girl. I did see you once in jeans…
” I trailed off, flushing. What did seeing him in pants have to do with anything? But that had been 
 an  amazing  sight. 
“Anyway, I guess it’s hard after what happened to your parents.” 
Aiden pushed off the wal , eyes suddenly a steely gray. “I have friends, Alex, and I know how to have fun.” 
My cheeks grew even hotter. Obviously, I’d hit a sore spot. Whoops. Feeling very lame, I finished up training and hurried back to my dorm. Sometimes I wondered what I was thinking when I opened my mouth. 
Disgusted, I took a quick shower and changed into a pair of shorts. Soon afterwards, I headed back to the hub of the campus to meet up with Caleb in the cafeteria, determined to forget my awkwardness. 
Caleb was already there, in deep conversation with another half about who’d gotten better scores in their field exercises at the end of last semester. Since I had yet to take part in any field exercise, I was pretty much left out of the conversation. I felt like a loser. 
“You going to the party tonight?” Caleb asked. 
I glanced up. “I guess so. Not like I have anything better to do.” 
“Just don’t have a repeat of last time.” 
I shot him an evil look. “Don’t leave me hanging while you run off to Myrtle, you douche.” 
Caleb chuckled. “You should’ve come. Lea was bitching up until the moment she saw Jackson without you. She practical y ruined everyone’s night. Wel , Cody actual y ruined everyone’s night.” 
I pul ed my legs up and leaned back in my seat. This was the first I had heard of that. “What happened?” 
He made a face. “Someone brought up the Breed Order crap again, and Cody was real y out of it. He started talking smack about it. He was saying stuff about us halfs not belonging on the Council.” 
“I’m sure that went over wel .” 
He smirked. “Yeah, then he said something about how the two breeds shouldn’t mix and al the crap about the purity of their blood.” He paused, eyeing someone behind me with great interest. 
I twisted around, but I only caught a glimpse of caramel-colored skin and long, curly hair. I turned back to him with a raised brow. “So, what happened?” 
“Um… a couple of the halfs got pissed. The next thing we know, Cody and Jackson were brawling. Man, they were going at it.” 
My eyes widened. “What? Did Cody report him?” 
“No,” said Caleb, grinning. “Zarak talked Cody out of it, but he beat Cody down. It was pretty awesome. Of course, the two idiots made up afterward. They’re fine now.” 
Relieved, I settled back in my seat. Striking a pure—even in self-defense—was a fast way to get kicked out the Covenant. Kil ing a pure in any situation would get you executed, even if he was trying to cut your head off. As unfair as it was, we had to be careful navigating the politics of the pure-blood world. We could knock the crap out of one another, but when it came to the pures, they were untouchable in more ways than one. And if we happened to break one of the rules… wel , we were only one step away from a lifetime of servitude—or death. 
Shuddering, I thought about my precarious position. If I didn’t get accepted in the fal , servitude was what I had to look forward to. There was no way I could al ow that. I’d have to leave, but where would I go? What would I do? Live on the streets? Manage to find a job and pretend to be a mortal again? 
Pushing those troubling thoughts away, I focused on Jackson’s party, which I final y agreed to attend, and a couple of hours later, I found myself there. The little party real y wasn’t little; it looked like al the halfs who were stuck at the Covenant during the summer had spil ed across the beach. Some sprawled across blankets; others reclined in chairs. No one was in the water. 
I opted for a comfy-looking blanket beside Luke. Ritter, a younger half with the brightest red hair I’d ever seen, offered me a yel ow plastic cup, but I turned it down. Rit hung out with us for a little while, talking about how he was getting ready to travel to California for the rest of the summer. I was only slightly envious. 
“You aren’t drinking?” asked Luke. 
Even I was surprised by my decision, but I shrugged. “I’m not feeling it tonight.” 
He flicked a long strand of bronze-colored hair out of his eyes. “Did I get you in trouble today during practice?” 
“No. I’m usual y easily distracted. So it was nothing new.” 
Luke nudged me, grinning. “I can see why you are distracted. Too bad he’s a pure. I’d give my left butt cheek for a piece of that.” 
“He likes girls.” 
“So?” Luke laughed at my expression. “What’s he like? 
He seems so quiet. Like you know he’d be good in—” 
“Stop right there!” I giggled, throwing up my hand. The movement pul ed my sore back muscles. 
Luke tipped back his head and laughed. “You can’t say you never thought about it.” 
“He’s… he’s a pure,” I said again, like it didn’t make him sexy. 
Luke shot me a knowing look. 
“Okay.” I sighed. “He’s actual y… very nice and patient. 
Most of the time… and I just feel weird talking about him. 
Can we talk about some other hot guy?” 
“Oh, yes. Please. Can we talk about another hot guy?” 
Caleb snorted. “Exactly the thing I want to talk about.” 
Luke ignored him, his gaze flickering across the beach and settling near a couple of coolers. “How about Jackson?” 
I eased onto my back. “Don’t say his name.” 
He chuckled at my pathetic attempt to make myself invisible. “He just showed up without Lea. Come to think of it, where in hel is that little ho?” 
I refused to look up and draw Jackson’s attention. “I have no idea. I haven’t seen her.” 
“Is that a bad thing?” asked Caleb. 
“Oh, Alex, here comes your man,” Luke announced. 
There was nowhere for me to go and I looked helplessly between Caleb and Luke. Neither of them did anything to hide their amusement. 
“Alex, where have you’ve been?” slurred Jackson. “I haven’t seen you around.” 
I squeezed my eyes shut and muttered a dozen curses. 
“I’ve been busy with training.” 
Jackson swayed to the right, toward a distracted Caleb. 
“Aiden should know you need to get out and have a little fun.” 
Luke turned and gave me a sly wink before standing. I sat up, but that was as far as I made it. Jackson dropped into the empty space and threw his arm around me, nearly knocking me over. 
His breath was too warm and smel ed of beer. “You know you’re more than welcome to hang out here after the party.” 
“Oh… I don’t know about that.” 
Jackson smiled and moved in closer. Normal y I’d find Jackson attractive, but he just grossed me out now. 
Something was wrong with me. Had to be. “You can’t be practicing tomorrow. Not after the celebrations. Even Aiden wil be sleeping in.” 
I doubted that and I found myself wondering if Aiden was having a good time. Did he go to the celebrations and stay? Or did he show up, make an appearance, and bail? I kind of hoped he stayed and had fun. He could use it after spending an entire day holed up with me. 
“Alex?” 
“Huh?” 
Jackson chuckled and slipped his hand over my shoulder. I grabbed it and dropped it in his lap. Undaunted, he reached for me again. “I was asking if you wanted something to drink. Zarak went on a compulsion frenzy and stocked us up for the rest of the summer.” 
That was good to know. “No. I’m fine. Not thirsty.” 
Eventual y, Jackson grew bored with my lack of interest and roamed off. Grateful, I turned to Caleb. “Smack me next time I even think about talking to a guy. Seriously.” 
He stared down into his cup, frowning. “What happened with him? Did he come on too strong?” A fierce look came over his face as his eyes narrowed on Jackson’s back. “Do I need to hurt him?” 
“No!” I laughed. “It’s just… I don’t know.” I turned and saw him standing with the female half I’d caught a glimpse of earlier. She was a pretty brunette, ridiculously curvy, and she had a smooth, caramel-colored complexion. “Jackson doesn’t do it for me.” 
“Who does?” His own gaze settled on Jackson’s companion. 
“Who’s that girl?” I asked. 
He turned and sighed. “That’s Olivia. Her last name is one of those unpronounceable Greek ones. Her father is a mortal; her mom’s a pure.” 
I continued watching the girl. She wore a pair of designer jeans I would’ve kil ed for. She also kept avoiding Jackson’s wondering hands. “How come this is the first time I’m seeing her?” 
“She’s been with her dad. I think.” He cleared her throat. 
“She’s actual y… kinda nice.” 
I looked at him sharply. “You like her, don’t you?” 
“No! No, of course not.” His voice sounded sort of strangled. 
My curiosity increased as Caleb’s eyes seemed drawn back to Olivia. A red hue colored his cheeks. “Sure. You aren’t interested in her at al .” 
Caleb took a long gulp of his drink. “Shut up, Alex.” 
I opened my mouth, but whatever I was about to say was cut off when Deacon St. Delphi strol ed up out of nowhere. 
“What the hel ?” 
Caleb fol owed my gaze. “Now, that’s interesting.” 
Seeing Deacon on the beach wasn’t at al surprising, but seeing him on the night of the solstice when al the pures hovered together was shocking. 
It was so very… impure of him. 
Deacon swept the halfs with his cool gaze and a sardonic grin broke across his face when he saw us. 
Sauntering over, he pul ed a shiny silver flask from the pocket of his jeans. “Happy Summer Solstice!” 
Caleb choked on his drink. “Same to you.” 
He took Jackson’s empty spot, seemingly unaware of the shocked stares. I cleared my throat. “What… are you doing here?” 
“What? I got bored over on the main island. Al the pomp and circumstance is enough to drive a man sober.” 
“We can’t have that.” I took in the red rims around his eyes. “Are you ever sober?” 
He seemed to think about that. “Not if I can help it. Things are… easier this way.” 
I knew he was talking about his parents. Unsure of how to respond, I waited for him to continue. 
“Aiden hates that I drink so much.” He glanced down at his flask. “He’s right, you know.” 
I played with my hair, twisting into a thick rope. “Right about what?” 
Deacon tipped his head back, staring at the stars blanketing the night sky. “Everything, but especial y the path he chose.” He stopped and laughed. “If only he knew that, huh?” 
“Aren’t they going to know you’re gone?” Caleb cut off my words. 
“And come over here and ruin al your fun?” Deacon’s serious look vanished. “Absolutely. In about an hour, when they start their ritual chanting and crap, someone—most likely my brother—wil realize I’m missing and come looking for me.” 
My mouth dropped open. “Aiden’s stil there?” 
“You came here knowing they would fol ow you?” Caleb frowned. 
Deacon appeared entertained by both statements. “Yes answers al .” He brushed a sunny curl off his forehead. 
“Crap!” Caleb started to stand while I mul ed over the knowledge that Aiden was stil partying it up. “Alex, we should go.” 
“Sit down.” Deacon put up a hand. “You have at least an hour. I’l give the party boys enough time to clear out. Trust me.” 
Caleb didn’t seem to hear him. He stared back down the seashore, where Olivia and another half stood close, real y close together. Seconds passed while his face hardened. 
Leaning over, I tugged the hem of his shirt. 
He gave me a broad smile. “You know what? I’m pretty tired. I think I’m going to head back to the dorm.” 
“Boo.” Deacon stuck out his lower lip. 
I stood. “Sorry.” 
“Double boo.” He shook his head. “And the fun was just starting.” 
Tossing a quick goodbye to Deacon, I fol owed Caleb up the beach. We passed Lea coming down the wooden boardwalk. 
“Like going after my sloppy seconds?” Lea wrinkled her nose. “How cute.” 
A second later, I wrapped my hand around her forearm. 
“Hey.” 
Lea tried to pul her arm back, but I was stronger than her. “What?” 
I smiled my best smile. “You boyfriend just copped a feel. 
You obviously aren’t doing it for him.” I let go then, leaving a very unhappy Lea standing alone. 
“Caleb!” I moved to catch up with him. 
“I know what you’re going to say, so I don’t want to hear it.” 
I brushed my hair behind my ears. “How do you know what I was going to say? Al I wanted to point out is if you like the chick back there, you could just—” 
With a sideways glance, he raised his brows. “I real y don’t want to talk about this.” 
“But… I don’t understand why you won’t admit it. What the hel is the big deal?” 
He sighed. “Something happened the night we went to Myrtle.” 
I tripped over my feet. “What?” 
“Not that. Wel … not real y, but it came close.” 
“What?” I squealed, punching his arm. “How come you haven’t said anything? With the Olivia chick? Jeez, I’m your best friend and you failed to mention this?” 
“We both had been drinking, Alex. We were arguing over who cal ed shotgun first… and the next thing I know, we’re ful -on making out.” 
I bit my lip. “That’s kinda hot. So, why won’t you talk to her?” 
Silence stretched between us before he responded. 
“Because I like her, real y like her, and you would like her, too. She’s smart, funny, strong, and her ass is just so—” 
“Caleb, okay. I get the point. You real y like her. So talk to her.” 
We headed toward the courtyard nestled between the two dorms. “You don’t get it. And you should. Nothing wil come out of it. You know how it is for us.” 
“Huh?” I stared at the intricate designs on the pathway. 
They were runes and symbols carved into the marble. 
Some represented various gods while others looked like some child got ahold of a marker and went to town. 
Actual y, it looked like something I’d draw. 
“Never mind. I just need to hook up with someone else. 
Get this stupid whatever out of my system.” 
I lifted my eyes from the strange markings. “That sounds like a solid plan.” 
“Maybe I should just hook up with Lea again or someone else. How about you?” 
I shot him a dirty look. “Gee, thanks. But seriously, you don’t want to hook up with just anyone. You want something… meaningful.” I stopped, not sure where that came from. 
Clearly, he didn’t either. “Something meaningful? Alex, you’ve been out in the normal world too long. You know how it is for us. We don’t get ‘meaningful.’” 
I sighed. “Yeah, I know.” 
“We’re either Guards or Sentinels—not husbands, wives, or parents.” He stopped, frowning. “Flings and girlfriends. 
That’s what we have. Our duty doesn’t al ow for much else.” 
He was right. Being born a half-blood wiped out any chance for a normal, healthy relationship. Like Caleb said, our duty didn’t al ow for us to form attachments—anything we’d regret giving up or leaving behind. Once we graduated, we could be assigned anywhere and at any given moment we could be yanked and sent somewhere else. 
It was a harsh, lonely life, but one with purpose. 
I kicked at a smal pebble, sending it flying into the thick underbrush. “Just because we won’t have the picket fence, doesn’t mean… ” The skin of my forehead creased as a sudden chil brushed over me. It came out of nowhere, and by the sudden confused look on Caleb’s face, I knew he felt it, too. 
“A boy and a girl, one with a bright and short future, and the other covered in shadows and doubt.” 
The raspy, ancient-sounding voice brought both of us to a standstil . Caleb and I turned around. The stone bench had been unoccupied a moment ago, but there she was. And she was old, like should’ve-been-dead-by-now old. 
A massive pile of pure white hair sat pinned atop her head, and her skin was dark as coal and heavily lined. Her crooked posture aged her even more, but her eyes were sharp. Intel igent. 
I’d never seen her before, but I instinctively knew who she was. “Grandma Piperi?” 
She tipped her head back and laughed wildly. I half expected the weight of her hair to topple her over, but she remained upright. “Oh, Alexandria, you seem so surprised. 
Did you not think I was real?” 
Caleb jabbed me with his elbow a few times, but I couldn’t stop staring. “You know who I am?” 
Her dark eyes flickered to Caleb. “Of course I do.” She smoothed her hands over what appeared to be a housecoat. “I also remember your momma.” 
Disbelief brought me a step closer to the oracle, but shock left me speechless. 
“I remember your momma,” she went on, nodding her head back and forth. “She came to me three years ago, she did. I spoke the truth to her, you see. The truth was only for her to hear.” She paused, her gaze fal ing back to Caleb. “What are you doing here, child?” 
Eyes wide, he shifted uncomfortably. “We were…
walking back to our dorms.” 
Grandma Piperi smiled, stretching the papery skin around her mouth. “Do you wish to hear the truth—your truth? What the gods have in store for you?” 
Caleb paled. The thing with truths, they usual y messed with your head. It didn’t matter if it was crazy talk or not. 
“Grandma Piperi, what did you tel my mom?” I asked. 
“If I told you, what would it change? Fate is fate, you see. 
Just like love is love.” She cackled as if she’d said something funny. “What’s written by the gods wil come to pass. Most has already. Such a sad affair when children turned against their makers.” 
I had no clue what she was talking about and I felt pretty sure she was certifiable, but I needed to know what Piperi had said—if she said anything at al . Maybe Caleb was right, and I needed closure. “Please. I need to know what you said to her. What made her leave?” 
She tilted her head to the side. “Don’t you want to know about your truth, child? That is what’s important now. Don’t you want to know about love? About what is forbidden and what is fated?” 
My arms fel to my sides and I blinked back sudden tears. 
“I don’t want to know about love.” 
“But you should, my child. You need to know about love. 
The things people wil do for love. Al truths come down to love, do they not? One way or another, they do. See, there is a difference between love and need. Sometimes, what you feel is immediate and without rhyme or reason.” She sat up a little straighter. “Two people see each across a room or their skin brushes. Their souls recognize the person as their own. It doesn’t need time to figure it. The soul always knows… whether it’s right or wrong.” 
Caleb grabbed my arm. “Come on. Let’s go. She’s not tel ing you anything you want to hear.” 
“The first… the first is always the most powerful.” She closed her eyes, sighing. “Then there is need and fate. That is a different type. Need covers itself with love, but need…
need is never love. Always beware of the one who needs you. There is always a want behind a need, you see.” 
Caleb let go of my arm and jabbed fiercely at the walkway behind us. 
“Sometimes you wil mistake need for love. Be careful. 
The road with need is never a fair one, never a good one. 
Much like the road you must walk down. Beware of the one who needs.” 
The lady was a loon, and even though I knew this, her words stil sent shivers down my spine. “Why won’t the road be easy for me?” I asked, ignoring Caleb. 
She stood. Wel , as much as she could stand. Since her back hunched forward it stopped her from standing up completely. “Roads are always bumpy, never flat. This one here,” she nodded at Caleb with a tiny cackle, “this one has a road ful of light.” 
Caleb stopped pointing behind us. “That’s good to know.” 
“A short road ful of light,” added Grandma Piperi. 
His face fel . “That’s… good to know.” 
“What about the road?” I asked again, hoping for an answer that made sense. 
“Ah, roads are always shady. Your road is ful of shadows, ful of deeds which must be done. It comes to those of your kind.” 
Caleb shot me a meaningful look, but I shook my head. I had no idea what she was talking about, but I was stil unwil ing to leave. She hobbled past me and I stepped out of the way. My back brushed against something soft and warm, drawing my attention. I turned, finding large purple flowers with bright yel ow middles. I shifted closer, inhaling their bittersweet, almost acrid smel . 
“Be careful there, child. You be touching nightshade.” 
She stopped, turning back to where we stood. “Very dangerous… much like kisses from those who walk among the gods. Intoxicating, sweet, and deadly… you need to know how to handle it right. Just a little and you’l be fine. 
Too much… it takes away what makes you who you are.” 
She smiled softly, as if she were remembering something. 
“The gods move around us, always close by. They are watching and they are waiting to see which one is revealed to be the strongest. They are here now. You see, the end is upon them, upon al of us. Even the gods have little faith.” 
Caleb passed me another wide-eyed stare. I shrugged, deciding to give it one more chance. “So there’s nothing you’l tel me about my mom?” 
“Nothing you haven’t already been told.” 
“Wait… ?” My skin felt hot and cold al at once. “What…
Lea said is true? That I was the reason why Mom died?” 
“Let’s go, Alex. You’re right.” Caleb took a step back. 
“She’s freaking crazy.” 
Piperi sighed. “Always ears around these parts, but ears don’t always hear correctly.” 
“Alex, let’s go.” 
I blinked and—I’m not exaggerating—in the time it took me to open my eyes, Grandma Piperi stood in front of me. 
The old lady moved that fast. Her clawed hand grabbed my shoulder hard enough to make me wince. 
She stared up at me with eyes as sharp as blades, and when she spoke, her voice lost its raspy edge. And she didn’t sound al that crazy. Oh no, her words were clear and to the point. 
“You wil kil the ones you love. It is in your blood, in your fate. So the gods have spoken it and so the gods have come to foresee it.” 




CHAPTER 9
“ALEX! WATCH HIS HANDS. YOU’RE LETTING TOO
MANY blocks get through!” 
I nodded at Aiden’s harsh words and squared off with Kain again. Aiden was right. Kain was tearing me apart. My movements were too slow, jerky and distracted—mainly due to staying up half the night, replaying the bizarro conversation with Grandma Piperi. 
This was a real y bad time to be preoccupied. Today was the first practice that included Kain, and I was fighting like a baby. Kain wasn’t going easy on me either. Not that I would’ve wanted that, but I also didn’t want to look like a total turd in front of another Sentinel. 
Another one of his brutal kicks got through my block and I dodged with only a split second to spare. Dodging was not the point of this exercise. If it were, I’d be excel ing at it. 
Aiden stalked over to me then, repositioning my arms in a way that would’ve successful y knocked Kain’s leg down. 
“Watch him. Even the slightest muscle tremor wil give away his attack. You have to pay attention, Alex.” 
“I know.” I took a step back and ran my arm over my forehead. “I know. I can do this.” 
Kain shook his head and walked off to grab his bottle of water while Aiden led me to the other side of the room, his hand wrapped around my upper arm. He bent so we were eye level. “What is your deal today? I know you can do better than this.” 
I bent to pick up my water, but the bottle was empty. 
Aiden handed me his. “I’m just… out of it today.” I took a drink and handed it back to him. 
“I can tel .” 
I bit my lip, flushing. I was better than this, and gods, I wanted to prove to Aiden I was. If I couldn’t get past this then I couldn’t move onto anything else—to al those damn cool things I wanted to learn. 
“Alex, you’ve been distracted al day.” His eyes met mine and held them. “This better have nothing to do with the party Jackson held on the beach last night.” 
Good grief, was there nothing this man didn’t know? I shook my head. “No.” 
Aiden gave me a knowing look and took a drink from the bottle before he shoved it back into my hands. “Drink up.” 
I sighed, turning away from him. “Let’s go again, okay?” 
Aiden motioned Kain back and then clapped me on the shoulder. “You can do this, Alex.” 
After col ecting myself and taking another gulp of water, I dropped the bottle on the floor. I went back to the center of the mats and nodded at Kain. 
Kain watched me wearily. “You ready?” 
“Yeah.” I clenched my teeth. Kain raised his eyebrows, like he doubted I was going to do anything different this time around. 
“Al right.” He shook his head and we squared off again. 
“Remember to anticipate my moves.” 
I blocked his first kick, then his punch. We circled each other for a few rounds while I wondered what the hel Grandma Piperi meant by saying I would kil the ones I loved. That didn’t make any sense, because the one person I’d loved was already dead and I sure as hel hadn’t kil ed her. You can’t kil someone who’s already dead, and it wasn’t like I loved—
Kain’s boot slammed past my defenses and connected with my stomach. Pain exploded through me, so intense and overwhelming I dropped to my knees. The way I landed put a strain on my battered back. Wincing, I reached around and held my back with one hand and my stomach with another. 
I was a total mess. 
Kain dropped down in front of me. “Dammit, Alex! What were you doing? You should have never been that close to me!” 
“Yeah,” I groaned. Breathe through it. Just breathe
through it.  Easier said than done, but I kept tel ing myself that. I expected Aiden to launch into a major tirade, but he didn’t say a word to me. Instead he walked up and jerked Kain up by the scruff of his neck, nearly holding him off the ground. 
“Practice is over.” 
Kain’s mouth dropped open and his normal y tanned skin paled. “But—” 
“Apparently you don’t understand.” His voice sounded low and dangerous. 
I stumbled to my feet. “Aiden, it’s my fault. I leaned in.” I didn’t have to elaborate; it was obvious what I’d done wrong. 
Aiden looked over his shoulder at me. A few terse seconds later, he released Kain. “Go.” 
Kain straightened his shirt while he backed up. When he turned to me, his sea-green eyes were wide. “Alex, I’m sorry.” 
I waved one hand at him. “No biggie.” 
Aiden stepped in front of me, dismissing Kain without so much of another word. “Let me take a look at it.” 
“Oh… it’s okay.” I turned away from him. My eyes burned, but not because of the throbbing pain. I wanted to sit down and cry. I’d walked right into the kick. A child wouldn’t have made such a mistake. It was that lame. 
He placed a surprisingly gentle hand on my shoulder and turned me back around. The look on his face said he understood my embarrassment. “It’s okay, Alex.” When I didn’t move, he took a step back. “You grabbed your back. I need to make sure you’re okay.” 
Seeing no way out of this, I fol owed Aiden to one of the smal er rooms where they kept medical supplies. It was a cold, sterile room like any doctor’s office with the exception of the painting of Aphrodite in al her naked glory, which I found odd and a little disturbing. 
“Get up on the table.” 
I wanted nothing more than to run back to my room and sulk in privacy, but I did what he said. 
Aiden came back to me, his gaze fixed above my head. 
“How does your stomach feel?” 
“Okay.” 
“Why did you grab your back?” 
“It’s sore.” I rubbed my hands over my thighs. “I feel like a dork.” 
“You’re not a dork.” 
“I am. I should’ve been paying attention. I walked right into the kick. It wasn’t Kain’s fault.” 
He seemed to consider that. “I’ve never seen you so distracted.” 
For the last month, we’d had eight-hour training days, and I guess during that time he’d seen a lot of things from me. But I’d never been this unfocused. 
“You can’t afford to be so distracted,” he continued gently. “You’re coming along remarkably wel , but you don’t have time to lose. It’s almost July and that leaves us about two months to get you caught up. Your uncle has been requesting weekly reports. Don’t think he’s forgotten about you.” 
Ful of shame and disappointment, my eyes dropped down to my hands. “I know.” 
Aiden placed his fingers on my chin, guiding my head up. 
“Why are you so distracted, Alex? You move like you haven’t slept and you’re acting as if your mind’s a mil ion miles from here. If it’s not the party last night, is it a guy who has you distracted?” 
I cringed. “Look. There are several things I’m not discussing with you. Guys are one of them.” 
Aiden’s eyes widened. “Real y? If it’s interfering with your training, then it’s interfering with me.” 
”Jeez.” I shifted uncomfortably under his intense stare. 
“There is no guy. I have no guy.” 
He fel silent, watching me curiously. Those eyes had a calming effect, and even though I knew this was dumb, so stupid, I took a deep breath. “I saw Grandma Piperi last night.” 
It seemed that Aiden expected me to say anything but that. While his face was impassive as ever, his eyes seemed to deepen. “And?” 
“And Lea was right—” 
“Alex,” he cut me off. “Don’t go there. You’re not
“Alex,” he cut me off. “Don’t go there. You’re not responsible.” 
“She was right and wrong at the same time.” I stopped, sighing at the dubious look on Aiden’s face. “Grandma Piperi wouldn’t tel me everything. Actual y, she told me a bunch of crazy stuff about love and need… and gods kissing. Anyway, she told me that I would kil the one I loved, but how is that possible? Mom is already dead.” 
An odd look flickered over his face, but it was gone before I could figure out what it was. “I thought you said you didn’t believe in that kind of stuff.” 
Of course, he would remember  that out of the bil ion random comments I’d made. “I don’t, but it’s not every day you’re told that you’re going to kil someone you love.” 
“So this is what’s been bothering you today?” 
I squeezed my thighs. “Yes. No. I mean, do you think it was my fault?” 
“Oh, Alex.” He shook his head. “Do you remember when you asked me why I volunteered to train you?” 
“Yeah.” 
He pushed away from the table I sat on. “Wel , I lied to you.” 
“Yeah.” I bit my lip and looked away. “I kinda figured that out already.” 
“You have?” He sounded surprised. 
“You stood up for me because of what happened to your parents.” I stole a peek at him. He was quiet as he watched me. “I think I remind you of yourself when it happened.” 
Aiden stared at me for an eternal second. “You’re far more observant than I give you credit for.” 
“Thanks.” I didn’t share the fact I’d only figured that out recently. 
That lopsided grin appeared. “You’re right, if that makes you feel any better. I remember what it was like afterward. 
You always wonder if there was anything you could’ve done differently, as pointless as it is, but you get hung up on the
‘what if’ of it al .” The smile disappeared slowly and he turned his face away. “For the longest time, I used to think if I had decided to be a Sentinel earlier, I could’ve stopped the daimon.” 
“But you didn’t know a daimon was going to attack. You were—are—a pure-blood. So very few of you even…
choose this life. And you were just a kid. You can’t blame yourself for that.” 
Aiden faced me then, gaze curious. “Then how can you hold yourself responsible for what happened to your mom? 
You may have realized there was a possibility that a daimon would find you, but you didn’t know.” 
“Yeah.” I hated it when he was right. 
“You’re stil holding onto that guilt. So much so that you’re reading into what the oracle said. You can’t let what she said get to you, Alex. An oracle only talks in possibilities, not facts.” 
“I thought an oracle talks with gods and the fates,” I said dryly. 
He looked doubtful. “An oracle sees into the past and the possibility in the future, but it’s not set in stone. There is no such thing as a certain fate. Only you are in control of your fate. You aren’t responsible for what… happened to your mom. You need to let it go.” 
“Why do you al say it like that? No one says she died. 
Everyone is, like, afraid to say that. It’s not what
happened—she was kil ed.” 
The shadow appeared on his face again, but he stepped around the table. “Let me look at your back.” Before I knew what he was doing, he lifted the back of my shirt and inhaled sharply. 
“What?” I asked, but he didn’t say anything. He tugged my shirt up further. “Hey—what are you doing?” I smacked his hands away. 
He shot around the table, his eyes a gunmetal gray. 
“What do you think I’m doing? How long has your back been like this?” 
I shrank back. “Since we… um… started blocking training.” 
“Why didn’t you say something about this?” 
“It’s not a big deal. It doesn’t hurt, not real y.” 
Aiden whirled around. “Damn half-bloods. I know you al have a higher than normal tolerance for pain, but that is ridiculous. That has to hurt.” 
I stared at his back as he rummaged through the numerous cabinets. “I’m in training.” I forced as much maturity into my voice as possible. “We aren’t expected to bitch and moan about pain. It’s a part of training—a part of being a Sentinel. It happens.” 
Aiden wheeled around, expression incredulous. “You haven’t been training for three years, Alex. Your body—your skin isn’t used to it anymore. You cannot let things like that go because you think someone is going to think less of you.” 
I blinked. “I don’t think people are going to think less of me. It’s just a… couple of damn bruises. Some of them have faded already. See?” 
He set a smal jar beside me on the table. “Bul shit.” 
“You’ve never cussed before.” I had the strangest urge to laugh. 
“It’s not just a bruise. Your whole back is black and blue, Alex.” Aiden paused, his hands clenching air. “Were you afraid I would think less of you if you brought this up?” 
I gave a slight shake of the head. “No.” 
His lips pressed together. “I didn’t expect your body to adapt quickly, and honestly, I should’ve known.” 
“Aiden… real y, it doesn’t hurt that bad.” The never-ending, dul ache was something I’d gotten used to, so I wasn’t real y lying. 
Picking up the jar, he walked around the table. “This should help, and next time, you wil tel me when something is wrong with you.” 
“Al right.” I decided not to push my luck. He didn’t seem like he’d appreciate any snarky response at this moment. 
“What is that stuff, anyways?” 
He unscrewed the lid. “It’s a mixture of Arnica and menthol. Arnica is part of a flower. It acts like an anti-inflammatory and it reduces pain. It should help.” 
I expected him to hand me the jar, but he dipped his fingers inside it instead. “What are you—?” 
“Hold your shirt up. I don’t want to get this al over it. It tends to stain clothing.” 
Dumbfounded, I found myself lifting the edge of my shirt. 
Once again, there was a sharp intake of breath as he got another look at my back. 
“Alex, you can’t let something like this go untreated.” This time, the anger was gone from his voice. “If you’re hurt, you must tel me. I wouldn’t have… ” 
Gone so hard on me? Al owed me to practice with Kain and get my ass handed to me? That wasn’t what I wanted. 
“Don’t ever feel like you can’t tel me when something’s wrong. You’ve got to trust that I would care if you were hurt.” 
“It’s not your fault. I could’ve told you—” 
He placed his fingers against my skin and I nearly jumped off the table. Not because the salve was cold—
don’t get me wrong, it was freezing—but they were his fingers moving along my back. A pure never touched a half this way. Or maybe they did now. I didn’t know, but I couldn’t imagine the other pures I knew seeking to ease a half’s pain. They usual y didn’t care enough to. 
Aiden silently worked the thick balm across my skin and then up. Eventual y his fingers brushed the edge of my sports bra. My skin felt strangely warm, which was odd to me since the stuff was so cold. I focused on the wal in front of me. There was that picture of Aphrodite perched upon a rock. She had this lusty look on her face and her boobs were hanging out for the world to see. 
That was so not helping. 
Aiden continued quietly. Every so often my body jerked on its own accord, and then I felt hot, real y hot. 
“Did you ever know your biological father?” His quiet voice broke into my thoughts. 
I shook my head. “No. He died before I was born.” 
His deft fingers slid along the side of my stomach. “Do you know anything about him?” 
“No. Mom never real y talked about him, but I think they used to spend time in Gatlinburg, Tennessee. We would spend Winter Solstice there when she could… get away from Lucian. I think… being at the cabins made her feel close to him.” 
“She loved him?” 
I nodded. “I think so.” 
He worked on my lower back now, moving the balm in smooth circles, and every so often the cool scent of menthol reached me. “What were you going to do if the daimons hadn’t shown up? You had something to do, right?” 
I swal owed. This was an easy question, but I found it hard to concentrate on anything other than his fingers. 
“Um… I wanted to do lots of things.” 
His fingers stopped and he laughed softly. “Like what?” 
“I… don’t know.” 
“Did you ever plan on coming back to the Covenant?” 
“Yes and no.” I swal owed hard. “Before the attack, I never thought I’d see the Covenant again. After it happened, I was trying to get to the one in Nashvil e, but the daimons… kept getting in my way.” 
“So what were you going to do if the daimons hadn’t found you?” He knew not to focus on that horrible week after the attack. He knew I wouldn’t talk about it. 
“When… I was real y little, my mom and several Sentinels took a bunch of us kids to the zoo. I loved it— loved the animals. I spent the entire summer tel ing Mom that I belonged in the zoo.” 
“What?” He sounded incredulous. “You thought you belonged in a zoo?” 
I felt a smile tug at my lips. “Yeah, I was a strange child. 
So… it was one of the things I thought I could do. You know, work with animals or something, but… ” I shrugged, feeling kind of stupid. 
“But what, Alex?” I could feel his smile. 
I stared down at my fingers. “But I always wanted to come back to the Covenant. I needed to. I just didn’t fit in with al the normal people. I missed it here, missed having a purpose and knowing what I should be doing.” 
His fingers left my skin and he was silent for so long I thought something had happened to him. I twisted around to face him. “What?” 
He tipped his head to the side. “Nothing.” 
I crossed my legs and let out a sigh. “You’re looking at me like I’m weird.” 
Aiden sat the jar aside. “You’re not weird.” 
“Then… ?” I let my shirt fal back down and grabbed the jar. “You done?” When he nodded I put the lid back on. 
Aiden leaned forward, placing his hands on each side of my crossed legs. “The next time you’re hurt, I want you to tel me.” 
When I looked up, he was eye level with me and we were only inches apart—the closest we’d ever been outside of the training room. “Okay.” 
“And… you’re not weird. Wel , I’ve met weirder people than you.” 
I started to smile, but something in the way Aiden looked at me caught my attention. It was like he was assuming responsibility for me and what I felt. I knew he did. Maybe it came from having to care for Deacon… and Deacon? I remembered what he’d said last night. 
Clearing my throat, I focused on his shoulder. “Does Deacon ever talk about things? You know, about your parents?” 
My question caught him off guard. It took him a few seconds to answer. “No. Just like you.” 
I ignored that. “His drinking? I think he does it so he doesn’t have to think about it.” 
Aiden blinked. “Is that why you do it?” 
“No! I don’t real y do it that much, but that’s not the point. 
What I’m saying… ?” Gods, what was I doing? Trying to talk to him about his brother? 
“What are you saying?” 
Hoping I wasn’t over stepping boundaries, I plunged ahead. “I think Deacon drinks so he doesn’t feel.” 
Aiden sighed. “I know. So do al the counselors and teachers. No matter what I do or who I bring him to, he won’t open up.” 
I nodded, understanding how hard it was for Deacon. 
“He’s… proud of you. He didn’t say it exactly like that, but he’s proud of what you’re doing.” 
He blinked. “Why… how would you know?” 
I shrugged. “I think if you keep at what you’re doing, because what you’re doing is right, he’l come around.” 
The serious look remained, and there was more to it than that. He looked worried, and for reasons I didn’t even want to acknowledge, it bothered me. 
“Hey,” I reached out and tapped the hand that rested next to my left leg. “You are—” 
The hand that I tapped reached up and clasped mine. I froze as he threaded his fingers through mine. “I’m what?” 
Beautiful. Kind. Patient. Perfect. I said none of those things. Instead, I stared at his fingers, wondering if he knew he was holding my hand. “You’re always so… ” 
His thumb moved over the top of my hand. The balm made his fingers cool and smooth. “What?” 
I looked up, and I was immediately snared. His stare, his soft touch along my hand was doing very strange things. I felt hot and dizzy, like I’d been sitting out in the sun al day. 
Al I could think about was how his hand felt on mine. Then, what his hand would feel like on other parts. I shouldn’t be thinking that at al . 
Aiden was a pure. 
The door to our room swung open. I jerked back, my hand fal ing to my lap. 
A big, hulking shadow paused at the door. Mister Steroids—Leon—glanced around the room, his eyes fal ing to Aiden, who had moved to a much more appropriate distance. 
“I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Leon said. 
“What’s up?” Aiden asked evenly. 
Leon spared at glance at me. He didn’t suspect anything. 
Why would he? Aiden was a wel respected pure and I was just a half-blood he was training. “Did she hurt herself?” 
“She’s fine. What did you need?” 
“Marcus needs to see us.” 
Aiden nodded. He started to fol ow Leon out, but he stopped at the door. Turning back to me, he was al business again. “We’l talk more about this later.” 
“Okay,” I said, but he was already gone. 
My gaze went back to the painting of the goddess of love. I swal owed hard and my grasp on the little jar tightened. There was no way—absolutely no way—I was interested in Aiden in that way. Sure, he was swoon-worthy and real y nice, and patient and funny in a dry kind of way. 
There was a lot about him to like. If he were a half-blood, then there wouldn’t be anything wrong. He didn’t work for the Covenant, so there wasn’t a student hooking up with a teacher kind of problem, and he was only three years older than me. If he were a half-blood, I’d probably have thrown myself at him already. 
But Aiden was a freaking pure-blood. 
A freaking pure-blood with wonderful y strong fingers and a smile that… wel , made me feel like there was a nest of butterflies in my stomach. And the way he looked at me—
how his eyes shifted from gray to silver in a heartbeat—
affected me even now. My stupid little heart leapt in my chest. 




CHAPTER 10
SPRAWLED ACROSS THE MATS, GOING THROUGH
THE motions of the cool-down stretches a couple of days later, Aiden decided to let me in on why Marcus had wanted to see him. 
“Lucian is coming.” 
I stared up at the ceiling, disappointed. “So?” 
Instead of looming over me like he usual y did, he dropped down beside me on the mat. His leg brushed mine, causing a tightening in my chest. You’re being
ridiculous, Alex. Knock it off.  I moved my leg away from his. 
“He’s going to want to talk to you.” 
Pushing my weird attraction to him out of my mind, I focused on his words. “Why?” 
He bent his knees and dropped his arms over them. 
“Lucian is your legal guardian. I suppose he’s curious to see how your training is coming along.” 
“Curious?” I kicked my legs into the air. Why? I had no clue. “Lucian has never been interested in anything that had to do with me. Why would he start now?” 
His expression tightened for a moment. “Things are different now. With your mom… ” 
“That doesn’t matter. It has nothing to do with me.” 
He stil looked strange as he continued to watch me point my toes at the ceiling. “It has everything to do with you.” He took a deep breath, seeming to choose his next words wisely. “Lucian is dead set against you returning to the Covenant.” 
“Good to know Lucian and Marcus share that in common.” 
His jaw tightened. “Lucian and Marcus share nothing in common.” 
There he went again, trying to convince me Marcus wasn’t the douche I believed him to be. He’d been at it for weeks, talking about how concerned my uncle had appeared when my mom and I had disappeared. Or how relieved Marcus had seemed when he’d notified him I was alive. Nice of Aiden to want to repair the relationship between us, but Aiden didn’t realize there was nothing to repair. 
Aiden reached over and pushed my legs back down to the mat. “Do you ever sit stil for five seconds?” 
I grinned, sitting up. “Nope.” 
He looked like he wanted to smile, but didn’t. “Tonight, when you see Lucian, you need to be on your best behavior.” 
I rol ed to my feet, laughing now. “Best behavior? So I shouldn’t chal enge Lucian to a fight, I guess? I’d win that one. He’s a total wimp.” 
The severe frown that graced his face was a clear indication he wasn’t amused. “You do realize your stepfather can overthrow Marcus’s decision to al ow you to stay here? His authority supersedes your uncle’s?” 
“Yes.” I planted my hands on my hips. “Since Marcus is only al owing me to stay if I prove myself capable of returning to classes in the fal , I don’t see what the big deal is.” 
Aiden came to his feet swiftly. For a moment, I was struck by how quickly he moved. “The big deal is if you mouth off at the Minister like you do with Marcus, you won’t get a second chance. No one wil be able to help you.” 
I tore my eyes away from him. “I’m not going to mouth off at him. Honestly, there’s nothing Lucian can say to me that wil get me riled up. He means nothing to me. Never has.” 
He looked doubtful. “Try to remember that.” 
I threw him a grin. “You have such little faith in me.” 
Surprisingly, Aiden grinned back at me. It made me feel al warm and stupid. “How’s your back?” 
“Oh. It’s doing okay. That… stuff real y helped.” 
He stalked across the mats, silver eyes focused on me. 
“Make sure you put it on every night. The bruises should fade in a couple days.” 
You could always help put it on again, but I didn’t say that .  I backed up, keeping a space between us. “Yes, sensei.” 
Aiden stopped in front of me. “Better get going. The Minister and his Guards wil be arriving soon, and al of those at the Covenant wil be expected to meet him.” 
I groaned. Everyone would be wearing a Covenant-issued uniform of some sort and no one had given me one. 
“I’m going to look like a—” 
Aiden placed his hands on my upper arms, obliterating my critical thinking skil s. I stared up at him, entertaining a vividly wild scenario in which he pul ed me against him and kissed me like the barrel-chested men in those smutty books my mom used to read. 
He picked me up and put me on the floor a few feet off the mats. Crouching down, he started to rol up the mats. 
There went my fantasies. “You’l look like what?” he asked. 
I ran my hands over my arms. “What am I supposed to wear? I’m going to stick out and everyone wil be looking at me.” 
He glanced up at me through heavy lashes. “Since when are you bothered by everyone staring at you?” 
“Good point.” I grinned at him, and then bounced away. 
“See you later.” 
By the time I made it to the common lounge, everyone was buzzing about tonight. 
It wasn’t Lucian that had Caleb pacing the length of the room. Even Lea seemed wound up as she twisted a strand of hair around her fingers. None of us halfs cared much about Lucian personal y, but as the Minister of Court he exerted a high level of control over the pures and the halfs. 
No one could figure out why a Minister would come to the Covenant during the summer, when the vast majority of students were absent. 
I was stil busy picturing Aiden as a pirate, sweeping me off my feet. 
“Do you know anything?” asked Luke. 
Before I could answer, Lea chimed in. “How would she know? Lucian barely claims her.” 
I looked at her blandly. “Was that supposed to hurt my feelings or something?” 
She shrugged. “My stepmother visits me every Sunday. 
Why hasn’t Lucian visited you?” 
“How would you know?” 
Her look was sly. “I know.” 
“You are so screwing one of the Guards, aren’t you?” I frowned at her. “That explains how you always know so much.” 
Lea’s eyes narrowed, much like a cat did when it spotted a mouse. 
Snickering, I placed my bet on Clive, a younger Guard who’d been present the first day I’d arrived at the Covenant. 
He was good-looking, liked to check out the younger girls, and I’d seen him around the dorms a few times. 
“Perhaps Lucian is coming to remove you from the Covenant.” Lea studied her nails. “I always thought you’d fit in better with the slaves.” 
Casual y, I leaned forward and grabbed one of the thick magazines. I chucked it at Lea’s bent head. With half-blood reflexes, she snatched it before it made contact. “Thanks. I needed something to read.” She thumbed through it. 
As it neared seven, I headed back to my room to get ready. Folded on the coffee table was an olive green, Covenant-issued uniform. My eyes widened as I picked up the uniform and a smal note fel out. I opened it with trembling fingers:
Had to guess your size. 
See you tonight. 
Smiling, I looked inside the pants and discovered they were my size. There was no stopping the wealth of heat spreading over me. What Aiden had done meant the world to me. Tonight I’d look like I actual y belonged at the Covenant. 
Instead of the black uniforms the trained Sentinels wore, the students donned green outfits of the same cut—
reminiscent of army uniforms. And they had al the nifty pockets and hooks meant to carry weapons, which I real y liked. 
liked. 
I took a quick shower, and after I put on the uniform I felt a rush. Years had passed since I’d worn this, and there were times when I didn’t think I’d ever get to wear it again. 
Turning in front of the mirror, I had to say I looked good in dress greens. 
Excited, I pul ed my hair up in a ponytail and left to meet up with Caleb. Together, we headed over to the main campus and a funny surge of nostalgia coursed through me as we entered the largest academy building. 
I’d avoided the academy section of the campus since I’d returned, mainly because that was where Marcus had his office. It also seemed unfair to subject myself to al the memories if he decided in a month or two to not let me stay. 
Of course, Caleb thought things were going great and Marcus would al ow me to stay, but I wasn’t so sure. I hadn’t even seen him since the day he’d stopped by the gym and I’d made an idiot out of myself. I felt confident that had made a lasting impression. Come to think of it, no wonder Aiden was so worried about what I would say to Lucian. 
Shaking my head, I glanced around the crowd of people that fil ed the grandiose lobby of the school. It seemed like every Guard and Sentinel was in attendance, standing under the statues of the nine muses. The Olympian nine, daughters of Zeus and Mnemosyne, or whoever it was that he hooked up with. Who real y knew? The god got around. 
The Guards lined every corner and blocked every exit, looking stony and fierce. The Sentinels stood in the middle, appearing vicious and battle ready. 
Not surprising, my eyes found Aiden at once. He stood between Kain and Leon. In my opinion, those three were the most dangerous-looking out of al of them. 
Aiden looked up then, his eyes meeting mine. He gave me a little nod, and even though he didn’t say anything, his eyes spoke for him. That one glance held a measure of pride and fondness. Maybe he even thought I made the cadet uniform look good. I started to smile, but Caleb led me past them, to the left of the Sentinels where the students belonged. We managed to squeeze in next to Caleb’s secret obsession—Olivia. How convenient. 
She smiled. “I was wondering if you guys were going to make it.” 
Caleb said something incoherent, cheeks flushing a ruddy color. I turned away from secondhand embarrassment and I couldn’t even look to see Olivia’s response. Poor Caleb. 
“Looking good, Alex,” Jackson whispered. 
It never failed. The one guy I didn’t want to notice me always did. Glancing up at him, I forced a smile. “Thanks.” 
He looked as if he thought I truly did appreciate his compliment, but then Lea sauntered in, and I swear, she managed to get the uniform as tight as humanly possible. I looked down at my own and noted that my legs looked nowhere near as good as hers did. Bitch. 
I watched as she prowled past the Guards and curved her lips at one of them before squeezing between Luke and Jackson. She murmured something, but my attention had already been caught by something more startling than how good her legs looked. 
Half-blood servants stood behind the staff, stil and quiet. 
Row after row of drab gray tunics and washed out white pants made them nearly indistinguishable from each other. 
Since I’d returned to the Covenant, I’d only caught a glimpse of a servant here and there. It was their job to be invisible, easily overlooked. Or maybe it was ingrained in us—the free halfs—to ignore their presence. Gods, there were so many of them and they al looked the same: eyes glazed over, expressions vacant, and a crudely tattooed circle with a line through it scarred each of their foreheads. 
Marking them so visibly ensured that everyone knew their station in the caste system. It hit me al of a sudden. 
I could really become one of them. 
Swal owing down the sharp spike of panic, I faced the front just in time to see my uncle stalk down the center of the room and stand with his hands folded behind his back. 
There wasn’t a strand of brown hair out of place on Marcus’
head, and the dark suit he wore looked so out of place. 
Even the Instructors who were present were dressed down in comparison to him, wearing Covenant-issued uniforms. 
The thick glass and marble front doors swung open as the Council Guards entered. I couldn’t help the tiny gasp that escaped my lips. They were an impressive sight to behold, wearing white uniforms and brutal expressions. 
Then the members of the Council entered. Actual y, only two of them floated in behind the Guards. I had no idea who the woman was, but I recognized the man immediately. 
Dressed in white robes, Lucian hadn’t changed one bit since the last time I’d seen him. His raven-colored hair stil hung ridiculously long and his face looked as emotionless as a daimon’s. Undeniably, he was a handsome man—like al pures were—but there was something about him that left a bad taste in my mouth. 
His air of arrogance fit him like a second skin. As he approached Marcus, his lips twisted into a plastic-looking smile. The two exchanged their greetings. Marcus even bowed slightly. Thank the gods, they didn’t expect us to do any of that nonsense. If so, someone would have to force me to my knees with a drop kick. 
Lucian was a Minister, but he was no god. He wasn’t even royalty. He was just a pure with a lot of power. Oh, and self importance. Couldn’t forget that. I’d never understand what Mom had seen in him in the first place. 
Money, power, and prestige? 
I sighed. No one was perfect—not even her. 
Several more Guards fol owed Lucian and the woman, who I realized was the other Minister. Each of the Guards was identical to the first set, except one. He was different, very different from every half-blood here. 
The air sucked right out the room the moment he stepped into the building. 
He was tal —maybe even as tal as Aiden, but I couldn’t be sure. His blond hair was pul ed back in a smal ponytail, showing off his impossibly perfect features and golden complexion. He wore al black, like the Sentinels did. Under a different circumstance—one in which I didn’t actual y realize what he was—I would’ve said he was smokin’ hot. 
“Holy crap,” Luke murmured. 
A fine undercurrent of electricity permeated the room, coursing over my skin, then through me. I shuddered and took a step back, bumping into Caleb. 
“The Apol yon,” said someone behind me. Maybe Lea? I had no clue. 
Holy crap, indeed. 
The Apol yon trailed behind Lucian and Marcus, keeping at a safe enough distance. He wasn’t crowding them but could react to any perceived threat. Al of us stared, affected by his mere presence. 
Unconsciously, I took another step back as the little group neared our side. I don’t know what got into me, but suddenly, I wanted to be as far away as possible… and I needed to be right here more than anything else in this world. Wel … maybe not anything, but pretty damn close. 
I didn’t want to look at him, but I couldn’t look away. My stomach lurched when our gazes met. His eyes—they were the strangest color I’d ever seen, and as he got closer, I realized it wasn’t my imagination. His eyes were the color of amber, nearly iridescent. 
While he continued to stare at me, something happened. 
It started as a faint line inching down his arms, darkening to an inky black as it reached his fingers. Then, al at once, the thin line spread across the golden hue of his skin and shifted into a multitude of swirly designs. The tattoo shifted and changed, reaching under his shirt and stretching along his neck until the intricate drawings covered the right side of his face. The markings meant something. What, I had no idea. When he passed by us, my breath came out as a harsh gasp. 
“You okay?” Caleb frowned down at me. 
“Yeah.” I smoothed my hair back with shaky hands. “He was… ” 
“Freaking hot.” Elena turned to me, her eyes dancing with excitement. “Who knew the Apol yon would be that unbelievably gorgeous?” 
Caleb made a face. “He’s the Apol yon, Elena. You shouldn’t talk about him that way.” 
My brows knit. “But those markings… ” 
Elena shot Caleb a dirty look. “What markings? And why does it matter if I say he’s hot? I doubt he’d be offended.” 
“What do you mean?” I pushed past Caleb. “You didn’t see those… tattoos? They appeared out of nowhere. They covered his entire body and his face!” 
Elena’s lips pursed as she stared at me. “I didn’t see anything. Maybe I was just stuck on those lips.” 
“And that butt,” interjected Lea. 
“Those arms,” added Elena. 
“Are you guys being serious?” I glared at each of them. 
“You didn’t see any sort of tattoo?” 
They shook their heads. 
The guys, with the exception of Luke, looked pretty disgusted with the commotion Elena and Lea were making. 
So was I. Exasperated, I whirled right into Aiden. “Whoa! 
Sorry.” 
He raised his eyebrows. “Don’t roam off far.” That was al he said. 
Caleb pul ed me to the side. “What’s that al about?” 
“Ah, Lucian wants to talk with me or something.” 
He cringed. “That’s gotta be awkward.” 
“You ain’t kidding.” I momentarily forgot the Apol yon’s tattoos. 
Even if I’d wanted to, I didn’t get to roam very far. Our little group made it out front and into the setting sun. Everyone appeared to be talking about the Apol yon. No one had expected him to be here or knew how long he’d been one of Lucian’s Guards. Since Lucian had taken up residence on the main island, it seemed like someone should’ve known about the Apol yon’s presence earlier. That question switched to a much more interesting one. 
“The Apol yon’s usual y out there hunting daimons.” Luke popped up on the railing. “Why would he be reassigned to guard Lucian?” 
“Maybe something’s going on.” Caleb’s eyes darted back to the building. “Like something big. Maybe Lucian’s been threatened.” 
“By what?” I frowned, leaning against one of the columns. 
“He’s always surrounded by a crap ton of Guards. Not a single daimon could get close to him.” 
“Who cares?” Lea sucked in her lower lip and sighed. 
“The Apol yon is here and he’s hot. Do we need to worry with anything else?” 
I scrunched up my face. “Wow. You’l make an excel ent Sentinel one day.” 
She sneered at me. “At least I will be a Sentinel one day.” 
My eyes narrowed on Lea, but Olivia’s nonstop fidgeting drew my anger. “What is your deal?” 
Olivia glanced up, her chocolate-colored eyes huge. 
“Sorry. It’s just… I’m so antsy now.” She shuddered and wrapped her arms around her waist. “I don’t know how you guys can say he’s hot. Don’t get me wrong, but he’s the Apol yon. Al that power is frightening.” 
“Al that power is sexy.” Lea leaned back, closed her eyes and sighed. “Can you imagine what he’s like in—?” 
The doors behind us swung open and Aiden motioned me forward. On the steps below, someone made a low noise. I ignored it and left my little group of enemies and friends behind. 
“So soon?” I asked once I was inside. 
He nodded. “I guess they want to get this over with.” 
“Oh.” I fol owed Aiden up the stairs. “Hey. Thanks for the uniform.” The memory of him getting it for me made me smile. 
He glanced over his shoulder. “It wasn’t a problem. You look good in it.” 
My eyebrows shot up as my heart did a cartwheel. 
Flushing, Aiden looked away. “I mean… it’s good to see you in the uniform.” 
My smile grew to epic proportions. I caught up to him and took the stairs alongside his tal frame. “So… the Apol yon
?” 
Aiden stiffened. “I had no idea he was going to be with Lucian. His reassignment must’ve happened not too long ago.” 
“Why?” 
He nudged my arm. “There are some things I cannot disclose, Alex.” 
Normal y I would’ve balked at that, but the way he said it, in such a teasing manner, made me feel airy and funny. 
“That’s not fair.” 
Aiden didn’t respond to that, and we went up a couple of floors in silence. “Did you… feel anything when Seth came in?” 
“Seth?” 
“The Apol yon is named Seth.” 
“Oh. That’s a boring name. He should be cal ed something more interesting.” 
He gave a low laugh. “What should he be cal ed then?” 
I thought about that for a moment. “I don’t know. 
Something Greek-sounding, or at least, something kickass.” 
“What would you have named him?” 
“I don’t know. Something wicked cool, at least. Maybe Apol o. Get it? Apol o. Apol yon.” 
Aiden laughed. “Anyway, did you feel anything?” 
“Yeah… it was strange. Almost like an electrical current or some-thing.” 
He nodded, stil smiling. “It’s the aether in him. It’s very powerful.” 
We neared the top floor and I wiped a hand over my forehead. Stairs were a bitch. “Why do you ask?” 
“You looked a little out of it. It’s a bit unsettling the first time you’re near him. I would’ve warned you if I’d realized he was going to be here.” 
“That wasn’t the most disturbing thing.” 
“Hmm?” 
I inhaled deeply. “The… tattoos were more unsettling.” I watched him closely. His reaction would tel me if I was crazy or something. 
Aiden came to a complete stop. “What?” 
Oh man, I was crazy. 
He came down a step. “What tattoos, Alex?” 
I swal owed hard at the sharp look in his eyes. “I thought I saw some markings on him. They weren’t there at first, but then they were. I… guess I’m seeing things.” 
Aiden exhaled slowly, his eyes on my face. He reached out, smoothing back a strand of my hair that had come loose. His hand lingered against my cheek, and in that moment, there was nothing more important than him touching me. In a daze, I stared up at him. 
Al too quickly, his hand dropped to his side and his eyes met mine. I could see there were several things he wanted to say, but for whatever reason, he couldn’t. “We have to get going. Marcus is waiting. Alex, try to be as nice as you can be, okay?” 
He started back up the stairs, and I hurried to catch up with him. “So, was I seeing things?” 
Aiden sent the Guards at the end of the hal a meaningful glance. “I don’t know. We’l talk about it later.” 
Frustrated, I fol owed him to Marcus’s office. Lucian hadn’t arrived yet and Marcus sat behind his big, old desk. 
He looked as he had in the lobby, but minus the suit jacket. 
“Come. Have a seat.” He motioned me forward. 
I trudged across the office, relieved Aiden wasn’t leaving me alone. He didn’t take the seat next to me but remained along the wal in the same spot he’d stood the first time I’d found myself across from Marcus. 
The whole scenario didn’t bode wel , but I didn’t have a lot of time to dwel on it. Even with my back to the door, I knew when Lucian’s group approached the office, but he wasn’t causing the smal hairs on my arms to stand up. The moment the Apol yon entered the room with my stepfather, al the oxygen evaporated. 
Fighting my body’s almost overpowering need to turn around, I clenched the arms of the chair. I didn’t want to acknowledge Lucian, and I didn’t want to look at the Apol yon. 
Aiden cleared his throat, and my head snapped up. 
Marcus stared down at me with narrowed eyes. Oh… crap. 
My legs felt oddly numb as I forced myself to stand. 
Out of the corner of my eye I saw Seth take up position alongside Aiden. He gave the pure-blood a curt nod, which Aiden returned. Because I didn’t see those tattoos, I al owed myself to lift my head. 
Instantly, our eyes met. His gaze wasn’t a flattering one. 
He was checking me out, but not the way most guys did. 
Instead he studied me. As close as we were, I realized he was young. I hadn’t expected that. With al that power and reputation, I’d expected someone older, but he had to be close to my age. 
And he real y was… beautiful. Wel , as beautiful as a guy could be. But his beauty was cold and hard, like he’d been pieced together to look a certain way, but the gods had forgotten to give him a touch of humanity—of life. 
I felt the other stares, and when I looked at Aiden, he wore a perplexed expression as he watched me and Seth. 
Marcus… wel , he looked expectant, as if he were waiting for something to happen. 
“Alexandria.” He nodded toward Lucian. 
I suppressed the impulse to groan loudly and lifted my hand, wriggling my fingers at the Minister of Council. “Hi.” 
Someone—either Aiden or Seth—sounded like they swal owed a laugh. But then the unreasonable happened. 
Lucian stepped forward and wrapped his arms around me. 
I froze, my arms stuck awkwardly at my sides as the smel of herbs and incense assaulted my senses. 
“Oh, Alexandria, it is so good to see you. After al the years, and through al the fear and worry, you’re standing here. The gods have answered our prayers.” Lucian pul ed back, but he kept his hands planted on my shoulders. His dark eyes scanned every inch of my face. “By the gods…
you look so much like Rachel e.” 
I had no idea what to do. Of al the reactions I’d expected, this hadn’t been a possibility. Whenever I’d been around Lucian in the past, he’d always looked at me with such cool disdain. This bizarre display of affection knocked me speechless. 
“The moment Marcus notified me that you were found safe, I rejoiced. I told Marcus I had a place in my home for you.” Lucian’s eyes settled back on mine, and there was something I didn’t trust in that warm gaze. “I would have come sooner, but I was attending to Council business, you see? But your old room… from when you stayed with us is stil intact. I want you to come home, Alexandria. You do not need to stay here.” 
My mouth dropped open at that point and I wondered if he had been replaced by a nicer pure-blood in the last three years. “What?” 
“I’m sure Alexandria is just overcome by her happiness,” 
Marcus commented blandly. 
There was that choked sound again, and I began to suspect that Seth was the culprit. Aiden was too wel trained to slip up twice. I stared at Lucian. “I’m… just confused.” 
“Confused? I can imagine. After al that you have been through.” Lucian released my shoulders, but then he grabbed my hand. I tried not to let my cringe show. “You’re far too young to suffer as you have. The tag… it wil never go away, wil it, dear?” 
My free hand went to my neck self-consciously. “No.” 
He nodded sympathetical y, and then led me to the chairs. He let go of my hand, readjusting his robes as he took a seat. I slumped into the other chair. 
“You must come home.” Lucian’s eyes bored into mine. 
“You don’t need to struggle to catch up with the others. This life is no longer necessary for you. I’ve spoken with Marcus at great length. You can attend the Covenant in the fal as a student, but not one in training.” 
I couldn’t have heard that right. Halfs didn’t attend the Covenant as students. They trained or they went into servitude. 
Marcus sat down slowly, his bright gaze fastened on me. 
“Alexandria, Lucian is offering you a chance for a very different life.” 
I couldn’t stop it. The laugh started in my throat and bubbled out. “This… this is a joke, right?” 
Lucian exchanged a look with Marcus. “No. This is no joke, Alexandria. I know we weren’t always close when you were younger, but after al that has happened, I have seen where I have failed you as a father.” 
I laughed again, earning a disapproving glare from Marcus. “I’m sorry.” I gasped as I pul ed myself back under control. “This is just so not what I expected.” 
“You do not need to apologize, my daughter.” 
I choked. “You’re not my father.” 
“Alexandria!” Marcus warned. 
“What?” I looked at my uncle. “He’s not.” 
“It is al right, Marcus,” Lucian’s voice fil ed with velvet-covered steel. “When Alexandria was younger, I wasn’t much of anything to her. I let my own bitterness rule everything. But now, it al seems so very shal ow.” He turned to gaze at me. “If I had been a better father figure then maybe you would have cal ed for help when your mother took you away.” 
I ran a hand over the side of my face, feeling like I’d stepped into a different world—a world where Lucian wasn’t a giant douche, and where I stil had someone who was technical y family and actual y cared for me. 
“But that is in the past, my dear. I’ve come to take you back home.” Lucian gave me a thin-lipped smile. “I’ve already spoken with Marcus, and we agree that—
considering the circumstances—it would be for the best.” 
I snapped out of my haze of dumbness. “Wait. I’m catching up, aren’t I?” I whirled around in my seat. “Aiden, I’m catching up, right? I’l be ready in the fal .” 
“Yes.” He looked past me at Marcus. “Quicker than I would’ve thought possible, to be honest.” 
Thril ed that he hadn’t thrown me under the bus, I turned back to my uncle. “I can do this. I have to be a Sentinel. I don’t want anything else.” My voice rasped with desperation. “I can’t do anything else.” 
For the first time since I’d met Marcus, he actual y looked pained, like he was about to say something he didn’t want to. “Alexandria, it’s not about the training. I’m aware of your progress.” 
“Then what is it?” I didn’t care that I had witnesses to my panic. The wal s were closing in, and I didn’t even understand why. 
“You wil be taken care of,” Lucian tried to look reassuring. “Alexandria, you can no longer be a Sentinel. 
Not with such a horrific conflict of interests.” 
“What?” I looked back and forth between my uncle and stepfather. “There’s no conflict of interests. More than anyone, I have a reason to be a Sentinel!” 
Lucian frowned. “More than anyone, you have a reason not to be a Sentinel.” 
“Minister—” Aiden stepped forward, his eyes narrowing on Lucian. 
“I know you’ve worked hard with her and I appreciate that, St. Delphi. But I cannot al ow this.” Lucian held up a hand. 
“What do you think wil happen once she graduates? Once she leaves the island?” 
“Uh, I’l hunt and kil daimons?” 
Lucian turned to me. “Hunt and kil daimons?” His face turned paler than normal—which was saying something—
as he turned to Marcus. “She doesn’t know, does she?” 
Marcus eyes closed briefly. “No. We thought… it would be for the best.” 
Unease slid down my back. “Know what?” 
“Irresponsible,” hissed Lucian. He lowered his head, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
I shot to my feet. “Know what?” 
Marcus looked up, his face drawn and colorless. “There’s no easy way to say this. Your mother is not dead.” 




CHAPTER 11
NOTHING EXISTED BUT THOSE WORDS. 
Marcus stood and edged around his desk. He stopped in front of me. The pained look had returned, but this time it was also mixed with sympathy. 
The clicking of the wal clock and the gentle hum of the aquarium motors fil ed the room. No one spoke; no one pul ed their eyes from me. I had no idea how long I stood there staring at him while I tried to piece together what he’d said. Nothing made sense to me at first. Hope and disbelief crashed together, then a horrifying realization as I understood the sympathetic look that had crossed his face. 
She was stil alive, but…
“No… ” I pushed away from the chair, trying to put distance between his words and me. “You’re lying. I saw her. The daimon drained her, and I touched her. She was so… so cold.” 
“Alexandria, I’m sorry but—” 
“No! It’s impossible. She was dead!” 
Aiden was at my side, placing a hand on my back. “Alex
—” 
I twisted out his grasp. His voice— Oh, gods—his voice said it al . And when I looked at him, saw the sorrow etched across his striking face, I knew. 
“Alex, there was another daimon. You know that.” 
Marcus’ voice carried over the sound of rushing blood that fil ed my ears. 
“Yes, but… ” I remembered how freaked out I’d been. 
Sobbing and hysterical, I’d shaken her and begged her to wake up, but she hadn’t moved. 
And then I’d heard someone else outside. 
Panicked, I’d barricaded myself into the room and grabbed the money. Things had been blurry then. I’d needed to run. It was what Mom had prepared me to do if something like that ever happened. 
My heart stuttered and missed a beat. “She… she was stil alive? Oh—Oh, my gods. I left her.” I wanted to puke al over Marcus’s polished shoes. “I left her! I could’ve helped her! I could’ve done something!” 
“No.” Aiden reached for me, but I backed away. “There was nothing you could do.” 
“The other daimon did it?” I glared at Marcus, demanding an answer. 
He nodded. “We assume so.” 
I started to tremble. “No. Mom wouldn’t become… it’s impossible. You—you’re al wrong.” 
“Alexandria, you know how it could have been done.” 
Marcus was right. The energy the daimon passed on was tainted. She would’ve been addicted from the first moment on. It was a cruel way to turn a pure-blood, robbing them of al free wil . 
I wanted to scream and cry, but I told myself I could handle this. The burning in my eyes told me I was a liar. I turned back to Marcus. “She’s… a daimon?” 
Something akin to pain flickered across his otherwise stoic face. “Yes.” 
I felt trapped in this room with virtual strangers. My eyes skittered across their faces. Lucian seemed bored with this, surprising considering his earlier outpouring of affection and support. Aiden looked like he was having a hard time keeping his expression blank. And Seth… wel , he was watching me expectedly. Waiting for me to break down into hysterics, I assumed. 
He might get that. I was one step away from a ful -blown freak out. 
Swal owing against the thick lump in my throat, I tried to slow the wild beating in my chest. “How do you know this?” 
“She’s my sister. I would know if she were dead.” 
“You could be wrong.” My whisper held a tiny shard of hope. Dead was better than the alternative. There was no coming back once a pure turned into a daimon. No amount of power or begging—not even the gods could fix it. 
Marcus shook his head. “She was spotted in Georgia. 
Right before we found you.” 
I could tel this hurt him—possibly as much as it hurt me. 
She’d been his sister after al . Marcus wasn’t as emotionless as he made himself out to be. 
Then the Apol yon spoke. “You said her mother was seen in Georgia. Was not Alexandria in Georgia when you found her?” His voice was oddly accented, almost musical in quality. 
I slowly turned to him. 
“Yes.” Aiden’s dark brows furrowed. 
Seth appeared to consider that. “Does it not strike anyone as odd? Could it be her mother remembered her? 
Was actual y fol owing her?” 
A strange look crossed Marcus’s face. “We’re aware of the possibility.” 
It didn’t make sense. When pures were turned, they didn’t care about things from their previous lives. Or, at least, that was what we believed. Then again, it wasn’t like anyone took the time to question a daimon. They were kil ed on sight. No questions asked. 
“You believe her mother is aware of her. Possibly even looking for her?” Seth asked. 
“There’s a chance, but we cannot be sure. It could have been a coincidence that she was in Georgia.” Marcus’s words rang false. 
“A coincidence that she was in Georgia in addition to the two other daimons fol owing her?” Aiden asked. Marcus’s scowl deepened, but Aiden continued, “You know how I feel about this. We don’t know how much of their previous lives daimons retain. There’s a chance she’s looking for Alex.” 
The room tilted, and I squeezed my eyes shut. Looking for me? Not as my mother, but as a daimon. For what? The possibilities startled me… sickened me. 
“It is al the more reason to remove her from the Covenant, St. Delphi. Under my care, Alexandria wil be protected by Council Guards and the Apol yon. If Rachel e is hunting her then she wil be safest with me.” 
When I opened my eyes, I realized I was standing in the middle of the room. Each breath I took hurt. The need to give in to the tears was there, but I forced it down, al the way down. I lifted my chin and looked Marcus straight in the eye. “Do you know where she is now?” 
Marcus raised his eyebrows as he turned to Lucian, who took a moment before he responded. “I have a dozen of my best Sentinels hunting for her.” 
I nodded. “And you al —al of you think that knowing that my mother… is a daimon wil get in the way of me being an effective Sentinel?” 
There was a pause. “Not al of us agree, but yes.” 
“I can’t be the first person to face that.” 
“Of course not,” said Marcus, “but you are young, Alexandria, and you… ” 
My breath got caught in my throat again. “I’m what?” 
Il ogical? Distraught? Pissed off? Those were a few things I was feeling right now. 
He shook his head. “Things are different for you, Alexandria.” 
“No. They’re not.” My voice rasped. “I’m a half-blood. My duty is to kil daimons no matter what. This won’t affect me. 
My mom—she’s dead to me.” 
Marcus stared at me. “Alexandria… ” 
“Wil you force her from the Covenant, Minister?” Seth asked. 
“We wil not force her to leave.” Marcus interjected, his eyes on me. 
Lucian swung toward Marcus. “We agreed on this, Marcus.” His strained voice was low. “She needs to be placed under my care.” 
I knew he was saying a hel of a lot more. I watched Marcus consider whatever that unspoken thing was. 
“She can remain at the Covenant.” Marcus kept his gaze steady. “Nothing wil be jeopardized if she stays here. We can discuss more of this later, don’t you agree?” 
My eyes widened as I watched the Minister submit to Marcus. “Yes. We wil discuss this in great detail.” 
Marcus nodded before turning to me. “The original deal stil holds, Alexandria. You wil have to prove to me you are ready to attend in the fal .” 
I let out the breath I’d been holding. “Is there anything else?” 
“No.” I turned to leave but Marcus stopped me. 
“Alexandria… I’m sorry for what has happened. Your mother… didn’t deserve this. Neither do you.” 
A sincere apology, but it meant nothing to me. I was numb inside, and I wanted nothing more than to be away from al of them. I left the office with my head high, not seeing anyone. I even made it past the Guards, who’d probably heard everything. 
“Alex, hold up.” 
Struggling to control the cyclone of emotions building in me, I whirled around. Aiden had fol owed me out. I warned him off with a shaky hand. “Don’t.” 
He flinched back. “Alex, let me explain.” 
Over his shoulder, I saw we weren’t alone. The Guards stood by the closed doors to Marcus’s office—and so did the Apol yon. He watched us with casual indifference. 
I forced my voice low. “You knew this entire time, didn’t you? You knew what’d real y happened to my mother.” 
The muscle in his jaw ticked. “Yes. I knew.” 
Hurt exploded in my chest. Part of me had hoped he hadn’t known, that he hadn’t kept this from me. I took a step forward. “We’ve spent every day together and never once did it cross your mind to tel me? Did you think I didn’t have a right to know the truth?” 
“Of course I thought you had the right, but it wasn’t in your best interest. It stil isn’t. How can you focus on training—
focus on preparing to kil daimons—when you know your mother’s one of them?” 
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. How could I focus now? 
“I’m sorry you had to find out this way, but I don’t regret keeping it from you. We could’ve found her and disposed of the problem without you knowing any different. That was the plan.” 
“That was the plan? To kil her before I found out she was alive?” My voice grew louder with each word. “You preach to me about trusting you? How in the  hell can I trust you now?” 
Those words struck home. He took a step back, running a hand through his hair. “How does knowing what your mother is make you feel? What does it make you think?” 
Hot tears burned in the back of my throat. I was going to break right here in front of him. I started backing up. 
“Please. Just leave me alone. Leave me alone.” 
This time, when I turned away, no one stopped me. 


***
 In a daze, I climbed into my bed. A sickening feeling settled over me. Part of me wanted to believe everyone was mistaken and Mom wasn’t a daimon. 
My stomach churned and I curled into myself. Mom was out there, somewhere, and she was kil ing people. From the moment she’d turned, the need to feed on aether would’ve consumed her. Nothing else would matter to her. 
Even if she did remember me it wouldn’t be in the same way. 
I scrambled from the bed, barely reaching the bathroom in time. I fel to my knees, clutched the sides of the toilet, and gagged until my body shook. When I was done, I had no strength to stand. 
My thoughts whirled into a heady mess. My mother’s a
daimon.  Sentinels were out there, hunting her down. But I couldn’t replace her warm smile with that of a daimon’s. 
She was my mother. 
I pushed away from the toilet and rested my head against my knees. At some point, there was a knock at the door, but I ignored the sound. There was no one I wanted to see, no one I wanted to talk to. I don’t know how long I stayed there. It could’ve been minutes—or hours. I wil ed myself not to think and to just breathe. The breathing part was easy, but the not thinking part was impossible. Eventual y, I crawled to my feet and stared at my reflection. 
Mom stared back at me—al except the eyes, the only thing we didn’t share. But now… now she’d have those gaping sockets and her mouth would be ful of jagged teeth. 
And if she did see me again, she wouldn’t smile or hug me. She wouldn’t brush my hair back like she used to. 
There would be no tears of happiness. She might not even know my name. 
She would try to kil me. 
And I would try to kil her. 
 




CHAPTER 12
BY SUNDAY EVENING, I COULDN’T HIDE IN MY
ROOM anymore. Sick of thinking, sick of being alone, and sick of myself. Somewhere over the past day, my appetite had returned and I was starving. 
I managed to make it over to the cafeteria before it closed its doors. Thankful y, it was empty and I was able to eat three slices of cold pizza in peace. The food settled in a dense bal in my stomach, but I managed to get a fourth slice down. 
The thick silence of the cafeteria engulfed me. With nothing going on, the endless chatter of my thoughts picked up again. Mom. Mom. Mom. Since Friday night, she was al I could think about. 
Was there something I could’ve done differently? Could I have prevented her from turning into a monster? If I hadn’t panicked after the attack, maybe I could’ve fended off the other daimon. I could’ve saved my mother from such a horrific fate. 
Guilt turned the food in my stomach sour. I pushed myself from the table and headed outside just as one of the servants entered to close up for the night. A few kids moved across the quad, but no one I knew very wel . 
I don’t know why I ended up in the main training room. It was past eight, but they never locked these rooms, although the weapons were secured after training sessions. 
I stopped in front of one of the dummies used for knife practice and the occasional boxing match. 
Restlessness itched through me as I stared at the lifelike figure. Tiny nicks and grooves marked the neck, chest, and abdomen. They were the areas where halfs were trained to strike: the solar plexus, heart, neck, and stomach. 
I ran my fingers over the indentations. Covenant-issued blades were wickedly sharp, designed to cut through the daimon’s skin quickly and do maximum damage. 
Eyeing the strike zones marked in red—places to hit or kick if I had to engage a daimon in hand-to-hand combat—I pul ed my hair up into a messy twist. Aiden had al owed me to practice with the dummies a few times, probably because he’d gotten tired of me kicking him. 
The first punch I threw knocked the dummy back an inch, maybe two. Blah. The second and third blows jarred it back a couple of more inches, but stil did nothing for me. The swirling blur of emotions pressed up within me, demanding I cave into it. Give in. Take Lucian up on his offer. Never
risk facing Mom. Let someone else deal. 
I stepped back, resting my hands on my thighs. 
My mother was a daimon. As a half-blood I was obligated to kil her. As her daughter I was obligated to…
what? That answer had eluded me al weekend. What was I supposed to do? 
Kill her. Run from her. Save her somehow. 
A frustrated shriek escaped me as I swung my leg around and connected with the center of the dummy. It swung back a foot or two, and when it came rushing back at me, I attacked—swinging, punching, and kicking. My anger and disbelief grew with each explosion. 
This wasn’t fair. None of this was. 
Sweat poured off me, dampening my shirt until it clung to my skin and stray hairs stuck to the back of my neck. I couldn’t stop. The violence poured out of me, becoming a physical thing. I could taste the anger in the back of my throat—thick like bile and heavy. I tuned into it. I became it. 
The rage flowed through me and into my movements until my kicks and jabs became so precise that, if the dummy had been a real person, she’d be dead. Only then was I satisfied. I stumbled back, wiping my hand over my forehead and turned around. 
Aiden stood in the doorway. 
He came forward, stopping in the center of the room and taking the same position he normal y did during our training sessions. He wore jeans, something I rarely saw him in. 
Aiden didn’t say anything as he watched me. I didn’t know what he was thinking or why he was there. I didn’t care. Fury stil boiled within me. Somehow I imagined it was what being a daimon must feel like, like some kind of unseen force control ed my every move. 
Out of control—I was out of control now. Without saying a word, I crossed the distance between us. A wary look flickered across his eyes. 
There was no thought behind this, just overwhelming anger and raw hurt. I cocked back my arm and punched him right on the side of his jaw. Fierce pain exploded across my knuckles. 
“Dammit!” I bent, bringing my hand back to my chest. I didn’t think it would hurt that much. Even worse was the fact I’d barely made an impact on him. 
He turned back to me as if I hadn’t just punched him in the face and frowned. “Did that make you feel better? 
Change anything for you?” 
I straightened. “No! I’d like to do it again.” 
“You wanna fight?” He stepped to the side, tipping his head down at me. “Then fight me.” 
He didn’t have to ask me twice. I launched myself at him. 
He blocked the first jab, but my anger made me quicker than he’d realized. The broad side of my arm slipped past his blocks, cutting him across the chest. It didn’t faze him—
not one freaking bit. But the pleasure spiked inside me, propel ing me forward. Burning with rage and another near feral emotion, I fought harder and better than I ever had in practice. 
We circled each other, exchanging blows. Aiden didn’t go al out on me, and it only pissed me off. I attacked harder, moving him backwards across the mats. His eyes flared a dangerous silver as he caught my fist inches from connecting with his nose. Bad form to aim above the chest, but screw it. 
“That’s enough.” Aiden pushed me back. 
But it wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. I went to use one of the offensive moves he’d taught me days ago. 
Aiden moved so he caught me midflight, bringing me down on the mat. Once he had me down he rocked back on his heels. 
“I know you’re angry.” He wasn’t even out of breath. I, on the other hand, was gasping for air. “I know you’re confused and hurt. What you’re feeling is unimaginable.” 
My chest rose and fel rapidly. I started to sit up, but he pushed me down with one hand. “Yes, I’m angry!” 
“You have every right to be.” 
“You should’ve told me!” The burning in my eyes increased. “Someone should’ve told me! If not Marcus, then you should have.” 
He turned his head away. “You’re right.” 
His softly spoken words didn’t ease me. I stil heard how he’d said he didn’t regret not tel ing me, that it was for the best. He lowered his hands to his thighs after a few moments. 
Wrong move. 
I reared off the mat, reaching for his silky hair. Total girl move, but somewhere along the way, I’d lost myself to the anger. 
“Stop this!” He captured my wrists easily. Actual y, it was embar-rassing how quickly he subdued me. This time he pinned me to the mat. “Stop this, Alex,” he said again, much lower. 
I threw my head back, ready to plant my foot somewhere when our eyes met. I did stop then, with his face inches from mine. The atmosphere changed as one of the wild emotions swirling through me managed to break free and rear its head. 
His lean torso and legs pressed against mine in a way that made me think of other things—stuff that wasn’t fighting or kil ing, but did involve sweating, lots of sweating. 
Breathing became difficult as we continued to stare at one another. His dark waves had fal en forward into his eyes. 
He wasn’t moving, and I couldn’t even if I’d wanted to. I didn’t. Oh, gods, I didn’t want to move ever. I saw the moment he recognized the change in me. Something shifted in those eyes of his and his lips parted. 
This was just a harmless, stupid crush. Even as I lifted my head, bringing my lips mere inches from his, I kept tel ing myself that. I didn’t want him. Not this badly—not more than anything I’d ever wanted in life. 
I kissed him. 
At first, it wasn’t much of a kiss. My lips just brushed his, and when he didn’t move away, I pushed harder. Aiden seemed too stunned to do much of anything for a few seconds. But then he released my wrists and his hands slid up my arms. 
The kiss deepened, ful of passion and anger. There was also frustration, so much frustration. Then Aiden pressed down, and I wasn’t the one doing the kissing. His lips moved against mine, his fingers pressing into my skin. 
After only a few seconds he broke off the kiss and sprung away from me. 
From several feet away, Aiden crouched on the bal s of his feet. His heavy breathing fil ed the space between us. 
Eyes wide, they’d dilated until they were almost black. 
I sat up and scooted back. What I’d done made it through the thick haze clouding my thoughts. Not only had I punched a pure-blood in the face, I’d also kissed him. Oh… oh,
man. My cheeks flushed; my entire body flushed. 
Aiden stood slowly. “It’s al right.” His voice rasped. 
“These things happen… when you’re feeling a lot of stress.” 
These things happened? I didn’t think so. “I… can’t believe I did that.” 
“It’s just stress.” He remained at a safe distance. “It’s okay, Alex.” 
I jumped to my feet. “I think I should go now.” 
He started forward then, but stopped short, wary of coming any closer. “Alex… it’s al right.” 
“Yeah, damn stress thing, huh? Whoa. Okay. Everything is total y okay.” I backed up, looking everywhere but at him. 
“I needed that—not the last thing! Or the thing when I punched you! But the things when I was… you know, working out my aggression… and stuff. Al right… see you tomorrow.” I fled from the room—from the entire building. 
Outside in the thick humid night air, I smacked my forehead and groaned. “Oh, my gods.” Somewhere behind me a door opened, so I started down the pathway again. 
I real y wasn’t paying attention to where I was going. 
Shock and embarrassment didn’t adequately describe what I was feeling. Mortification was too lame of a word. 
Maybe I could blame it on stress. I wanted to laugh, except I also wanted to cry. 
Would I be able to live this one down? Gods, I couldn’t believe I’d actual y kissed him. Nor could I believe there’d been a moment where he’d kissed me back, that he’d pressed against me in a way that said he’d wanted it just as badly as I had. That had to have been a figment of my imagination. 
I needed a new trainer. I needed a new trainer pronto. 
There was no way I could ever face him again without keeling over and dying. No way at al and—
Someone stepped in front of me. I moved to the side to avoid whoever it was, but the person blocked me. Pissed I couldn’t sulk in privacy, I fired off without looking up. “Gods! 
Get the hel out of my—” The words died on my lips. 
The Apol yon stood in front of me. 
“Wel , good evening to you.” His lips curled in a casual smile. 
“Um… sorry, I didn’t see you.” Or feel him, which was weird considering both times I’d felt him before actual y laying eyes on him. 
“Obviously. You were staring at the ground as if it had done something terrible to you.” 
“Yeah, I’m kinda having a bad weekend… that just won’t die.” I sidestepped him, but he moved in front of me again. 
“Excuse me.” I used possibly my sweetest voice ever. He was, after al , the Apol yon. 
“Could I just have a few minutes of your time?” 
I looked around the empty courtyard, knowing I couldn’t refuse him. “Sure, but I need to get back to my dorm soon.” 
“Then I wil walk you there and we can talk.” 
I nodded, having no freaking clue what he could possibly want to talk to me about. I motioned him forward wearily. 
“I’ve been looking for you.” He fel into step beside me. 
“Apparently, you’ve holed yourself up in your dorm, and your friends have advised me males are not al owed in the dorm. I’m no exception, which I find strange and very irritating. Sil y little Covenant rules shouldn’t apply to me.” 
I frowned, not sure what to be skeeved out about more: that he knew who my friends were or that he was looking for me. Both things were equal y creepy to me. He could snap my neck like a twig. He was the Apol yon—someone no
one  wanted looking for them. 
“So I’ve been waiting for you to reappear.” 
Now this was creepy. I felt his stare, but I kept my eyes trained ahead. “Why?” 
Seth easily fel into step beside me. “I want to know what you are.” 
I froze and I had to look at him. He was pretty close, not touching. Frankly, he looked like he didn’t want to. Caution played across his arresting features as he watched me. 
“I’m a half-blood.” 
He arched a blond brow. “Wow. I had no idea you were a half-blood, Alexandria. Color me shocked.” 
My eyes narrowed on him. “Cal me Alex. So why did you ask?” 
“Yes, I know. Everyone cal s you by some boy’s name.” 
His upper lip curled and frustration fil ed his voice. “Anyway, you know that is not what I’m asking. I want to know what you are.” 
Pissing off the Apol yon probably wasn’t the smartest thing to do, but my mood was somewhere between crappy and real y crappy. I folded my arms across my chest. “I’m a girl. You’re a boy. Does that clear things up for you?” 
One corner of his mouth quirked. “Thank you for the gender lesson. I’ve always been confused when it comes to boy and girl parts, but once again, not what I’m asking.” He stepped forward, tilting his head to the side. “Around May, Lucian requested my presence at Council. They found you around the same time. I find that strange.” 
My instincts screamed for me to take a step back, but I refused. “Okay?” 
“I don’t believe in coincidences. Lucian’s order has to do with you. So it begs a very important question.” 
“Which is? 
“What is so important about a little girl whose mother is a daimon?” He circled around me. I twisted, fol owing his movement. “Why would Lucian want me here now, but not before? You were right in your dean’s office. You would not be the first half or even pure to face down a loved one or a friend in battle. What makes you so special?” 
Irritation twitched within me. “I have no clue. Why don’t you go and ask him?” 
Several short strands escaped the leather thong and fel around his face. “I doubt Lucian is being truthful.” 
“Lucian doesn’t have to be truthful.” 
“You would know. He is your stepfather.” 
“Lucian is nothing to me. What you saw in that office was bizarre. He must’ve been high on power or meth.” 
“Then you would not be upset if I said he was a pompous ass?” 
I bit back my laugh. “Nope.” 
His lips curved into a half smile. “I intend to figure out why I was pul ed away from hunting to guard a girl—” 
My brows rose. “You’re not guarding me. You’re guarding Lucian.” 
“Is that so? Why would Lucian need me as a Guard? He rarely leaves the Council and is always surrounded by several layers of protection. A fledging Guard could assist him. This is wasting my time.” 
He had a good point, but I didn’t have any answers for him. I shrugged and started walking again, hoping he wouldn’t fol ow, but he did. 
“So I’l ask you again. What are you?” 
The first two times he’d asked the question, it had just annoyed me, but the third time poked around inside my brain and pushed a memory loose. I thought of the night in the factory. What had the daimon said after he’d tagged me? I stopped, frowning as the words floated to the surface. “What are you?”  My hand went to my neck, brushing over the ultra-smooth skin of the scar. 
Seth’s eyes narrowed on me. “What is it?” 
I looked up. “You know, you aren’t the first person to ask me that. A daimon asked me… after he tagged me.” 
Interest flickered over his face. “Maybe I just need to bite you to find out.” 
My hand dropped to my side and I cut him a look. He was joking, but it stil weirded me out. “Good luck with that.” 
He smiled this time, flashing a row of perfect white teeth. 
His smile was nothing like Aiden’s, but it was nice. “You don’t seem afraid of me.” 
I took a deep breath. “Why should I be?” 
Seth shrugged. “Everyone is afraid of me. Even Lucian—
even daimons are afraid of me. You know, they can sense me, and even though they know I am Death to them, they come running right up to me. I’m like fine dining to them. 
They can’t pass me up.” 
“Yeah… and I’m like fast food,” I murmured, recal ing what the daimon in Georgia had said. 
“Maybe… or maybe not. Want to hear something strange?” 
I glanced around, looking for an escape. My stomach did the icky twisty thing again. “Not real y.” 
He tucked the loose strands of hair behind his ear. “I knew you were here. Not you, so to speak. But I knew someone—someone different. I felt it outside, before I entered the lobby. It was like a magnetic pul . I zeroed in on you immediately.” 
I felt off the longer I talked to him. “Oh?” 
“That has never happened before.” He unfolded his arms and reached for me. I jumped back. Annoyance pul ed his lips down at the corners. 
There were a multitude of reasons why I didn’t want him to touch me. Alarmed that he was actual y going to, I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “I saw your tattoos.” 
Seth froze, one arm outstretched toward me. Surprise shone on his face before his arm fel and he suddenly looked wary. Hel , he no longer looked like he wanted to touch me—or be in the same zip code as me. He backed off this time. 
I should’ve been happy, but it only increased the bundle of nerves forming in my bel y. “I… have to go. It’s late.” 
The sudden rush of air caused my head to jerk up. Seth moved fast, possibly faster than Aiden, and now he was back in my personal space. “Did you mean what you said in the dean’s office? That your mother was dead to you? Do you real y believe that?” 
Caught off guard by the question, I didn’t answer. 
He leaned in closer, his voice low but stil melodic. “If not, then you better hope you never face her, because she wil kil you.” 
 




CHAPTER 13
PRACTICE WAS EPICALLY AWKWARD THE
FOLLOWING day. Aiden spent the time pretending I hadn’t physical y and sexual y assaulted him, which created a conflicting set of emotions in me. Part of me was glad he didn’t bring it up. And the other part… wel , that part felt stung. Although it total y made no sense, I wanted him to acknowledge what’d passed between us. 
But I did bring the anger to practice. I fought better and blocked more than I ever had. Aiden praised my technique in a truly professional manner, which irked me. When we rol ed up the mats at the end of practice, I felt al kinds of confrontational. 
“I ran into Seth… last night.” The words “last night” 
probably carried a lot more weight than anything else I said. 
Aiden stiffened, but didn’t respond. “He wants to know why Lucian ordered him to Council.” 
Aiden straightened, brushing his hands across his thighs. 
“He shouldn’t question his orders.” 
I arched a brow. “He thinks it has something to do with me.” 
He looked at me then, face impressively blank. 
“Does it?” 
No answer. 
“Does it have something to do with what happened to my mom?” My hands curled into fists at his continued silence. 
“You said last night I had every right to know what happened to my mother. So I think I have every right to know what the hel is going on. Or are you going to lie to me again?” 
That got a response. “I never lied to you before, Alex. I omitted the truth.” 
I rol ed my eyes. “Yeah, that’s not lying.” 
Irritation flared across his features. “Do you think I liked knowing what happened to your mother? Enjoyed seeing how hurt you were when you found out?” 
“That’s not the point.” 
“The point is I’m here to train you. To get you ready to attend classes in the fal .” 
“And nothing else, huh?” The hurt that sprang forth fueled my anger. “Not even the common courtesy of tel ing me what’s going on when you so obviously know what’s happening?” 
Uncertainty darkened his expression. He shook his head and ran a hand through his hair. The dark waves tumbled back to his forehead like they always did. “I don’t know why the Minister ordered Seth to the Council. I’m just a Sentinel, Alex. I’m not privy to the inner workings of the Council, but…
” He took a deep breath. “I don’t entirely trust your stepfather. His display in Marcus’s office was… abnormal.” 
Out of al the things I expected him to say, I was shocked he would admit that. It diffused some—not al —of my anger. 
“What do you think he’s up to?” 
“It’s al I know, Alex. If I was you… I’d be careful around Seth. Apol yons can be unstable at times, dangerous. 
They’ve been known to lose their tempers, and if he’s angry about his relocation… ” 
I nodded, but I wasn’t real y concerned with that. Aiden left without saying much of anything else. Disappointed, I left the training room and ran into Caleb outside. 
The two of us stared at each other. 
“So… I’m assuming you’ve heard?” I tried to sound nonchalant. 
Caleb nodded, his sky blue eyes sorrowful. “Alex, I’m sorry. It’s not right—not fair.” 
“It’s not,” I whispered. 
Knowing how I was with these kinds of things, he left it alone after that. We didn’t bring it up again, and for the rest of the night it was like things were normal. Mom wasn’t a daimon, and she wasn’t out there draining pures. It was easier to go on, pretending that everything was normal. It worked for a while. 
A couple of days later, I got my wish for a new trainer. 
Wel … almost. When I opened up the double doors to the main training room Aiden wasn’t alone. Kain stood beside him, looking like he clearly remembered our last training session. 
My steps slowed as my eyes bounced between the two. 
“Hey… ?” 
The look on Aiden’s face was unreadable—a common expression since I’d kissed him. “Kain is going to be helping us train three days a week.” 
“Oh,” I felt torn between being excited about learning whatever Kain could show me and disappointed someone else was encroaching on my time with Aiden. 
I real y did have a lot to learn from Kain. He wasn’t as fast as Aiden, but I’d come to anticipate the moves Aiden used. 
With Kain, it was al new. By the end of practice, I felt a little better about the changeup in our training, but there was stil a nagging worry Kain’s reappearance had something to do with the kiss. 
Kain wasn’t the only one who kept popping back up. 
Over the fol owing week, Seth lingered around campus, showing up in the rec room, the cafeteria, and the training room. It made avoiding him—which had been my plan—
impossible. Trying to hold my own against Kain with just Aiden watching was bad enough, but having the Apol yon in the mix total y sucked. 
Thankful y, today was Kain’s off day. He’d accompanied some group of pures on a weekend getaway. I felt bad for him. Yesterday, he’d spent the majority of practice bitching about it. He was a born hunter, not a babysitter. I’d be pissed too if I’d gotten saddled with that assignment. 
In practice, we’d final y moved beyond blocking techniques and were working on different types of takedowns. Even though I’d face-planted Aiden several times throughout the day, he was super-patient with me. 
Besides lying to me about my mom, the guy had to be a saint of some sort. 
“You’ve done real y wel this week.” He gave me a hesitant smile as we headed out. 
I shook my head. “Kain kicked my ass in practice yesterday.” 
Aiden pushed the door open and held it for me. Normal y, he left the doors wide open, but lately he’d taken to closing them. “Kain has field experience on you, but you were holding your own against him.” 
My lips curved upwards. As sad as it was, I lived for those moments when he complimented my improvement. 
“Thanks.” 
He nodded. “Do you think it helps to work with Kain?” 
We stopped at the doors leading outside. I was kind of stunned he would even ask for my opinion. “Yeah… he has different tactics than you. I think it helps that you can see what I’m doing wrong and walk me through it.” 
“Good. It’s what I hoped for.” 
“Real y?” I blurted out. “I thought it was because—never mind.” 
Aiden’s eyes narrowed. “Yes. Why else would I want Kain to help?” 
Horrified and embarrassed that I had unwittingly gone there, I turned away. “Uh… forget I said anything.” 
“Alex.” He said my name in that soft, infinitely patient way. 
Against my wil , I turned back to him. “Bringing Kain in had nothing to do with that night.” 
I wanted to run and hide. I also wanted to find a muzzle for myself. “It doesn’t?” 
“No.” 
“About that night… ” I took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about hitting you and… the other thing.” 
His eyes deepened, turning more silver than gray. “I accept your apology for hitting me.” 
I hadn’t realized it until then, but we were standing close enough that our shoes touched. I don’t know if he had moved, or if I had. “What about the other thing?” 
Aiden smiled then, flashing those deep dimples. His arm brushed mine as he reached around and opened the door. 
“You don’t have to apologize for the other thing.” 
I stumbled into the bright sunlight. “I don’t?” 
He shook his head, stil smiling, and then simply left. 
Confused and a bit obsessed over what that  could mean, I joined my friends for dinner and found our newest addition was once again at our table. My smile faded as I saw the open wonder splattered across Caleb’s face—the look he got whenever he talked to Seth. 
They didn’t even look as I sat down at the table with them. 
Everyone appeared consumed by whatever Seth was tel ing them. I seemed to be the only one not impressed by him. 
“How many kil s have you made?” Caleb leaned forward. 
Hadn’t they already had this conversation? Oh, yes. 
Yesterday.  I bit back a sigh of annoyance. 
Seth reclined in the plastic chair, one leg propped against the edge of the table. “Over twenty.” 
“Wow.” Elena sighed, a look of pure admiration glossing over her eyes. 
I rol ed my eyes and took a bite of the dry pot roast. 
“You don’t know the exact number?” Caleb’s brows rose. 
“I’d keep a list with dates and times.” 
I found that morbid, but Seth grinned. “Twenty-five. Would have been twenty-six but the last bastard got away from me.” 
“Got away from the Apol yon?” I took a sip of my water. 
“Embarrassing.” 
Caleb’s eyes grew to the size of saucers, and honestly, I don’t know what’d provoked me to say it—probably that little piece of advice he’d given me the last time we’d talked privately. Seth seemed to take it in stride. He tipped his bottle of water toward me. “How many have you kil ed?” 
“Two.” I shoved a forkful of meat into my mouth. 
“Not bad for an untrained girl.” 
I smiled brightly. “Nope.” 
Caleb shot me a warning look before turning back to Seth. “So… how does it feel to use the elements?” 
“Amazing.” Seth’s eyes stayed on me. “I’ve never been tagged.” 
I stiffened, hand halfway to my mouth. Ouch. 
“What does that feel like, Alex?” 
I forced myself to chew the food slowly. “Oh… it felt wonderful.” 
He moved, leaning close enough I could feel his breath on my neck. My entire body locked up. “Nasty little scar you got there.” 
The fork fel from my fingers, splattering mashed potatoes across the table. I mustered my best “ice princess” look and met his gaze. “You’re in my personal space, buddy.” 
A playful smile graced his lips. “So? What are you going to do about it? Throw your mashed potatoes at me? I’m consumed by terror.” 
Punch you in the face.  That’s what I wanted to say and do, but even I wasn’t that stupid. Instead, I returned the smile. “Why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be doing important things, like guarding Lucian?” 
Caleb and the rest of the kids didn’t catch my dig, but he did. The smile slipped from his face and he stood. Turning to them, he nodded. “It was nice talking with you al .” On his way out he brushed past Olivia. The poor girl looked like she wanted to spaz out. 
“Oh, my gods, Alex. He’s the Apol yon,” hissed Elena. 
I cleaned up my mess of mashed potatoes. “Yeah. So?” 
She dropped a napkin over the bulk of the potatoes. 
“Uh… you could be a little more respectful towards him.” 
“I was being respectful. I just wasn’t kissing his ass.” I raised my brows as I looked at her. 
“We weren’t kissing his ass.” She frowned, scooping up the mess. 
I pursed my lips. “Not what it looked like to me.” 
“Whatever.” Caleb exhaled with a whistle. “I mean, wow. 
He’s kil ed twenty-five daimons. He can wield al four elements plus the fifth—the fifth, Alex. Yeah, I’l kiss his ass al day long.” 
I stifled my groan. “You should start a fan club. Elena can be your vice president.” 
He smirked. “Maybe I wil .” 
Thankful y, we moved past talking about Seth once Olivia sat down at our table. Caleb was al too happy to see her, and my gaze bounced between the two of them. 
“Have you guys heard?” Olivia’s coffee-colored eyes widened. 
I was half afraid to ask. “What?” 
She cast a nervous glance at me. “There was a daimon attack in Lake Lure late last night. The Council just found out. They couldn’t get ahold of the group of pures and their Guards.” 
The information wiped everything else from my thoughts. I wasn’t thinking about my rude behavior toward Seth or what Aiden could’ve meant earlier. I wasn’t even thinking about Mom. 
Elena gasped. “What? Lake Lure is only four hours from here.” 
Lake Lure was a smal community where several of the pures liked to get away. Just like the place in Gatlinburg where my mom used to take me, it should’ve been wel -
guarded. Safe. At least, that was what we’d been told. 
“How’s it possible?” I hated the way my voice squeaked out. 
Olivia shook her head. “I don’t know, but several of the Council Guards left with the group this weekend. They had at least two trained Sentinels.” 
My mouth went dry. No. It couldn’t have been the same group—the group Kain had been bitching about babysitting. 
“Anyone we know?” Caleb leaned in. 
She glanced around, lowering her voice. “Mom couldn’t say much more. She was leaving to go investigate… the scene, but she did say Kain and Herc were the two Sentinels. I haven’t heard anything about what’s happened to them, but… ” 
Daimons didn’t leave halfs alive. 
Silence fel across the table as we processed the news. I swal owed against the sudden tightness in my throat. Kain had been kicking my butt and joking around with me just yesterday. He’s good and fast, but if he was missing, it meant he’d been taken for a later snack. Kain was a half, so he couldn’t be turned into a daimon. 
No. I shook my head. He got away. They just haven’t
found him yet. 
Caleb pushed his plate away. Now I wished I hadn’t eaten so much. The news was doing gross stuff to the food in my stomach, but al of us pretended we weren’t that affected. We were in training. In a year or so, we’d be facing this stuff in person. 
“What about the pures? Who were they?” Elena’s voice trembled. 
The look crossing her face fil ed me with unease. 
Suddenly, I understood it wasn’t just Kain we’d lost. 
“There were two families.” Olivia swal owed hard. “Liza and Zeke Dikti, and their daughter Letha. The other family was… Lea’s father and stepmother.” 
Silence. 
None of us moved. I don’t even think we breathed. Gods, I hated Lea. Real y, I did, but I knew what this felt like. Or, at least, I used to. Final y, Caleb found the ability to speak. 
“Were Lea or her half sister with them?” 
Olivia shook her head. “Dawn stayed at home and Lea is here— was here. On the way over, I saw Dawn. She’d come to get her.” 
“This is so terrible.” Elena’s face paled. “How old is Dawn?” 
“She’s around twenty-two.” Caleb bit his lip. 
“She’s old enough to take her parent’s seat, but who… ” 
Olivia trailed off. 
We al knew what she was thinking. Who would want to take a Council seat that way? 


***
 Back in my dorm, I found two letters stuck to my door. 
One was a folded piece of paper and the other was an envelope. The paper contained a scribbled message from Aiden cal ing off practice tomorrow due to unforeseen events. Obviously, he’d been cal ed to investigate the attack. 
I folded up the note and placed it on the table. The envelope was something else entirely; it was from my bipolar stepfather. I didn’t read the card. However, there were several hundred dol ar bil s folded inside it. Those I kept. The card went in the trash bin. 
After spending the rest of the evening thinking about what’d happened in Lake Lure, I had trouble sleeping and woke up way too early, fil ed with an itchy agitation. 
By lunch, I’d found out Seth had also taken the four-hour drive with Aiden. More information drifted back to the Covenant as the day progressed. Olivia had been correct. 
Al the pures who’d been in Lake Lure had been massacred. So had the half-blood servants. They’d searched the lake and the grounds, but only four of the Security team had been found. They’d been drained of al their aether. The other two, including Kain, had not been discovered. 
Olivia, who’d become our main source of information, fil ed us in with what she knew. “Some of the dead suffered multiple tags. But the half-bloods they found… they were covered in daimon tags.” 
I read the same, sickening question in the pale faces around the table: Why?  By birth, half-bloods had less aether in them. Why would daimons repeatedly drain a half when they had pures who were ful of aether? 
I swal owed hard. “Do you know how they got past the Guards?” 
She shook her head. “Not yet, but there were security cameras around the cabins, so they’re hoping the video footage wil reveal something.” 
Some of the halfs tried for some sort of normalcy as the day wore on, and none of us wanted to be alone. But the activity at the pool tables lacked the normal laughs and the game systems sat untouched in front of the televisions. 
The sul en atmosphere started to get to me. I retreated to my dorm room after dinner. A few hours later, there was a soft knock on my door. I got up, expecting Caleb or Olivia. 
Aiden stood there, and my heart did a weird flip I was beginning to hate. 
I asked the stupidest question. “Are you okay?” Of course he wasn’t. I mental y kicked myself as he stepped inside and closed the door. 
“You’ve heard?” 
No point in lying. “Yeah, I heard last night.” I sat down on the edge of the couch. 
“I just got back. News travels fast.” I’d never seen him so exhausted or grave. His hair looked as if he’d run his hands through it many times, and now it went every which direction. The need to comfort him nearly overpowered me, but there was nothing I could do. He gestured at the couch. 
“May I?” 
I nodded. “It was… real y bad, wasn’t it?” 
He sat down, resting his hands on his knees. “It was pretty bad.” 
“How did they get to them?” 
Aiden glanced up. “They caught one of the pures outside. 
Once the daimons got in—the attack surprised the Guards. 
There were three daimons… and the Sentinels—they fought hard.” 
I swal owed. Three daimons. The night in Georgia, I’d been surprised by how many were together. Aiden was thinking along the same lines. “The daimons are real y starting to work in groups. They’re showing a level of restraint in their attacks, an organization they never had before. Two of the half-bloods are missing.” 
“What do you think it means?” 
He shook his head. “We’re not sure, but we’l find out.” 
I had no doubt he would. “I’m… sorry you have to deal with this.” 
A hardness settled across him. He didn’t move. “Alex…
there’s something I need to tel you.” 
“Okay.” I wanted to believe the seriousness in his voice was due to al the heavy stuff he had been dealing with al day. 
“There were surveil ance cameras. They let us get a pretty good idea of what happened outside the house, but not inside.” He took a deep breath and lifted his head. Our eyes met. “I came here first.” 
My chest tightened. “This… this is gonna be bad, isn’t it?” 
Aiden didn’t mince words. “Yes.” 
The air caught in my lungs. “What… is it?” 
He twisted his long body toward me. “I wanted to make sure you knew before… anyone else did. We can’t stop people from finding out. There were a lot of people there.” 
“Okay?” 
“Alex, there’s no easy way to say this. We saw your mother on the surveil ance cameras. She was one of the daimons who attacked them.” 
I stood, and then I sat right back down. My brain refused to process this. I shook my head as my thoughts went on repeat. No. No. No. Not her—anyone but her. 
“Alex?” 
It felt like I couldn’t catch my breath. This was worse than seeing dul ness in her eyes as she’d lain on the floor, worse than hearing she’d been turned. This… this was worse. 
“Alex, I’m so sorry.” 
I swal owed hard. “Did… did she kil any of them?” 
“There’s no way to know unless we find either of the halfs alive, but I’d assume so. It’s what a daimon does.” 
I blinked back hot tears. Do not cry. Don’t do it. “Have…
you seen Lea? Is she okay?” 
Astonishment flickered across Aiden’s face. 
The laugh that came out of me was shaky and broken sounding. “Lea and I aren’t friends, but I wouldn’t… ” 
“You wouldn’t want her to go through this. I know.” He reached over and took my hand in his. His fingers felt remarkably warm, strong and grounding. “Alex, there’s more to this.” 
I almost laughed again. “How could there be more?” 
His hand tightened around mine. “It can’t be a coincidence she is this close to the Covenant. It leaves no doubt she remembers you.” 
“Oh.” I stopped there, unable to go any further. I turned away from Aiden, staring at our hands. Silence stretched out between us, and then he leaned over and wrapped his other arm around my shoulders. Every muscle in my body locked up. Even in a time like this, I could recognize the wrongness of this situation. Aiden shouldn’t be offering me any sort of comfort. He probably shouldn’t have even come to tel me. Halfs and pures didn’t comfort one another. 
But with Aiden I never felt like a half-blood and I never thought of him as a pure-blood. 
Aiden murmured something I couldn’t make out. It sounded like ancient Greek, the language of the gods. I don’t know why, but the sound of his voice ripped through the barriers I was trying and failing at stitching together. I sunk forward, resting my head against his shoulder. I squeezed my eyes against the harsh stinging. My breath came out in short, shaky gasps. I don’t know how long we stayed like that, his cheek against the top of my head, our fingers wrapped together. 
“You show amazing strength,” he murmured, stirring the hair around my ear. 
I forced my eyes open. “Oh… I’m just saving al of this up for years of therapy later.” 
“You don’t give yourself enough credit. What you’ve had to face? You’re very strong.” He pul ed back, his hand brushing across my cheek so quickly I truly believed I’d imagined the touch. “Alex, I have to go check in with Marcus. He’s waiting for me.” 
I nodded as he let go of my hand and stood. “Could…
could there be a chance she didn’t kil them?” 
Aiden stopped by the door. “Alex, I don’t know. It would be highly unlikely.” 
“Wil … you let me know if they do find either of the halfs alive?” I knew it was pointless. 
He nodded. “Yes. Alex… if you need anything, let me know.” He pul ed the door closed with a click behind him. 
Alone, I slid to the floor and pressed my head against my knees. There could be a chance Mom hadn’t kil ed anyone. 
She could be with the other daimons because she didn’t know what else to do. Maybe she was confused. Maybe she was coming for me. 
I shuddered, pressing further down. My heart hurt. It felt like it was shattering again—al over again. There was the smal est, tiniest chance she hadn’t kil ed anyone. Even I knew how stupid it was to real y hold onto that chance, but I did. Because what else did I have? Grandma Piperi’s words became clearer to me—not just what she’d said, but what she hadn’t. 
For whatever reason, Mom had left the safety of the community to pul me away from the Covenant, setting al of this—this huge mess—into motion. During those three years, I’d never once cal ed out for help, never stopped the insanity of living unprotected among mortals. 
The countless times I’d done nothing flashed before me. 
In a way I was responsible for what’d happened to her. 
Worse yet, if she’d kil ed those innocent people, I was responsible for their deaths, as wel . 
My legs didn’t shake when I stood. Certainty fil ed my mind—maybe it’d been made up the night I heard what’d real y happened to her. There was a smal chance she hadn’t committed horrific crimes, but if… if the daimon who had been my mother had kil ed someone, then one way or another, I was going to kil her. She was my responsibility now—my problem. 




CHAPTER 14
I PRETENDED NOTHING WAS WRONG THE NEXT
DAY IN practice. It worked wel until we took a break and Aiden asked how I was doing. 
I kept my voice even. “I’m fine.” 
Then I beat the crap out of the dummy. 
Toward the end of practice, a surge of energy shimmied down my back right before Seth showed up. He stood by the door, watching quietly. I had the sinking suspicion he was there for me. Groaning, I took my time rol ing up the mats. 
Aiden nodded in Seth’s direction. “Is everything okay?” 
“Who knows?” I scowled. 
Aiden straightened, coming to his ful height. “Has he been bothering you?” 
A huge part of me wanted to say yes, but in reality, Seth hadn’t real y bothered me. And if he had, what could Aiden do about it? Aiden was a badass Sentinel warrior, but Seth was the Apol yon. Where Aiden control ed fire— pretty
awesome—and he could fight, Seth control ed al four elements— pretty scary—and could wipe the floor with Aiden’s face. 
Aiden stared at Seth in a way that said he had no problem confronting Seth on my behalf. As stupid as it seemed, I felt a smile tug my lips. 
So wrong. 
Forcing the smile off my face, I skirted around Aiden. “I’l see you later, okay?” 
He nodded, eyes stil trained on Seth. Okay then. 
Grabbing my bottle of water off the floor, I trudged across the floor. I nodded at Seth as I passed him, half-hoping he was there to partake in the epic stare down with Aiden and nothing else, but he turned and immediately fel in step with me. 
Seth’s smile looked self-satisfied. “Your trainer does not like me.” 
“He’s not my trainer. He’s a Sentinel.” I kept walking. 
“And I doubt he’s even concerned with you.” 
Seth chuckled. “Your trainer, who is also a Sentinel, barely spoke to me while we were in Lake Lure. And when he did, I would say it was quite coldly. It hurt my feelings.” 
I doubted that. “He probably wasn’t up to making friends considering what was going on.” 
“Considering your mother was a part of the attack party?” 
He raised a casual eyebrow. “He seemed abnormal y affected when we reviewed the recordings and saw her.” 
His words were a wel -placed smack in the face. 
Stopping, I faced him. “Seth, what do you want?” 
He tipped his head back. A dark cloud rol ed in overhead, casting a gray gloom over the quad. It was going to storm. “I wanted to see how you were doing. Is that so wrong?” 
I thought about that. “Yes. You don’t know me. Why would you care?” 
He looked down, meeting my eyes. “Okay. I don’t real y care. But you’re the reason I’m stuck in this hil bil y rathole, babysitting a self-righteous prick.” 
My eyes widened. The lilt of his voice made those words sound classy. It was almost funny. “You know, I real y don’t care about that right now.” I stopped as several halfs passed us. They looked at us—looked at me. I did my best to ignore their stares. 
“Of course you don’t. Your mother murdered a classmate’s family. My mind would be elsewhere, too.” 
“Gods!” I gaped. “Real y, that was great.” I walked off ahead. 
Seth fol owed. “That wasn’t… very nice of me. I’ve been told I’m painful y blunt. Perhaps I should work on that.” 
“Yeah, perhaps you should go do it right now.” I tossed the words over my shoulder. 
Undaunted, he caught up with me. “I asked Lucian, you know. I asked why I was here.” 
I gritted my teeth and kept walking. The ominous looking clouds continued to rol in. The sky looked like it was going to split open any moment. 
“Do you know how he responded? He asked what I thought about you.” 
I was only half curious to hear his response. 
“He was eager to hear what I had to say.” Lightning shot across the sky, striking off the coast. A fraction of a second later, thunder silenced the conversation. I picked up my pace as the girls’ dorm came into view. “Don’t you want to know?” 
“No.” 
Another flash of lightning lit the sky. This time it struck inland, somewhere beyond the marshes. It was close, too close. “You lie.” 
I spun around. My smartass response died before it ful y took form. Inky marks broke the golden tone of his skin on every piece of exposed flesh. They twisted into designs, held for a few seconds, and then moved into another form. 
What were they? 
I tore my eyes from his arms, but the tattoos stretched across his otherwise flawless cheek, etching toward the corners of his eyes. An urge to touch them slammed into me. 
“You see them again, don’t you?” 
There was no point in lying. “Yeah.” 
Anger and confusion flared deep in his eyes. Lightning shrieked across the sky. “That’s impossible.” 
Thunder sounded so loud I flinched. It clicked into place. 
“The storm… you’re doing it.” 
“It happens when I get moody. I’m pretty irritable right now.” Seth took a step forward, towering over me. “I wouldn’t be so temperamental if I knew what was going on. 
I need to know how you can see the marks of the Apol yon.” 
I forced myself to meet his eyes. That was a mistake—a huge, stupid mistake. 
Power surged, raw and intense. I felt it crawl over my skin and slither down my spine. 
And at once, my head emptied of everything except the need to find the source of the crazy power. I need to get
away as fast as possible.  Instead, in sort of a daze, I stepped forward. It had to be what he was. The energy coursing through him had this kind of pul ing effect, one that gripped pures, halfs… even daimons. 
I was feeling those effects now. The wildness that lingered in me reared its head and urged me forward. It urged me to touch him, because I was pretty sure whatever was happening would somehow be exposed the moment our skin touched. 
Seth didn’t move as I gazed up at him. He looked as if he was working to put together a puzzle and I was one of the pieces. The lazy smile faded and his lips parted. He inhaled sharply and reached out with one hand. 
It took a lot, but I ducked away. Seth didn’t fol ow. As soon as I stepped inside the dorm, the sky ripped open, and another flash of blinding light cut across the dark sky. 
Somewhere, not too far away, it struck once again. 
Somewhere, not too far away, it struck once again. 


***
 Later that night, I confided in Caleb as we stood together in the back of the packed rec room. The rain had driven everyone inside and our privacy wasn’t guaranteed for long. 
“Do you remember what Grandma Piperi said?” 
His brows rose. “Not real y. She said a lot of crazy stuff. 
Why?” 
I played with my hair, twirling it around my finger. 
“Sometimes I think she isn’t so crazy.” 
“Wait. What? You’re the person who said she was crazy.” 
“Wel , that was before my mom turned al dark side and started kil ing people.” 
Caleb glanced around the room. “Alex.” 
No one was listening, although people looked over every once in a while and whispered. “It’s true. What did Piperi say? ‘You’l kil the ones you love?’ I thought it sounded crazy, but that was before I knew Mom was a daimon. 
We’re training to kil daimons. Seems pretty obvious, doesn’t it?” 
“Look. Alex, there is no way you’d ever be put in that situation.” 
“She’s about four hours from here. Why do you think she ended up in North Carolina?” 
“I don’t know, but the Sentinels wil get her before you… ” 
He trailed off at the look on my face. “You won’t have to deal with it. You’re in the Covenant for the next year, Alex.” 
In other words, a Sentinel would kil her before I graduated, eliminating the chance of our paths ever crossing. I real y didn’t know what to think about that. 
“Alex, are you doing okay?” He tipped his head, watching me closely. “I mean… real y doing okay?” 
I shrugged off his concern. “Aiden said they couldn’t be sure Mom was actual y a part of the attack. She was on the camera, but… ” 
“Alex.” Understanding and sadness grew on his face. 
“She’s a daimon, Alex. I know you want to think she’s not. I understand that, but don’t forget what she’s become.” 
“I haven’t!” Several kids by the pool table looked up. I lowered my voice. “Look. Al I’m saying is there could be a chance, a smal chance she is—” 
“That she’s what? Not a daimon?” He grabbed my arm, pul ing me around one of the arcade games. “Alex, she was with the group of daimons who kil ed Lea’s family.” 
I pul ed my arm free. “Caleb, she came to North Carolina. 
Why else would she come here if she didn’t remember me, want to see me?” 
“She could want to kil you, Alex. That’s for starters. She’s already kil ed.” 
“You don’t know! No one does.” 
His chin came up. “What if she did?” 
My anger faded into determination. “Then I’l find her and kil her myself. But I know Mom. She would fight what she has become.” 
Caleb ran a hand through his hair and clasped the back of his neck. “Alex, I think you… oh.” 
I frowned. “You think what?” 
His expression took on the awed look he got whenever he saw Seth. 
Twisting around confirmed my suspicions. Seth stalked through the doors, immediately surrounded by his groupies. 
“You know, you keep getting that look on your face whenever he comes around, people are gonna start to talk.” 
“Whatever.” 
I changed the subject. “By the way, what’s up between you and Olivia? Did you talk to her about Myrtle?” 
“No, I didn’t. Nothing’s up between me and her.” Caleb faced me, his expression curious now. “What’s up with you and Seth? Wait, let me rephrase that: What’s up with you when it comes to Seth?” 
I rol ed my eyes. “I just don’t… like him. And don’t change the subject.” 
He made a face. “How can you not like him? He’s the Apol yon. As half-bloods, we’re obligated to like him. He’s the only one who can control the elements.” 
“Whatever.” 
“Alex. Look at him.” He tried to turn me around, but I held my ground. “Oh, wait. He’s looking over here.” 
I pushed him back further. “He’s not coming over here, is he?” 
He grinned. “Yes— No. Wait. Elena cut him off. “
“Oh, thank the gods.” 
Caleb’s brows furrowed. “What’s your deal?” 
“He’s weird and… ” 
He leaned closer. “And what? Come on. Tel me. You have to tel me. I’m your best friend. Tel me why you hate him.” His eyes narrowed. “Is it because you’re undeniably attracted to him?” 
I giggled. “Gods. No. You’l think the real reason is even crazier.” 
“Try me.” 
So I told him about Seth’s suspicions considering why he’d been ordered here and about the tattoos being real, but I left out that part about me wanting to touch him. That was too embarrassing for me to even speak out loud. He looked utterly mystified… and excited. 
He practical y bounced. “The tattoos are real? Only you can see them?” 
“Apparently.” I sighed, glancing over my shoulder. Elena stood awful close to Seth. “I have no idea what it al means, but Seth isn’t too happy about it. The storm earlier? The rain? That was him.” 
“What? I’ve heard of some of the pures being able to control the weather, but I’ve never seen it.” He sneaked a glimpse at him. “Wow. That’s amazing.” 
“Would you get the awestruck look off your face for two seconds? It’s creeping me out.” 
He chucked me in the arm. “Okay. I need to focus.” It took visible effort for him not to look at Seth. It wasn’t because Caleb was attracted to him. Honestly, Seth was just chock-ful of aether. None of us could help it. “Why would Lucian’s order have something to do with you?” 
“Good question.” Then it hit me. “Maybe Lucian fears I’m a risk. You know, because of Mom? Maybe he brought Seth here just in case I’d do something.” 
“Do what? Let her in here? Hold a welcoming party for your mom?” Disbelief fil ed his voice. “You wouldn’t do that, and I don’t even think Lucian would consider that.” 
I nodded, but my new idea carried a lot of weight. It would explain why Lucian didn’t want me returning to the Covenant. At his house, I’d be under constant surveil ance, but here I pretty much roamed around freely. The only flaw in that idea: did Lucian real y think I’d do something that terrible? 
“It’s probably nothing.” Caleb chewed on his lower lip. “I mean, what could it be? It can’t mean anything.” 
“It has to mean something. I have to figure it out.” 
Caleb stared at me. “Do you think… you’re focusing on this because of… everything that’s happened?” 
Wel , of course I was, but that wasn’t the point. “No.” 
“Maybe stress is making you read more into it.” 
“I’m not reading into anything,” I snapped. He didn’t look like he agreed. Exasperated with him and the conversation, I looked over the rec room. Elena stil had Seth cornered, but that wasn’t what drew my attention. Jackson was in the room. 
He leaned against one of the pool tables beside Cody and another male half. His swarthy complexion seemed unusual y pale and he looked like he hadn’t slept recently. I couldn’t blame him. While I didn’t know the current status of his relationship with Lea, he had to be worried about her, upset over what’d happened to her parents. 
My gaze shifted to Cody. For a second, our eyes met from across the room. I didn’t expect a smile or anything, but his icy stare and disgusted look stil cut through me. 
Confused, I watched as he bent down and said something to Jackson. 
I took a shuddering breath. “I think they’re talking about me.” 
“Who?” Caleb turned. “Oh. Jackson and Cody? You’re just being paranoid.” 
“Do you think they… know?” 
“About your mom?” He shook his head. “They know she’s a daimon, but I don’t think they know she was at Lake Lure.” 
“Aiden said people would find out.” My voice tightened. 
Caleb seemed to grow tal er as he picked up on my fear. 
“No one wil blame you. No one wil hold it against you. They can’t, because it has nothing to do with you.” 
I nodded, wanting to believe him. “Sure. I guess you’re right.” 


***
 Over the next week, the whispers increased. People stared. People talked. At first, no one had the guts to say anything to me directly, but the pures… wel , they knew I couldn’t touch them. 
On the way back to the training rooms after lunch, I passed Cody in the courtyard. I kept my head down and barreled past him, but I heard his words anyway. “You shouldn’t be here.” 
My head jerked up, but he was already halfway down the walkway. I headed back to training, his words replaying over and over again. I couldn’t have misheard them. 
Aiden gave me a puzzled look when I entered the training room. As training neared the end, I final y said something. 
“Do you think there’s a chance… my mom didn’t attack those people?” 
He dropped the mat and faced me. “If she didn’t then it would change what we know about daimons, wouldn’t it?” 
I nodded solemnly. Daimons needed to drain aether to survive. Mom would be no exception. “But they could…
drain without kil ing, right?” 
“They could, but daimons rarely see the point in not kil ing. Even turning a pure requires an amount of restraint most daimons don’t have.” 
None of the pures had been turned in Lake Lure. The attacking daimons had shown no restraint. 
“Alex?” 
I looked up, not surprised to see that he was standing in front of me. Concern lined his face. I forced a smile. “Part of me hopes that she’s stil in there somehow. That she isn’t al evil, and she’s stil Mom.” 
“I know.” His voice was soft. 
“That part in me, it’s so lame, because I know—I really know she’s bad and she needs to be stopped.” 
Aiden stepped forward, his eyes were so bright and so warm. I wanted to forget about everything and fal into those eyes. Careful y, he reached out and with those fingers, he tucked back the strand of hair that always ended up in my face. I shivered, unable to help it. 
“There is nothing wrong with hope, Alex.” 
“But?” 
“But you have to know when to let hope go.” He brought the tips of his fingers across my cheek. His hand dropped and he stepped back, the connection broken. “Do you remember why you said you needed to be in the Covenant?” 
The question knocked me off guard. “Yeah… I needed to fight daimons. I have to.” 
Aiden nodded. “And do you stil need that? Even after knowing that your mother is one of them?” 
I thought about that for a moment. “Yes. They’re stil out there, kil ing. They… have to be stopped. I stil need that even though Mom’s one of them.” 
A smal smile played over his lips. “Then there is hope.” 
“Hope for what?” 
He brushed past me, stopping only long enough to give me a knowing look. “Hope for you.” 
I watched him leave, confused by his words. Hope for me? Hope that the kids would forget my mother was a daimon who quite possibly had slaughtered a classmate’s family? 
Later that night, I felt the stares in the common lounge. 
Eventual y, word did reach me. Some of them—pures and halfs—didn’t think I could be trusted. Not with Mom so close and so deadly. It was stupid. 
But it got worse. Now people questioned why we’d left three years ago, and why I’d never returned to the Covenant during that time. Rumors circulated. My favorite? Mom had become a daimon long before that terrible night in Miami. 
And some people believed it. 
Days passed, and only a few halfs spoke to me. None of the pures did. Seth wasn’t helping matters either, and damn, he made it impossible to steer clear of him. He was everywhere: in the courtyard after practice, eating dinner with Caleb and Luke. He even showed up randomly during practice, always watching quietly. It was annoying and creepy. 
A certain look  would cross Aiden’s face whenever Seth stopped by. I liked to tel myself it was a mixture of dislike and protectiveness. Though today we made it through practice without Seth showing up, so I didn’t get to further examine the look. What a shame. I watched as Aiden grabbed one of the dummies we’d been practicing with and dragged it toward the wal . The thing weighed a ton, but he moved it around like it weighed nothing. 
“Need any help?” I offered anyway. 
He shook his head and placed it against the wal . “Come over here.” 
“What’s up?” 
“You see this?” He pointed at the dummy’s chest. There were several indentations in the flesh-like material. When I nodded, he ran his fingertips over them. “These are from your jabs today.” His voice fil ed with pride, and it was better than any look he could give Seth. “That is how strong your hits have become. Remarkable.” 
I beamed. “Wow. I have the fingers of death.” 
He chuckled softly. “And this is from your kicks.” He brushed his hands over the dummy’s hip. Part of the material had been knocked in. And part of me was envious of the dummy. I wanted his fingers to touch me like that. 
“There are students your age who’ve gone through years of training and can’t inflict that kind of damage.” 
“I’m the kung fu master. So what do you say? Am I ready to play with the grownup toys?” 
Aiden glanced over at the wal , the one I badly wanted to touch. “Possibly.” 
The idea of training with the knives made me want to do a happy dance, but it also reminded me of what the knives were used for. “Can I ask you a personal question?” 
He only looked a bit weary. “Yes.” 
“If… your parents had been turned, what would you have done?” 
Aiden paused before he answered. “I would’ve hunted them down. Alex, they wouldn’t have wanted that kind of life, to lose al their morals and ideals—to kil . They wouldn’t have wanted that.” 
I swal owed, my eyes stil trained on the wal . “But they…
were your parents.” 
“They were my parents, but they wouldn’t have been once they’d turned.” Aiden stepped beside me, and I felt his eyes on me. “At some point we have to let go of the attachment. 
If it’s not your… mother, it could be any other person you know or love. If that day comes, you’d have to face that they’re not the same person they used to be.” 
I nodded absently. Aiden was technical y right, but in the end, his parents hadn’t been turned. They’d been kil ed, so he’d never real y faced something like this. 
He steered me away from the wal at that point. “You’re stronger than you realize, Alex. Being a Sentinel is a way of life for you, not just a better option like it is for some of the others.” 
Once again, his words brought a wealth of warmth. “How do you know I’m so strong? I could be rocking back and forth in my room for al you know.” 
He gave me a weird look, but shook his head. “No. 
You’re always… so alive, even when you’re going through something that would darken the souls of most.” He stopped there, becoming aware of what he’d said. The hol ows of his cheeks flushed. “Anyway, you’re incredibly determined—to the point of stubbornness. You wouldn’t stop until you succeeded. Alex, you know what’s right and what’s not. I’m not worried about you not being strong. I’m worried about you being too strong.” 
My heart sort of swel ed. He… cared for me, and he’d hesitated before answering the question about his parents. 
Somehow, it made me feel better about my own conflicted emotions, and he did bring up a valid point. No matter who I faced out there, if they were daimons, it was my duty to kil them. It was why I was training now. In a way, I was actual y training to kil her. 
I took a deep breath. “You know… I hate when you’re right.” 
He laughed as I made a face at him. “But you’ve been right when you don’t even realize it.” 
“Huh?” 
“When you said I didn’t know how to have fun—the day of the solstice? You were right. After my parents were kil ed, I had to grow up real fast. Leon says my personality got left behind somewhere.” He paused, chuckling softly. “I guess he was right, too.” 
“How would Leon know? He’s like talking to a statue of Apol o. Anyway, you’re funny—when you want to be. And nice, and smart, real y smart. You have the best personality I’ve—” 
“Okay.” Laughing, he held up his hands. “I get it, and I do have fun. Training you is fun and definitely not boring.” 
I murmured something incoherent, because my chest, wel , it was doing that fluttery thing again. Practice was over, and even though I wanted to stay with him, there were no other reasons for me to hang out. I headed for the doors. 
“Alex?” 
My stomach tightened. “Yeah?” 
He stood a few feet away. “I think it would be a good idea… if you don’t wear that to practice again.” 
Oh. I’d forgotten what I was wearing. It was a pair of questionable shorts Caleb had picked up for me. I hadn’t even thought he’d noticed. Looking at Aiden now, I realized he had noticed. I fixed an overly inno-cent look on my face. 
“Do you find these shorts distracting?” 
Aiden gave me one of his rare smiles. Every cel in my body warmed. I even forgot about the terrible thing I was training for. His smile had that kind of impact. 
“It’s not the shorts I find distracting.” He brushed past me, stopping at the door. “In our next practice I may let you train with the daggers if we have time.” 
My distracting shorts and everything else were forgotten for the time being. “No way. You’re being serious?” 
He tried to look serious, but his grin looked a bit mischievous. “I think it wouldn’t hurt, but only for a little bit. I think it wil help… you get a feel on how to handle them.” 
I glanced back at the wal of weapons. I wasn’t even al owed to touch them, and now he was going to let me actual y practice with them. It was like graduating kindergarten. Hel , it was like Christmas Eve. 
Without thinking, I closed the distance between us and hugged him. Aiden immediately stiffened, obviously caught off guard. It was just a simple hug, but the tension racked up several degrees. I suddenly wondered what it would feel like if I rested my head against his chest like I had when he’d come back from Lake Lure. Or if his arms came around me and he held me, but not out of comfort. Or if I kissed him again like I had that night… would he kiss me back? 
“You’re far too pretty to be dressed like that.” His breath stirred my hair. “And you’re entirely too excited to be working with knives.” 
I flushed, stepping back. What?  Aiden thought I was pretty? It took me several moments to work past that. “I’m bloodthirsty. What can I say?” 
Aiden’s eyes dropped, and I decided I needed to go to the store and find as many pairs of miniscule shorts as I could get my hands on. 
 




CHAPTER 15
JUST BEFORE DAWN, THE FUNERAL FOR THOSE
murdered at Lake Lure began and… wel , it sucked in the way al funerals did. Fol owing ancient Greek tradition, the funeral consisted of three parts. Al of the bodies—the ones recovered—were laid out before the funeral began. I stayed in the back of the funeral home, refusing to go anywhere near the dead. I paid my respects from a healthy distance. 
The three bodies of the Dikti family, Lea’s father and stepmother, and the Guards were wrapped in linen and draped in gold. From there, the funeral procession began, and it was long. The bodies were lifted onto pyres and carried through the main street. Al tourist activity had been cut off to Deity Island, and the streets were fil ed with pure-blood and half-blood mourners. 
The students who remained at the Covenant stood out from the crowd. We were the ones dressed in black sundresses or party dresses. None of us real y had anything appropriate to wear to a funeral. I had on a black tube dress and flip flops. They were the best I had. 
I stayed close to Caleb and Olivia, and I only caught a quick glimpse of Lea and Dawn at the cemetery. The sisters shared the same coppery red hair and impossibly thin bodies, and even with puffy eyes, Dawn was absolutely stunning. 
Hematoi didn’t bury the dead. After burning the remains they erected massive marble effigy statues. The artist’s rendering of the one that would honor the Samos family depicted their images set on a pedestal carved with a Greek verse about immortality among the gods. The round pedestal already occupied the site. 
The jewels and gold were removed from the bodies and placed on the pedestal. I real y wanted to leave at that point, but it would’ve been the height of disrespect. I turned away as they lit the pyres, but I stil heard the crackling as the fire ate away at their shrouded corpses. I shuddered, hating the finality of it, hating that these were quite possibly my mother’s victims. 
Slowly, the mourners broke apart. Some headed back home; others went to smal receptions held in the homes of the families. I trailed behind Caleb and Olivia, going back to the Covenant, away from al the death and despair. 
As we passed the pyres, my eyes found Aiden. He stood with Leon, a few feet away from Dawn and Lea. He looked up—almost as if he’d sensed me—and our eyes met. He made no other acknowledgement, but I could tel he approved of my presence. Yesterday, before the talk about hunting loved ones and the shorts incident when he’d said I was pretty, I’d mentioned I was unsure if I should come or not, considering Mom had been one of the daimons. 
Aiden had looked at me with that serious frown. “You’d feel more guilty for not going and paying your respects. You deserve to do that. Just as much as anyone else, Alex.” 
He was right, of course. I hated funerals, but I would’ve felt bad if I hadn’t come. 
Now, he nodded slightly before turning to Dawn. He reached out and touched her arm. A lock of dark hair fel over his forehead as he bent his head, offering his condolences. I turned my attention to the large iron gates separating the town from the plot of meaningless statues. 
Seth stood there, dressed in his black uniform. There was no doubt he was watching us. I ignored him as we left the cemetery. 
For the rest of the day, I tried to forget that we’d lost so many innocent people. 
And that Mom had been responsible. 


***
I didn’t get to do anything with the daggers in the next practice. When I pitched a fit about this, Aiden watched on with amused patience. 
“Come on.” I pushed the mats off the floor. “How am I supposed to get caught up when I can’t even touch a dagger?” 
Aiden nudged me out of the way and took over mat duty. 
“I need to make sure you know how to defend yourself—” 
“She hasn’t practiced with Covenant blades at al ?” 
Seth leaned against the door frame, arms folded across his chest. He watched us with a lazy expression, but his eyes were extraordinarily bright. 
Aiden straightened, barely bothering to look at him. “I would swear I shut and locked that door.” 
Seth smirked. “I unlocked and opened the door.” 
“How’d you do that?” I asked. “The door locks from the inside.” 
“Apol yon secrets. Can’t give them away.” He winked at me before turning those amber eyes on Aiden. “How can she be prepared to fight if she doesn’t know how to wield the only weapon she wil have against a daimon?” 
Seth gained cool points in my book with that question. I looked at Aiden expectedly. The cold, distasteful expression he wore earned way more cool points. 
“I was unaware that you had any say in her training.” 
Aiden arched a coal black eyebrow. 
“I don’t.” Seth pushed off the wal and sauntered across the training room. He plucked one of the daggers off the wal and faced us. “I’m sure I could convince Marcus or Lucian to let Alex have a few rounds with me. Would you like that, Alex?” 
I felt Aiden stiffen beside me and I shook my head. “No. 
Not real y.” 
A slow smile crept across Seth’s face as he flipped the dagger in his hand. “Real y, I’d let you play… with the grown-up toys.” He stopped in front of me, offering the blade handle first. “Here. Take it.” 
My gaze fel to the shiny metal in his hand. The end had been sharpened to a brutal point. Like I was under a powerful compulsion, I reached for it. 
Aiden’s hand clamped down on Seth’s, pul ing the dagger and Seth’s hand out of my reach. Startled, I looked up at Aiden. His furious silver eyes met and held Seth’s. 
“She wil train with the daggers when I decide so. Not you. 
Your presence here is not welcome.” 
Seth’s eyes flicked to Aiden’s hand. His smile didn’t falter once. “Awful y control ing, aren’t you? Since when do pures care so much about what a half-blood touches or doesn’t touch?” 
“Since when would an Apol yon concern himself with a half-blood girl? One would think he had better things to do.” 
“One would think a pure-blood would know better than to fal for—” 
“Okay.” I stepped between the two, cutting off only the gods knew what Seth was about to say. “Time to play nice, boys.” Neither of them seemed to hear or see me. Sighing, I grabbed Aiden’s arm. He looked at me then. “Practice is over, right?” 
Reluctantly, he let go of Seth’s wrist and backed off. Even he looked surprised by his response, but he watched Seth intently. “For now—yes.” 
Seth shrugged and flipped the blade over again, his gaze centered on me once more. “I actual y don’t have anything better to do then concern myself with a half-blood
girl. ” 
There was something about the way he spoke that gave me the chil s. Or it could have been the skil in which he handled the blade with. “I think I’l pass.” 
After that, Aiden and I left the training room, neither of us speaking. I wasn’t sure why Aiden had reacted as strongly as he did or why Seth felt the need to push Aiden like that. 
But by the time I met up with Caleb, I pushed it to the furthest corners of my brain to dwel on later. 
Caleb decided we needed fun, and fun existed on the main island at Zarak’s weekly movie night. He always got his hands on movies just released in the theater, and since none of us got to go to places like that very often, it was a big deal to watch whatever the mortal world currently obsessed over. I was surprised he was stil holding it after the funerals yesterday, but I assumed everyone needed to let loose a bit, remind themselves they were stil alive. 
But as soon as we arrived at his house, I knew things weren’t going to be fun. Everyone stopped talking when we walked down into the basement that’d been converted into a mini-theater. Pures and halfs alike stared at me, and the moment Caleb fol owed Olivia upstairs, people started whispering. 
Pretending like I wasn’t at al bothered, I sat down on one of the unoccupied love seats and focused on a spot on the wal . Pride kept me from fleeing the room. After a few minutes, Deacon broke free of the cluster of kids and joined me. 
“How’re you doing?” 
I slid him a glance. “Great.” 
He offered me a drink out of his flask. I took it and swal owed a mouthful, watching him out of the corner of my eye. “Careful,” he chuckled as he pried the flask out of my fingers. 
The liquid scorched my throat and made my eyes burn. 
“Jeez, what is that stuff?” 
Deacon shrugged. “It’s my own special mix.” 
“Wel … it’s certainly special.” 
Someone from the other side of the room whispered something I couldn’t make out, but Cody busted into laughter. Feeling paranoid, I tried to ignore him. 
“They’re talking about you.” 
Slowly, I looked at Deacon. “Thanks, buddy.” 
“Everyone is.” He shrugged as he flipped the flask over in his hands. “Frankly, I don’t care. Your mom’s a daimon. So what? It’s not like you can help it.” 
“It real y doesn’t bother you?” Of al people, I thought it should bother him. 
“No. You’re not responsible for what your mother did.” 
“Or didn’t do.” I bit my lip, staring at the floor. “No one knows if she did anything.” 
Deacon raised his eyebrows as he took a long drink. 
“You’re right.” 
The group across from us erupted in snickers and sly looks. Zarak shook his head, turning his attention to the remote in his hand. 
“I think I hate them,” I muttered, wishing I hadn’t decided to come here. 
“They’re just scared.” He gave a pointed look at the knot of people across the room. “They al fear being turned. The daimons have never been this close, Alex. Four hours isn’t that far away, and it could’ve been any of them. It could’ve been their deaths.” 
I shivered and yearned for another drink from Deacon’s flask. It was real y warming. “Why aren’t you afraid?” 
“We al got to die sometime, right?” 
“That’s dark.” 
“But my brother would never al ow something like that to happen to me,” he added. “He’d die first… and he’d never let that happen either. Speaking of my brother, how’s he been treating my favorite half-blood?” 
“Uh… good, real y good.” 
Cody’s loud voice rang out. “The only reason she’s stil here is because her stepfather is the Minister and her uncle is the dean.” 
Al week I’d been ignoring the snide whispers and awful stares, but this—this I couldn’t ignore. There’d be no saving face if I did. 
I leaned forward in my chair, resting my arms on my knees. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
No one dared to speak as Cody lifted his head toward me. “The only reason you’re stil here is because of who you’re related to. Any other half would’ve been thrown into servitude.” 
Taking a deep breath, I searched my memories for something calming. I came up empty. “Why would that happen, Cody?” 
Deacon shifted away from me, flask in hand. 
“You brought your mother back here. That’s why. Those pures died because your mother’s out there looking for you! 
If you weren’t here, they’d stil be alive.” 
“Crap.” Zarak stood, clearing his chair from my path. Just in time, too. I flew across the room, stopping in front of Cody. 
“You’re going to regret saying that.” 
Cody’s lip twisted into a smirk. He wasn’t afraid of me. 
“Wow. Threatening a pure wil get you kicked out the Covenant. Maybe that’s what you want? Then you can be reunited with your mother.” 
My jaw hit the floor and my fist was about to hit his. 
Deacon intervened, wrapping one arm around my waist. He picked me up and set me in the opposite direction. 
“Out.” He didn’t give me much of an option with his hand on my back, pushing me toward the glass doors. 
Being outside didn’t calm the rage in me. “I’m going to kil him!” 
“No, you’re not.” Deacon shoved the flask in my hand. 
“Take a drink. It wil help.” 
I unscrewed the lid and took a healthy swal ow. The liquid scorched my insides and it only fueled my anger. I tried inching past Deacon, but for someone so slender and untrained, he proved a viable roadblock. 
Damn him. 
“I’m not letting you go in there. Your uncle may be the Minister, but if you beat up Cody, your ass is a goner.” 
He was right, but I smiled. “It’d be worth it.” 
“Would it be worth it?” He stepped to the side, blond curls fal ing into his eyes as he blocked me again. “How do you think Aiden would feel?” 
The question hit me in the chest. “Huh?” 
“If you get kicked out, what would my brother think?” 
I unclenched my hands. “I… don’t know.” 
Deacon tipped his flask at me. “He’d blame himself. 
Think he didn’t train or counsel you wel enough. Do you want that?” 
My eyes narrowed. I didn’t like his logical reasoning. 
“Just like he counsels you not to be drunk al the time? And yet you are. How do you think that makes him feel?” 
He slowly lowered the flask. “Touché.” 
A few seconds later, backup arrived. “What the hel happened?” Caleb demanded. 
“Some of your friends aren’t playing nice.” Deacon tipped his head back toward the door. 
Caleb frowned as he walked to me. “Did one of them do something to you?” Anger flashed across his face when I told him what Cody had said. “Are you kidding me?” 
I crossed my arms. “Do I look like I’m kidding?” 
“No. Let’s just head back to the other island. Those assholes in there don’t understand.” 
“No one understands,” I shot back, anger stil flooding my system. “You can stay here with your friends, but I’m heading back. This was a terrible idea.” 
“Hey!” Caleb’s eyebrows shot up. “They’re not my friends. You are! And I do understand, Alex. I know you’re going through a lot.” 
I whirled on Caleb. I knew I was being unreasonable, but I couldn’t stop. “You understand?  How in the hel could you possibly understand? Your mother doesn’t want to be around you! Your father is stil alive! He isn’t a daimon, Caleb. How in the hel can you understand?” 
He held out his hands as if he could somehow physical y stop my words. Pain flickered across his face. “Alex? 
Gods.” 
Deacon shoved the flask in his pocket, sighing. “Alex, try to calm down. You have an audience.” 
He was so right. People had come outside at some point, loitering on the sprawling deck, watching with anticipation. They’d wanted a fight earlier and had been denied it. I took a deep breath and tried to rein in my anger. 
I failed. “Every stupid person here thinks I’m the reason why those people died!” 
Disbelief shone on Caleb’s face. “That can’t be true. 
Look. You’re just stressed out. Let’s go back—” 
My restraint broke. Closing the distance between us, I wondered if I would hit my best friend. Quite possibly, but I never got to find out. Out of nowhere, Seth appeared at my side, dressed in black like he always was. Did he never take that uniform off? 
His presence not only stunned me into immobility, it also had a quieting effect on everyone around us. He took one long, hard look at me and then spoke in that lyrical, accented voice of his. “That is enough.” 
I would’ve told anyone else to screw off, but this wasn’t a normal situation, and Seth wasn’t a normal person. We stared each other down. Clearly, he expected me to heed his warning or else. 
With visible effort, I backed off. Caleb took a step toward me, but Deacon grabbed his arm. “Let her go.” 
And I went. I made it past several houses before Seth caught up to me. “You let a bunch of pures get you that upset?” 
“You’re such a stalker, Seth. How long were you standing there?” 
“I am not a stalker, and I was standing there long enough to realize you have no self-control and you’re unstable. I kind of like that about you—mainly because I find it entertaining. But you have to know that you are not responsible for what your mother did. Who cares what a bunch of spoiled pures think?” 
“You don’t know if my mom did anything!” 
“Are you serious?” His eyes searched my face. He found what he was looking for. “You are! Now I can add stupid to my list of adjectives for describing you.” 
I wondered what the other adjectives were. “Whatever. 
Just leave me alone.” 
Seth cut me off. “She’s a daimon. She kil s— kills innocent people, Alex. That’s what daimons do. There is no reason behind it. That’s what she is doing, but it is not your fault.” 
I real y wanted to kick or punch him, but neither of those things would be smart. See, I did have self-control and intel igence. I sidestepped him, but Seth wasn’t having it. 
He reached out, his hand closing around my forearm. Flesh against flesh. 
The world exploded. 
A surge of electricity shot through my body. It was like the feeling I got whenever he was near, but a hundred times stronger. I couldn’t speak, and the longer Seth held on, the more powerful the rush grew. What I was feeling was insane. What I was seeing was insane. Intense, bright blue light wrapped around his hand. It twisted like a cord, crackling and twining itself around my arm, his hand. 
Instinctively, I knew it was connecting us—binding us together. 
Forever. 
“No. No, this isn’t possible!” Seth’s body had gone rigid. 
I real y wished he’d let go of my arm, because his fingers dug into my skin and something… something else was happening. I felt it move inside me, twisting and wrapping itself through my core, and with each coil I knew it was linking us together. 
Emotions and thoughts that weren’t my own raced at me. 
They came in a blinding light, fol owed by vibrant colors spinning and shifting until I was able to comprehend and make sense of some of it. 
This isn’t possible. 
This is going to get us both killed. 
I gasped for air. Seth’s thoughts slithered around mine and his emotions rol ed and tumbled through the both of us. 
Abruptly, it al stopped as a door slammed shut in my mind. 
The colors receded, and final y, the blue cord shimmered into a faint glow before disappearing. 
“Uh… your tattoos are back.” 
Seth blinked as he stared down at where his hand was stil around my arm. “This… can’t be happening.” 
“What… did happen? Cuz if you know, I’d real y like to be fil ed in on this.” 
He looked up, his eyes glowed in the darkness. The bewildered look faded, replaced by anger. “We’re going to die.” 
That wasn’t what I wanted to hear. “I— what?” 
Whatever he knew final y clicked into place for him. His lips thinned, and then he started walking, dragging me along behind him. 
“Wait! Where are we going?” 
“They knew! They knew this entire time. Now I understand why Lucian ordered me to Council when they found you.” 
My feet slipped in the sand as I stumbled to keep up with him. I lost a sandal in the process, then lost the other one a couple of steps later. Dammit, I liked those sandals. “Seth! 
You’re going to have slow down and tel me what’s going on.” 
He shot me a dangerous look over his shoulder. “Your pretentious stepfather is going to tel us what is going on.” 
I didn’t like to admit it, but I was scared, real y freaking scared. Apollyons can be unstable—dangerous even. No joke. Seth picked up the pace, dragging me behind him. I slipped. My knee caught the hem of my cotton dress, ripping it. With an impatient groan, he hauled me to my feet and continued. 
Lightning zipped through the sky as he continued to drag me across the island. It struck a docked boat only a few yards away. The light stunned me, but Seth ignored the mess his anger had created. 
“Stop!” I dug my feet into the sand. “The boat’s on fire! 
We have to do something!” 
Seth whirled around, his eyes luminous. He yanked me against him. “It’s of no concern to us.” 
Heavy breaths heaved within my chest. “Seth… you’re scaring me.” 
His expression remained hard and fierce, but his grip around my arm loosened a bit. “It’s not me you should be scared of. Come on.” 
He pul ed me past the burning boat and up the silent coastline. 
Seth turned when he spotted Lucian’s house, taking the wide porch steps two at a time. Clearly, he didn’t care if I could keep up with him or not. He let go then and started banging on the door like the police did on television. 
Two fearsome-looking Guards opened the door. The first one spared me only a quick glance before fastening narrowed eyes on Seth. 
Seth’s chin came up. “We need to see Lucian now.” 
The Guard straightened. “The Minister has retired for the evening. You wil have—” 
A brutal burst of wind rushed from behind us. For a second, I couldn’t see past the mess of hair blowing in my face, but when I did, my heart stopped. The near hurricane force gust hit the Guard in the chest, slamming him back and pinning him halfway up the wal of my stepfather’s opulent foyer. The wind quieted, but the Guard remained up against the wal . 
Seth stepped in through the door and looked at the other Guard. “Go get Lucian. Now.” 
The Guard peeled his eyes off his coworker and hurried off to do Seth’s bidding. I fol owed Seth in, my hands shaking so badly I held them together. “Seth? Seth, what are you doing? You need to stop. Like right now. You can’t do this! Busting into Lucian’s house—” 
“Be quiet.” 
Retreating to the furthest corner of the foyer, I stared at the Guard. The air crackled with tension and power—the Apol yon kind of power. I pressed against the wal as it crawled over my skin and inched its way deep inside me. 
A decent amount of commotion and movement at the top of the stairs drew my attention. Lucian came down the winding staircase, clad in pajama bottoms and a loose shirt. Seeing him like that made me giggle, but it came out kind of short and hysterical. 
Lucian noted my semi-petrified position in the corner, and then glanced at the Guard suspended up against the wal . Final y, he gave Seth a strangely calm look. “What is this about?” 
“I want to know how long you were going to continue this madness before the both of us were slaughtered in our sleep!” 
My mouth dropped open. 
Lucian’s voice remained level and cool. “Let the Guard down and I wil tel you everything.” 
Seth didn’t look like he wanted to, but he dropped the Guard, and not very gently. The poor man crashed to the floor. “I want to know the truth.” 
Lucian nodded. “Why don’t we move into the sitting room? Alexandria looks like she could real y sit down.” 
Seth glanced over his shoulder with a frown, as if he’d forgotten about me. I must’ve looked pretty pitiful, because he nodded. I half debated making a run for it, but I doubted I’d get very far. Besides, beyond the fear, I was also curious as hel as to what was going on. 
We went into a smal room with glass wal s. I practical y col apsed in the white wicker chair. The Guards fol owed us, but Lucian waved them off. “Please notify Dean Andros that Seth and Alexandria are here. He wil understand.” The Guards hesitated but Lucian assured them with a dismissive nod. When they left, he faced Seth. “Sit?” 
“I prefer to stand.” 
“Um… there’s a boat on fire outside.” My voice sounded tight and too high. “Someone might want to check it out.” 
“It wil be taken care of.” Lucian sat in one of the chairs beside me. “Alexandria, I have not been entirely forthcoming with you.” 
A tiny scoff huffed out of me. “Real y.” 
He leaned forward, resting his hands against his checkered pajama bottoms. “Three years ago, the oracle told your mother that, on your eighteenth birthday, you would become the Apol yon.” 
I laughed out loud. “That. Is. Ridiculous.” 
“Is it?” Seth turned to face me. He looked like he wanted to shake me. 
“Um… yes!” My eyes widened. “There’s only one of you guys… ” My voice trailed off as I remembered what I’d read in the book Aiden had loaned me. Al at once, I felt hot and cold. 
“Before Rachel e left, she confided in Marcus. He didn’t agree with her decisions, but she felt she needed to protect you.” 
“Protect me from what?” As soon as those words left my mouth, I already knew the answer. Protect me from what’d
happened to Solaris.  I shook my head. “No. This is just too crazy. The oracle didn’t tel Mom that!” 
“You are referencing the other part, the one where she said you wil kil the ones you love? That is not the important part. What is important is you wil become another Apol yon.” He turned to Seth, smiling. “Having Seth here was the best way to discover if what the oracle had said was correct.” 
Seth paced the length of the sitting room. “It makes perfect sense. Why I… sensed you the first day. No wonder your mother left here. She probably thought she could somehow hide you among the mortals.” He turned and eyed Lucian. “Why would you want to bring us together? 
You know what wil happen.” 
“We do not know what wil happen.” Lucian returned his gaze. “There have not been two of you in over four hundred years. Things have changed since then. So have the gods.” 
My eyes bounced between them. “Guys… I know what you’re saying, but you’re wrong. There’s no way I’m what he is. There’s no way.” 
“Then how do you explain what happened outside?” Seth glared at me. 
Taking a deep breath, I ignored him. “It’s not possible.” 
“What did happen?” Lucian sounded curious. 
Lucian’s eyes danced between us as Seth explained about the blue cord and how, for a few seconds, we’d heard each other’s thoughts. 
It was clear he wasn’t surprised. 
“It is real y nothing to be concerned about. What you experienced was just a way of recognizing one another. 
This is the reason I assigned you here, Seth. We had to see if she was the other half. The possibility—it was too great an opportunity to pass up. I just didn’t expect it to take this long for you two to come together.” 
“Is it worth the risk?” Seth frowned. “If the gods didn’t know about her before, they wil soon. You could have just let this be. Is her life nothing to you?” 
My stepfather leaned forward, his eyes meeting Seth’s. 
“Do you understand what this means? Not just for you, but our kind? Two of you wil change everything, Seth. Yes. 
You’re powerful now, but when she turns eighteen your power wil become limitless.” 
That seemed to perk Seth’s interest. “But the gods—they won’t al ow that to happen.” 
Lucian leaned back. “The gods… have not spoken to us in ages, Seth.” 
“What?”  Seth and I both shouted. That was some serious stuff right there. 
Lucian flicked his wrist in a dismissive manner. “They have removed themselves, and the Council does not believe they wil intervene on anything. Besides, if the gods are curious or concerned, they already know about Alexandria. If the oracle has seen it then the gods already know. They have to be aware of her.” 
I didn’t believe Lucian. Not for one second. “They weren’t aware of Solaris!” 
Both of them looked at me. A line formed between Lucian’s brows. “How do you know of Solaris?” 
“I… I read about her. They kil ed both of the Apol yons.” 
Lucian shook his head. “You do not know the whole truth behind that. The other Apol yon attacked the Council and Solaris was obligated to stop him. She did not. That is why they were executed.” 
I frowned. The book hadn’t said anything like that. 
Seth final y sat. “What do you have to gain from this?” 
Lucian’s eyes went wide. “With you two, we can eliminate the daimons without risking so many lives. We could change the rules—the laws surrounding half-bloods, the marriage decrees, the Council. Why, anything could be possible.” 
I wanted to punch him in the gut. Lucian didn’t care about halfs. 
“What rules of the Council do you wish to see changed?” 
Seth watched Lucian’s face. 
“These are things best discussed later, Seth.” He waved his hand at me, smiling that weird, icky smile again. “She’s fated to be your other half.” 
Seth turned and gave me a long look. “Could be worse, I suppose.” 
Okay, that creeped me out. “What do you mean by that?” 
“You two are like puzzle pieces. You fit together. Your power wil feed his… and vice versa.” Lucian smiled. 
“Real y, it is amazing. You are his other half, Alexandria. 
You are fated to be with him. You belong to him.” 
It felt like something heavy sat on my chest. “Oh. Oh.  No.” 
Seth frowned at me. “You don’t have to sound so disgusted.” 
The other day I’d felt compel ed to touch him, I’d thought it was just because of what he was, but could it be because of what we were? I shuddered. “Disgusted? It’s… revolting! 
Do you hear yourselves?” 
Seth sighed. “Now you’re just being insulting.” 
I ignored that, ignored him. “I… don’t belong to anyone.” 
Lucian met my stare, and I was struck by the intensity. 
“But you do.” 
“This is insane!” 
“When she turns eighteen,” Seth pursed his lips, “the power—her power shifts to me.” 
“Yes.” Lucian nodded eagerly. “Once she goes through the palingenesis—the Awakening—at eighteen, al you have to do is touch her.” 
“Then… ” He didn’t need to say it. We al knew. 
Seth would become a God Kil er. 
He turned to Lucian. “Who knows about this?” 
“Marcus knows, as does Alexandria’s mother.” 
My heart dropped. 
Seth glanced at me, his expression unreadable. “It explains why she has come so close to the Covenant when most daimons wouldn’t dare, but why? A half can’t be turned.” 
“Why else would a daimon want to get their hands on an Apol yon? Even now, the aether in Alexandria could feed them for months.” Lucian gestured at me. “What do you think wil happen if her mother has her after she goes through the palingenesis?” 
I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You think she’s here so I can be like some sort of meal plan for her?” 
He glanced up. “Why else would she be here, Alexandria? It is why I was against you being in the Covenant, as was Marcus. It had nothing to do with the time you’ve lost or your previous behavior. There was a chance we could not stop Rachel e by the time you would graduate. 
The risk was too great that you would come face to face with her and falter in your duty. I cannot al ow a daimon to get their hands on an Apol yon.” 
“But now it’s different?” I asked. 
“Yes.” Lucian stood, placing his hands on my shoulders. 
“With her so close, we wil be able to find her. You wil never have to face her. This is a good thing, Alexandria.” 
“A good thing?” I gave a harsh laugh and shrugged off his hands. “This is al twisted and… sick.” 
Seth whipped his head in my direction. “Alex, you can’t just ignore this. Ignore what you are. What we are—” 
I threw my hand up between us. “Oh, don’t even go there, buddy. We aren’t anything! We wil never be anything! 
Okay?” 
He rol ed his eyes, clearly bored with my protests. 
I started backing out of the room. “I seriously don’t want to hear about any of this again. I’m just going to pretend this conversation didn’t take place.” 
“Alex. Stop.” Seth stepped toward me. 
I glared at him. “Don’t fol ow me! I mean it, Seth. I don’t care if you can throw me through the air. If you fol ow me, I’l jump off a freaking bridge and take you with me!” 
“Let her go.” Lucian gave an elegant wave of his hand. 
“She needs time to… come to grips with this.” 
Surprisingly, Seth listened. I left then, slamming the front door behind me. My thoughts bounced around my head in a chaotic mess on the way back to the island. I barely noticed the air was no longer thick with smoke. Someone had taken care of the boat fire. The Guards at the bridge looked bored when they waved me through. 
Minutes later, I crossed the campus and the section of sandy beach separating the faculty and guest lodging from the rest of campus. Under no circumstance was I—or any student for that matter—al owed to wander around their housing, but I needed to talk to someone—I needed Aiden. 
Aiden could make sense out of this. He would know what to do. 
Since most of the little houses were empty for the summer, it was easy to figure out which one was his. Only one of the nearly identical cottages had a light on inside. I stopped in front of the door and hesitated. Coming here—
not only would I get in trouble, but so would Aiden. I couldn’t even begin to wonder what they’d do if I were discovered in a pure-blood’s cabin at this time of night. But I needed him, and that was more important than consequences. 
Aiden answered after a few seconds, taking seeing me standing at his door remarkably wel . “What’s wrong?” 
It wasn’t late, but he stood there dressed as if he’d been in bed. The low-slung pajama bottoms looked better on him than Lucian. So did the tank top. “I need to talk to you.” 
His gaze dropped the length of me. “Where are your shoes? Why are you covered in sand? Alex, talk to me now. 
What happened?” 
I looked down dumbly—my sandals? They were lost somewhere on the main island, never to be seen again. 
Sighing, I pushed the tangled strands of hair back. “I know I shouldn’t be here, but I didn’t know who else to go to.” 
Aiden reached out and took hold of my arms in a gentle grasp. Without saying a word, he led me into his cottage. 
 




CHAPTER 16
AS AIDEN GUIDED ME TO HIS COUCH AND SAT ME
DOWN, he had this look about him. It was sort of dangerous and comforting at the same time. “Let me… get you a glass of water.” 
My gaze crawled over his living room. It wasn’t much bigger than my room back in the dorm, and much like mine, it was devoid of anything decorative. There were no pictures, favorite paintings, or artwork cluttering the wal s. 
Instead, books and comics lay scattered across the coffee table, lined the numerous bookshelves, and sat stacked on his smal computer desk. No television. He was a reader—
probably even read the comics in ancient Greek. For some reason, that made me smile. 
Then I noticed the corner of the room, between the bookshelf and the desk. A guitar leaned against the wal , and several colorful guitar picks formed a line on one of the shelves—every color except black. I knew it—those hands were used for something graceful and artsy. I wondered if I could ever get him to play for me. I’d always had a thing for guys who played guitars. 
“You play?” I tipped my chin toward the guitar. 
“Occasional y.” He handed me a glass of water, and I downed it before he sat beside me. “Thirsty?” 
“Mmm.” I wiped away a few drops off my lips. “Thanks. 
What’s up with the picks?” 
He glanced at the guitar. “I col ect them. A weird habit of mine, I guess.” 
“You need a black one.” 
“I guess I do.” Aiden took the glass and set it on the coffee table, frowning when he noticed the tremble in my hands. “Alex, what happened?” 
My laugh hitched in my throat. “It’s going to sound crazy.” I stole a quick peek at him, and seeing the concern for me on his face was nearly my undoing. 
“Alex… you can tel me. I won’t judge you.” 
I kind of wondered what he’d thought happened. 
His hand came out and wrapped around mine. “You trust me, right?” 
I stared at our hands, those fingers. You are fated to be
with him. Those words had a shattering effect on me. I pul ed my hands free and stood. “Yes. I did. I do. This is just so crazy.” 
Aiden remained seated, but his eyes fol owed my erratic pacing. “Try starting at the beginning.” 
I nodded, smoothing my hands over my dress. I started with the party. The look on Aiden’s face hardened when I told him what Cody had said and turned even more dangerous when I explained how Seth had kil ed someone’s boat. I told him everything, even the skeevy part with Seth, and how we were “two halves” or whatever. 
Aiden was a remarkable listener. He didn’t ask any questions, but I knew he caught everything I threw down. 
“So, it can’t be true, right? I mean, none of this is real.” I returned to prowling the length of his living room. “Lucian said it was why Mom left. The oracle told her that I was the second Apol yon and that she was afraid that the gods would… kil me, I guess.” My laugh sounded a little shril . 
Aiden ran a hand through his hair. “I suspected something strange when Lucian wanted to bring you back to his house. And when you said you’d seen Seth’s markings… I can’t believe I’ve been around someone so rare this entire time. When do you turn eighteen, Alex?” 
I slid my hands down my sides nervously. “March fourth.” 
Less than a year from now. 
Aiden rubbed his chin. “When you spoke to the oracle, did she say anything like this?” 
“No, she only said I would kil the ones I love. Nothing about this, but she said so much crazy stuff.” I swal owed, hearing the blood rushing in my veins. “I mean, looking back, some of the things she said made sense, but I just didn’t understand.” 
“How could you understand?” He came around the smal wooden table. “Now we know why your mother would take such a risk in leaving the safety of the island. She wanted to protect you. The story of Solaris is truly tragic, but she stood against the Council and the gods. That’s what sealed their fate. Not what was written about them in the books.” 
“Why would Solaris do that? Didn’t she know what would happen?” 
“Some say she fel in love with the First. When he stood against the Council, she defended him.” 
“That’s so stupid.” I rol ed my eyes. “She basical y committed suicide. That isn’t love.” 
Aiden gave the briefest of smiles. “People do the damndest things when they’re in love, Alex. Look at what your mother did. It’s a different kind of love, but she left everything because she loved you.” 
“I never understood why she left.” My voice sounded young and fragile. “Now I know. She real y did leave to protect me.” The knowledge sat like curdled milk in my stomach. “You know, I kinda hated her for pul ing me away from here. I never understood why she would do something so risky and stupid, but she did it to protect me.” 
“It must bring you some sort of peace to know why, doesn’t it?” 
“Peace? I don’t know. Al I can think is if I wasn’t some kind of giant freak, she’d stil be alive.” 
My words caused a flicker of pain to cross his face. “You can’t blame yourself for this. I wil not al ow it, Alex. You’ve come too far for this.” 
I nodded, looking away. Aiden could believe whatever he wanted, but if I hadn’t been the second coming of the Apol yon then none of this would’ve happened. “I hate this. I hate not having control.” 
“But you do have control, Alex. What you are gives you more control than anyone else.” 
“How so? According to Lucian, I’m Seth’s own personal electrical outlet or something. Who knows? No one does.” 
“You’re right. No one knows. When you turn eighteen—” 
“I’l be a giant freak.” 
“That’s not what I was going to say.” 
I raised my eyebrows and looked at him. “Okay. When I turn
eighteen the gods are going to kil me in my sleep? That’s what Seth said.” 
Anger turned his eyes dark gray. “The gods have to be aware of you. I know this doesn’t make you feel better, but if they wanted to… get rid of you, they would have already. So when you turn eighteen, anything wil be possible.” 
“You’re acting like this is a good thing.” 
“It could be, Alex. With two of you—” 
“You sound like Lucian!” I moved away from him. “Next you’re going to be tel ing me I’m Seth’s super-special other half and I belong to him, as if I’m some sort of object instead of a person!” 
“I’m not saying that.” He closed the distance, putting his hands on my shoulders. I shivered under the weight of his hands. “Do you remember what I said about fate?” I shook my head. I remembered how he’d found my shorts distracting. I had that wonderful subjective memory feature. 
“Only you have control over your future, Alex. Only you have control over what you want.” 
“You real y think so?” 
He nodded. “Yes.” 
I shook my head, doubtful that I could believe in anything at this point, and started to slip away, but Aiden’s hands tightened around my shoulders. An instant later, he gathered me close to him. I hesitated, because being this close to him was possibly the sweetest kind of torture. 
I needed to break away… move as far away as possible, but his arms circled my shoulders. Slowly, careful y, I rested my head against his chest. My hands fel to the curve of his back and I inhaled deeply. His scent, a mixture of the sea and soap, fil ed me. The steady beat of his heart under my cheek warmed and comforted me. It was just a hug, but gods, it meant so much. It meant everything. 
“I don’t want to be to this Apol yon thing.” I closed my eyes. “I don’t even like to be in the same country as Seth. I don’t want any of this.” 
Aiden smoothed his hand down my back. “I know. It’s overwhelming and scary, but you’re not alone. We’l figure this out. Everything is going to be okay.” 
I pressed closer. Time seemed to slow down, al owing me a few moments of the simple pleasure of being in his arms, but then his fingers sifted through my hair, finding their way to my scalp, and from there, he guided my head back. 
“You don’t have anything to worry about, Alex. I’m not going to let anything happen to you.” 
Those forbidden words wrapped around my heart, forever etching into my soul. Our eyes met. Silence stretched between us as we stared at each other. His eyes shifted to fierce silver and his other arm slid to my waist, tightening. His fingers drifted from my hair and slowly traced the curve of my cheekbone. My pulsed thrummed through me as his intense stare fol owed his fingertips. He moved them down my face and then over my parted lips. 
We shouldn’t be doing this. He was a pure-blood. 
Everything could come to a crashing end for us if we were caught, but it didn’t matter. Right now, being with him seemed worth whatever consequence could come from it. 
This was right, like it was meant to be. There was no logical explanation for it. 
Then he leaned forward and rested his cheek against mine. Hot tingles spread through me as his lips moved against my ear. “You should tel me to stop.” 
I didn’t say a word. 
Aiden made a deep sound in his throat. His hand slid up my back, leaving a trail of fire in its wake, and his lips moved across my cheek, stopping to hover above mine. I forgot how to breathe, and most importantly, how to think. 
He moved, ever so slightly, and his lips brushed across mine once, and then twice. It was such a soft, beautiful kiss, but when the kiss deepened, it wasn’t a shy one. This was one of dangerously pent-up need, a desire that’d been denied far too long. The kiss felt fierce, demanding, and soul burning. 
Aiden pul ed me to him, pressing me right up against his body. And when he kissed me again, it left both of us breathless. Our hands tangled with each other’s bodies as we made it back to his bedroom. My hands found their way under his shirt and over the taut skin of his sides. We separated long enough for me to get the shirt off, and gods, each hard ripple was as breathtaking as I’d imagined. 
Easing me down on his bed, his hands glided from my face to my arms. Next his hand traveled over my stomach, then my hip, and under the hem of my dress. Somehow, the top of my dress ended up at my waist, and his mouth moved over my body. I melted into him, his kisses, and his touch. My fingers dug into the tight skin of his arms, and my insides were in tight coils. Every place our bodies touched, sparks flew. 
Aiden pul ed his lips away from mine, and I made a sound of protest, but then his mouth trailed across my throat and to the base of my neck. My skin burned and my thoughts were on fire. His name was barely a whisper, but I felt his lips curve against my skin. 
His gaze and fingers fol owed some unseen path as he rol ed me on top. “You’re so beautiful. So brave, so ful of life.” He guided my head down and dropped a sweet kiss against the scar on my neck. “You have no idea, do you? 
You have so much life in you, so much.” 
I tipped my head and he kissed the tip of my nose. 
“Real y?” 
“Yes.” He brushed my hair back from my face. “Since the night I saw you in Georgia, you’ve been under my skin. You got inside me, became a part of me. I can’t shake it. It’s wrong.” He shifted us, rol ing me across the bed until he leaned above me. “Agapi
mou, I can’t…” He brought his lips down to mine once more. 
There were no more words. Our kisses hardened, his lips and hands took on a purpose that could only mean one thing. I’d never gone this far with a guy before, but I knew I wanted to be with him. There was no doubt, only certainty. 
Everything in my world hinged on this moment. 
Aiden lifted his head, staring down at me with that question in his eyes. “Do you trust me?” 
I ran my fingers over his cheek, then his parted lips. 
“Yes.” 
He made a deep sound in his throat and caught my hand. 
Bringing it to his lips, he pressed a kiss against each fingertip, then my palm and then my lips. 
And that was when someone knocked on the door. 
We both froze against one another. His eyes, stil cloudy with hunger, met mine. A second passed, and another. I thought he was going to ignore it. Gods, I wanted him to ignore it. Badly. Deeply. My life depended on it. But the knock came again, and this time a voice accompanied it. 
“Aiden, open this door. Now.” 
Leon. 
Crap. That was al I could think. We were so busted. I didn’t know what to do. I just lay there, wide-eyed and naked. Total y freaking naked. 
Never taking his eyes off me, Aiden slowly lifted himself and stood. Only when he bent to retrieve the shirt I’d tossed aside did he break eye contact. He left the bedroom without a sound and closed the door behind him. 
I stayed there for a few moments, caught in disbelief. The mood was completely ruined—obviously, and I was stil naked. Anyone could bust in here, and here I was, sprawled across the bed. His bed…
Freaked out more than I ever could’ve imagined, I jumped up and grabbed my dress. Throwing it on, I looked for a place to hide, but Leon’s words froze me. 
“I didn’t mean to wake you, but I figured you’d want to know this immediately. They’ve found Kain. He’s alive.” 
I listened, my stomach in my throat, as Aiden managed to convince Leon that he would meet him in the infirmary while I absolutely re-fused to look at his bed. My head came up as Aiden opened the door. “I heard.” 
Aiden nodded, his gray eyes fil ed with inner conflict. “I’l let you know what he says.” 
I stepped forward. “I want to come. I have to hear what he says.” 
“Alex, it’s past your curfew, and how would you know to be in the infirmary?” 
Dammit. I hated it when he was right. “But I can sneak in there. The rooms are just separated with partition wal s. I could stay behind them—” 
“Alex.” Loverboy was gone. Shoot. “You need to go back to your dorm. Now. I promise I’l tel you everything he says, okay?” 
Seeing no way to win this argument, I nodded. We waited a couple of more minutes before we left his house. 
At the door, Aiden paused, his fingers curling at his side. 
My brow furrowed. “What?” 
Aiden’s gaze settled on me, and the air left my lungs. 
Passion slammed into me, hard and hot. The look on his face—in his eyes—sent shivers through me. Without saying a word, he cupped my face and brought his lips to mine. 
The kiss took whatever air I had left in me. It was heady and deep, heart-stopping. I never wanted it to end, but it did. 
Aiden pul ed back, his fingers slowly trailing away from my cheeks. 
“Don’t do anything stupid.” His voice sounded thick. Then he disappeared into the darkness outside of his cottage. 
I stumbled back to my dorm on rubbery knees, replaying what’d happened between us. Those kisses, his touch, and the way he’d looked at me were forever branded in my mind. Two seconds from losing my virginity. 
Two freaking seconds. 
But that last kiss—there was something in it, something that fil ed me with nervousness and heartache. Once inside my room, I paced back and forth. With learning that I’d become a second Apol yon on my birthday, what’d happened between Aiden and me, and Kain’s unexpected reappearance, I was wired. I took a shower. I even straightened my room, but nothing could wear me out. Right now, Aiden and the other Sentinels were questioning Kain
—getting the answers I needed. Was Mom a kil er? 
Hours went by as I waited for Aiden to come by with news, but he never did. I fel into a restless sleep and woke way too early. I had about an hour before training would begin, and there was no way I could wait any longer. The plan formed in my mind. I threw on my gym clothes and hurried outside. 
The sun had just crested the horizon, but the humidity made the air murky. I avoided the Guards on patrol, skirting the sides of the buildings as I made my way to the infirmary. 
Cool air greeted me inside the narrow building. I moved through corridors lined with smal er offices and a couple of larger rooms equipped to handle medical emergencies. 
The pure-blood doctors lived on the main island and only staffed the infirmary during the school year. This early on a summer morning, only a few nurses would be in the building. 
I already had excuses ready if I ran into one of those nurses. I had kil er cramps. I’d broken my toe. I’d even say I needed a pregnancy test if it meant I could get to where they had Kain, but I didn’t need any of my excuses. The medical compound was tomb-silent as I prowled down the dimly lit hal way. After checking several of the smal er rooms, I stumbled into a ward used to accommodate several patients at once. Instinct led me past the empty gurneys and beyond the pea green curtain. 
I froze, the papery thin fabric fluttering behind me. 
Kain sat in the middle of the bed, dressed in loose jogging pants and nothing more. Dul locks of hair hid most of his downturned face, but his chest… . Swal owing down the sudden rise of bile, I could only stare. 
His chest, incredibly pale, was covered with crescent-shaped tags and thin slices that looked like they’d been made by one of our Covenant-issued daggers. There wasn’t much space on him that wasn’t marked. 
He lifted his head. His blue eyes stood out against a corpselike pal or. I inched closer, feeling something in my chest tighten. He looked so bad, and when he smiled at me, he looked worse. His skin was so washed-out that his lips looked blood red. A tiny bit of guilt flashed inside me. 
Maybe I could’ve waited to question him, but in typical Alex fashion, I jumped in. 
“Kain? Are you okay?” 
“I… think so.” 
“I wanted… to ask you some questions if… it’s okay with you?” 
“You want to ask about your mother?” He looked down at his hands. 
Relief crashed through me. I wouldn’t have to explain myself. I stepped closer. “Yes.” 
He was quiet as he continued staring down at his hands. 
He was holding something, but I couldn’t see what it was. “I told the others I didn’t remember anything.” 
I wanted to sit down and cry. Kain had been my only hope. “You don’t?” 
“That’s what I told them.” 
An odd sound came from behind the green curtain on the other side of Kain’s bed, like cloth dragging across a smooth floor. My brows knitted as I looked past him. 
“Is… is someone back there?” 
The only answer was a low gurgling. Dread came out of nowhere, inching down my spine, demanding that I flee this room now. I pushed past the bed and threw back the curtain. My lips parted in silent scream. 
Three pure-blood nurses lay sprawled on the bloody floor. One stil clung to life. An angry red line ripped across her throat as she pul ed herself across the smal distance. I reached for her, but with one last bubble of a noise, she was gone. Rooted to the spot, I couldn’t think or breathe. 
Throats slashed. Al dead. 
“Lexie.” 
No one but Mom cal ed me that—no one. I turned around, my hand fluttering to my mouth. Kain remained on the opposite side of the bed, staring down into his hands. 
“I think the nickname Lexie is far better than Alex, but what do I know?” He laughed, and it sounded cold, humorless. Dead. “I didn’t know anything until now.” 
I bolted. 
Kain moved surprisingly fast for someone who’d been tortured for weeks. He was in front of me before I made it to the door, Covenant dagger in hand. 
My eyes froze on the dagger. “Why?” 
“Why?” His voice mimicked mine. “Don’t you get it? No. 
Of course you don’t. I didn’t get it either. They tried it on the Guards first, but they drained them too fast. They died.” 
Something was so, so wrong with him. The torture could have done it; al those tags could’ve driven him crazy. But it didn’t real y matter why he’d gone insane, because he was most definitely a lunatic—and I was cornered. 
“By the time they got to be me, they’d learned from their mistakes. Gotta drain our kind slowly.” He glanced down at the dagger. “But we aren’t like them. We don’t change like them.” 
I backed up, swal owing down the fear. My training vanished. I knew how to deal with a daimon, but a friend driven crazy was a different story. 
“I was hungry, so hungry. There’s nothing like it. I had to.” 
Horrifying realization set in. I took another step back just as he launched himself at me. He was so fast, faster than he’d ever been. Before I could even ful y register the swing, his fist connected with my face. I flew back, crashing into one of those little tables. It happened so quickly I couldn’t break my fal . I landed in a messy heap, dazed and tasting blood in my mouth. 
Kain was on me immediately, yanking me to my feet and flinging me across the room. I hit the edge of the bed hard, and then the floor. Scrambling to my feet, I ignored the pain and faced the one thing that could not be. 
Beyond reason or explanation, I had no doubt that Kain was no longer a half-blood. Only one thing moved as quickly as he did. Impossible as it was, he was a daimon. 
 




CHAPTER 17
BESIDES BEING ABNORMALLY PALE, KAIN
LOOKED like … Kain. It explained how none of the other half-bloods had sensed it in him. Nothing about him gave off a warning that something was horribly wrong. Wel …
except the pile of dead bodies behind the curtain. 
I reached for what looked like a heart monitor machine, hurling it at his head. Not surprisingly, he knocked it aside. 
He laughed that sick laugh again. “Can’t you do better than that? Remember our training sessions? How easily I got the best of you?” 
I ignored that painful reminder, figuring it was best to keep him talking until I had a better option. “How is this possible? You’re a half-blood.” 
He nodded, switching the blade to his other hand. 
“Weren’t you paying attention? I already told you. They drain our kind slowly, and gods, did it hurt like hel . I wanted to die a thousand times, but I didn’t. And now? I’m better than I ever was. Faster. Stronger. You can’t fight me. None of you can.” He lifted the dagger and wiggled it back and forth. 
“The feeding part is messy, but it works.” 
I glanced over his shoulder. There was a smal chance I could make it to the doorway. I was stil fast and not badly hurt. “That… has to suck.” 
He shrugged, seeming like the old Kain—so much so it stole my breath. “You get used to it when you’re hungry.” 
That was reassuring. I inched to my left. 
“I saw your mother.” 
Every instinct in me screamed not to listen to him. “Did you… talk to her?” 
“She was frenzied, kil ing and taking great pleasure in it, too. She was the one who turned me.” He licked his lips. 
“She’s coming for you, did you know that?” 
“Where is she?” I didn’t expect him to answer, but he did. 
“You leave the safety of the Covenant and you’l find her… or she’l find you. But that’s not going to happen.” 
“Oh?” I whispered, but I already knew. I wasn’t stupid. 
Mom wasn’t going to get a chance at my aether, because Kain was going to cut me and drain me. 
“You know the one thing that sucks about being a daimon? I’m always so damn hungry. But you? I’m certain you’l feel like nothing else. It’s a good thing you came to me. Trusted me.” His blue eyes dropped to my neck—to where my frantic pulse beat. “She’l keep kil ing ‘til she finds you or ‘til you’re dead. And you are going to die.” 
That was my cue to make my move. I pushed with al my strength, but it was no use. Kain blocked my only route of escape. With no other option but to fight him, I squared off, weaponless and out-skil ed. 
His too-red lips quirked. “Do you real y want to try that?” 
I forced as much boldness in my voice as possible. “Do you?” 
This time, when he grabbed for me, I kicked out and caught the hand holding the dagger. It flew from his grasp, clattering against the floor. Before I could celebrate the smal victory, his meaty fist lashed out, and it appeared he remembered how poor my blocking skil s were. The punch got me in the stomach, doubling me over. 
A rush of air stirred my hair, giving me only a second to straighten myself. I was a goner—no doubt about it. But as I lifted my head, it wasn’t Kain standing in front of me. 
It was Aiden. 
He didn’t say anything to Kain. Somehow, he just knew as he forced me backwards, away from the daimon half-blood. Kain turned his attention on Aiden. He let out a howl, eerily similar to the one the daimon had made in Georgia. 
They circled one another, and with Kain weaponless, Aiden had the upper hand. They exchanged vicious blows—no longer partners, but enemies to the core. Then Aiden made his move. He thrust the titanium dagger deep into Kain’s stomach. 
The impossible happened—Kain didn’t fal . 
Aiden stepped back, revealing Kain’s startled face. He looked down at the gaping wound and started to laugh. It should’ve been a kil shot, but as cold understanding set in, I realized we had more to learn about daimon half-bloods. 
They were immune to titanium. 
Aiden kicked out at Kain, who blocked and whirled to deliver a kick of his own. A medical machine crashed against the wal . I gaped at them, frozen in place. I couldn’t just stand here. I went for the dagger on the floor. 
“Get back!” Aiden yel ed as my fingers wrapped around the cool titanium. 
I looked up, seeing the reinforcements—and the Apol yon. 
“Move back!” Seth’s voice thundered through the chaos. 
Aiden jumped forward, pushing me against the wal and shielding me with his body. My hands fel to his chest. I turned my head as Seth stepped in front of the Sentinels, one arm stretched out in front of him. 
Seconds later, something I could only describe as a lightning bolt erupted from his hand. The flash of blue light—
so intense and bril iant—obscured everything in the room. 
Akasha—the fifth and final element: only the gods and the Apol yon could harness it. 
“Don’t look,” Aiden whispered. 
I pressed my face into his chest as the air fil ed with the crackling sound of the most powerful element known to the Hematoi. Kain’s horrific screams rose above it as akasha crashed into him. I shuddered, pushing further into Aiden. 
The screams—I would never forget those screams. 
Aiden’s hold tightened around me until the agonized screeching stopped and Kain’s body thumped to the floor. 
Aiden pul ed back then, the tips of his fingers brushed over my split and swol en lip. For the briefest second, his eyes latched onto mine. In one look, there was so much. Pain. 
Relief. Fury. 
Everyone rushed into the room at once. In the chaos, Aiden quickly checked me over before handing me off to Seth. “Get her out of here.” 
Seth pul ed me past the Sentinels as Aiden turned his attention to the crumpled body. In the hal way, we passed Marcus and several more Guards. He spared us a brief glance. Seth led me down the hal way, silent until he shoved me into another room at the end. 
He closed the door behind him and then slowly approached me. “Are you al right?” 
I backed up until I pressed against the wal furthest from him, breathing heavily. 
“Alex?” His eyes narrowed. 
In a matter of hours, everything had changed. Our world
— my world—was no longer the same. It was too much. 
Mom, the crazy stuff with Seth, last night with Aiden, and now this? I cracked wide open. Sliding down the wal , I sat with my knees pressed against my chest. I laughed. 
“Alex, get up.” His voice carried that musical lilt, but it sounded strained. “This is a lot, I know this. But you have to pul yourself together. They are going to come in here—
soon. They wil want answers. Last night, Kain was normal
—as normal as Kain could be. Now he was a daimon. 
They’re going to want to know what happened.” 
Kain had been a daimon then, but no one knew that. No one could have known last night. I stared at Seth blankly. 
What did he want me to say? That I was fine? 
He tried again, crouching down in front of me. “Alex, you can’t let them see you like this. Do you understand me? You cannot let the other Sentinels or your uncle see you like this.” 
Did it matter? The rules had changed. Seth couldn’t be everywhere. We would go out there and die. Worse yet, we could be turned. I could be turned. Just like Mom. That thought brought forth a flicker of sanity. If I lost it, what good would I be? What about Mom? Who would fix this—fix what she’d become? 
Seth glanced back over his shoulder at the door. “Alex, you’re starting to worry me. Insult me… or something.” 
A weak smile stretched my lips. “You’re a bigger freak than I could’ve ever possibly imagined.” 
He laughed, and my ears must’ve been fooling me, because he sounded relieved. “You’re just as big as a freak as I am. What do you have to say about that?” 
I cringed, my fingers tightening around my knees. “I hate you.” 
“You can’t hate me, Alex. You don’t even know me.” 
“It doesn’t matter. I hate what you mean to me. I hate not having control. I hate that everyone has lied to me.” On a rol now, I straightened my legs. “And I hate what this means. 
The Sentinels wil die out there, one after another. I hate that I stil think of my mother… as my mother.” 
Seth leaned forward and grasped my chin. The shock of his touch wasn’t as shattering as before, but the bizarre transfer of energy stil shimmied through me. “Then take the hate and do something about it, Alex. Use the hate. Don’t sit here like there is no hope for them—for us.” 
For us? Did he mean for our kind or for him and me? 
“You saw what I can do. You wil able to do that. Together, we can stop them. Without you, we cannot. And damn it, I need you to be strong. What good are you if you end up a damn servant because you cannot deal?” 
Wel … I guess that answered my question. I smacked his hand away. “Get out of my face.” 
He leaned in closer. “What exactly are you going to do about it?” 
I shot him a warning look. “I don’t care if you can shoot lightning from your hand. I wil kick you in the face.” 
“Why doesn’t that surprise me? Could it do with the fact you know I wil not hurt you—that I cannot?” 
“Probably.” I real y wasn’t sure about that. Twenty-four hours ago he’d dragged me clear across an island. 
“That doesn’t sound particularly fair, does it?” 
“This whole stuff with you isn’t fair.” I poked his chest with my finger. “You have the control in this.” 
Seth made an exasperated sound. He reached out and clasped the sides of my head. “You have al the control. 
Don’t you get it?” 
Annoyed, I grabbed his wrists. “Let go.” 
He twisted his hands and grasped mine. Those amber eyes flared, like he was up for the chal enge. After a few terse moments, he broke away and stood. “There’s the attitude I have come to know and loathe.” 
I flipped him off, but the bad thing was, his general annoyingness had somehow reached me. Not that I’d admit it. Ever. 
He grabbed a towel off the shelf. After dampening it, he tossed it to me. “Clean yourself up.” He sent a devilish grin my way. “I can’t have my little Apol yon-in-training looking like a mess.” 
My fingers clenched around the towel. “If you ever say something that stupid again, I wil smother you in your sleep.” 
His golden brows rose. “Little Alex, are you suggesting that we sleep together?” 
Stunned by how he came to that  conclusion, I lowered the towel. “What? No!” 
“Then how could you smother me in my sleep unless you were in bed with me?” He gave a sly grin. “Think about it.” 
“Oh, shut up.” 
He shrugged and glanced at the door. “They’re coming.” 
I was only half-curious to know how he knew that, but as I dabbed the cloth under my swol en lip, the door swung open. Marcus entered first, and Aiden appeared behind him. His gaze swept to me, checking me over once more. 
The look on his face said he wanted to come to me, but with Marcus and half a dozen Sentinels present, it was impossible. I fought down the need to be in his arms and turned my attention to my uncle. 
Marcus met my eyes. “I need to know exactly what happened.” 
So I told them everything I remembered. Marcus remained impassive through al of it. He asked the appropriate questions and when it was over, I wanted to stumble back to my room. Reliving what’d happened to Kain had drained my soul. 
Marcus gave me permission to leave, and I climbed to my feet while he gave orders to Leon and Aiden. “Notify the other Covenants. I’l take care of the Council.” 
Aiden had fol owed me out into the hal . “Didn’t I ask you to not do something stupid?” 
I winced. “Yes, but I didn’t know—didn’t think Kain would be like that.” 
Aiden shook his head, running a hand through his hair. 
Then he asked the one question no one else had thought to ask. “Did he say anything about your mother?” 
“He said she kil ed them.” I inhaled sharply. “That she took great pleasure in it.” 
Sympathy shone in those cool eyes. “Alex, I’m sorry. I know you hoped that wasn’t the case. Are you okay?” 
Not real y, but I wanted to be strong for him. “Yes.” 
He pressed his lips together. “We’l … talk later, okay? I’l let you know when we’l have practice again. Things wil be chaotic the next couple of days.” 
“Aiden… Kain said she was looking for me. That she was coming for me.” 
There must’ve been something in my voice, because he was in front of me so quickly. He reached out and cupped my cheek, his voice so unyielding I didn’t doubt a word he said. “I won’t al ow that to happen. Ever. You wil never face her.” 
I swal owed. His closeness, his touch, evoked so many memories; it took me a moment to respond. “But if I did, I could do it.” 
“Did Kain say anything else to you about your mother?” 
She’ll keep killing ‘til she finds you—
“No.” I shook my head as the guilt ate a hole in my soul. 
His hand dropped to his chest, where he rubbed a spot above his heart. “You’re going to do something stupid again.” 
I smiled weakly. “Wel , usual y I do about once a day.” 
Aiden raised a brow, his bright eyes amused for a moment. “No, that’s not what I meant.” 
“Then what did you mean?” 
He shook his head. “It’s nothing. We’l talk soon.” He passed Seth on the way back to the room. For a moment, both of their expressions hardened to stone. There may’ve been mutual respect in their faces, but there was definitely mutual dislike, as wel . 
I left before Seth could stop me. By the time I made it back to the girls’ dorm, several of the students were on the porch. News traveled fast even though it was stil early, but the most shocking part was Lea stood among them. 
Seeing her caused my heart to clench. She looked terrible by Lea standards—meaning she looked like the rest of us on a good day. I wasn’t sure what to say to her. 
We weren’t friends, but what she was going through was unimaginable. 
What could I say? No amount of apologies or words of condolence would make anything better for her, but as I got closer to her, I saw the red look to her eyes, the tight line of her normal y plump lips, and the overal air of desolation surrounding her. It provoked a memory of how I’d felt when I’d thought my mom had died. Now, take that and multiply it by two; that was how Lea felt. 
Our gazes locked and my lame apology rol ed out of my mouth. “I’m sorry… for everything.” 
Surprisingly, Lea nodded as she passed me on the way in. I trailed behind her, wishing she’d cal ed me a bitch or made fun of my face. That was better than this. Weary and sore, I pushed down the hal way and passed a group of girls. There were whispers, and they were right. My mother was a murderous daimon. 
In my room, I crashed. Stil dressed in my clothes, I slept the kind of sleep people only got after facing something so vast and life-changing. Somewhere, in that half-lucid state before I was completely out of it, I realized that when Seth and I had touched in the medical room, there’d been no blue cord. 


***
 Aiden sent a note the fol owing day saying practice was stil cancel ed. He didn’t mention when he’d contact me again. Over the hours, a nagging worry developed. Did Aiden regret what’d happened between us? Did he stil want me? Were we ever going to talk again? 
My priorities were pretty messed up, but I couldn’t help it. 
Since I’d woken up, al I could think about was what’d almost happened between the two of us. And when I did, I felt hot and embarrassed. 
I stared at the mammoth book he’d loaned me. I’d left it on the floor next to the couch. An idea popped in my head. I could return the book to him—innocent enough reason to seek him out. My mind was made up before I knew it. 
Grabbing the book, I yanked open the door. 
Caleb stood there, one hand raised as if he was about to knock and the other holding a pizza box. “Oh!” He stepped back, startled. 
“Hey.” I couldn’t meet his eyes. 
He lowered his hand. Our almost-fight lingered between us like bad blood. “So you’re reading Greek fables now?” 
“Um… ” I glanced down at the damn thing. “Yeah… I guess.” 
Caleb sucked his lower lip in, a nervous habit carried over from childhood. “I know what happened. I mean… your face kinda says it al .” 
Absently, my fingers went to my cut lip. 
“I wanted to make sure you were okay.” 
I nodded. “I am.” 
“Look. I brought food.” He held up the box with a grin. 
“And I’m gonna get caught if you don’t let me in or go outside.” 
“Al right.” I dropped the book on the floor and fol owed him out. 
On the way to the courtyard, I opted for a safe topic. “I saw Lea yesterday morning.” 
He nodded. “She came back late the night before. She’s been pretty low-key. Even though she’s a complete bitch, I feel sorry for her.” 
“Have you talked to her?” 
Caleb nodded. “She’s hanging in there. I’m not sure if it’s real y hit her, you know?” 
I understood more than he probably could. We found a shady spot under some large olive trees and sat. I picked at the pizza, arranging my pepperoni slices into a gross-looking smiley face. 
“Alex, what real y happened to Kain?” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Everyone’s saying he was a daimon, but that can’t be possible, right?” 
I looked up from my food. “He was a daimon.” 
The sun peeked through the branches, catching the strands of Caleb’s hair and turning them a bright gold color. 
“How did the Sentinels not know that?” 
“He looked just like he always did. His eyes were fine, his teeth normal.” I leaned back against the tree and crossed my legs at the ankles. “There was no way to tel . I didn’t know until… I saw the pures.” An image I could never erase. 
He swal owed, staring down at his pizza. “More funerals,” 
he murmured. Then louder, “I can’t believe this. Al this time and there’s never been a daimon half. How is it even possible?” 
I told him what Kain had said, figuring there was no reason to keep it a secret. His reaction was typical: heavy and deep. Fal ing in battle meant death for us, and we’d never had to consider anything else. 
Caleb frowned. “What if Kain wasn’t the first? What if other daimons figured it out and we just didn’t know?” 
We looked at one another. Swal owing, I dropped my pizza back onto the plate. “Then we picked a hel of a time to be graduating in the spring, huh?” 
The two of us laughed… nervously. Then I returned to rearranging my pizza, thinking about everything else that had happened. Images of shirtless Aiden flashed before me. The way he’d looked at me and kissed me. The touch of Aiden’s fingertips was slowly replaced by the touch of Seth’s and the blue cord. 
“What are you thinking?” Caleb inched closer and continued when I didn’t answer. “What do you know? You have that look on your face! The one you got when we were thirteen and you walked in on Instructor Lethos and Michaels total y making out in the storage room!” 
“Ew!” My face scrunched up at the memory. Damn him for remembering the grossest things. “It’s nothing. I’m just thinking… about everything. It’s been a long couple of days.” 
“Everything’s changed.” 
I glanced over at Caleb, feeling for him. “Yes.” 
“They’re going to have to change the way we’re trained, you know?” He continued in possibly the softest voice I’d ever heard him use. “Daimons always had the strength and speed, but now we’l be fighting half-bloods trained just like us. They’l know our techniques, moves—everything.” 
“A lot of us are going to die out there. More than ever before.” 
“But we have the Apol yon.” He reached over and squeezed my hand. “Now you’ve got to like him. He’s going to save our butts out there.” 
The need to tel him everything almost overwhelmed me, but I looked away, training my eyes on the bushy, bitter-smel ing flowers. I couldn’t remember what they were cal ed. Nightsoot or something? What had Grandma Piperi said about them? Like the kisses from those who walk among the gods…
I turned back to Caleb and realized we weren’t alone anymore. Olivia stood beside him, arms wrapped tightly around her waist. He told her what happened, and he didn’t act like a love-struck idiot, which was good. Final y, she sat down and sent me a sympathetic look. I guessed my face was pretty messed up, but I hadn’t real y looked at it. 
Caleb said something funny and Olivia laughed. I laughed, too, but Caleb glanced at me, catching the false tone of it. I tried to pul myself into their conversation, but I couldn’t. Each of us spent the rest of the day trying to forget one thing or another. Caleb and Olivia focused on anything besides the cold reality of halfs being turned into daimons. 
And me? Wel , I tried to forget everything. 
When dusk settled around us, we headed back to our dorms, making plans to meet up for lunch tomorrow. Alone, Caleb stopped me before I headed up the porch steps. 
“Alex, I know you’ve been going through a lot. On top of everything else, school is going to be starting in two weeks. 
You’ve got a lot of stress on you. And I’m sorry about what happened the night at Zarak’s.” 
School was starting in two weeks? Holy crap, I didn’t even realize. “I should be the one apologizing.” I meant it. 
“I’m sorry for being such a bitch.” 
He laughed and gave me a quick hug. Pul ing back, his smile faded. “You sure you’re okay?” 
“Yeah.” I watched him start to turn around. “Caleb?” 
He stopped, waiting. 
“Mom… did kil those people at Lake Lure. She was the one who turned Kain.” 
“I… I’m sorry.” He took a step forward, his hands coming up and then fal ing to his sides. “She’s not your mother anymore. It’s not her doing this.” 
“I know.” The mother I’d known wouldn’t take pleasure in kil ing bugs. She never would’ve harmed another living, breathing person. “Kain said she’d keep kil ing until she finds me.” 
He looked like he didn’t know what to say. “Alex, she’d keep kil ing no matter what. I know this is going to sound terrible, but the Sentinels wil find her. They’l stop her.” 
I nodded, toying with the edge of my shirt. “It should be me who stops her. She’s my mother.” 
Caleb frowned. “It should be anyone but you since she was your mother. I—” The frown faded from his face as he stared at me. “Alex, you wouldn’t go after her, would you?” 
“No!” I forced a laugh. “I’m not crazy.” 
He continued to stare at me. 
“Look. I wouldn’t even know where to find her,” I told him, but Kain’s words came right back at me. You leave the
safety of the Covenant and you’ll find her or she’ll find you. 
“Why don’t you sneak back with me? We can download a crap ton of il egal movies and watch them. We can even break into the cafeteria and steal a bunch of food. How about that? Sounds like fun, right?” 
It kind of did, but… “No. I’m real y tired, Caleb. The last couple of days have… ” 
“Sucked?” 
“Yeah, you can say that.” I backed off then. “I’l see you for breakfast? I doubt I’l have practice.” 
“Okay.” He stil looked worried. “If you change your mind, you know where to find me.” 
I nodded and headed inside the dorm. There was another white envelope shoved in the little crack. When I saw Lucian’s sprawling handwriting, there was a weird sinking feeling in my chest. Nothing from Aiden. 
“Gods.” I opened it up and quickly discarded it without reading it. Although, I was col ecting a rather large sum of money. This one contained three hundred, and I stashed it with the rest of the cash. Once things calmed down, I was going to do some serious shopping. 
After changing into a pair of cotton pajama bottoms and a tank, I picked up the book of Greek legends and brought it back to the bed, thumbing to the section about the Apol yon. I read the passage over and over again, looking for something that could tel me what was going to happen when I turned eighteen, but the book told me nothing I didn’t already know. 
Which wasn’t much of anything. 
I must’ve fal en asleep, because the next thing I knew I was staring at the ceiling in my dark bedroom. I sat up and pushed back the tangled mess of hair. Disoriented and stil half asleep, I tried to remember what I’d dreamed. 
Mom. 
We’d been at the zoo in my dream. It was just like when I was a kid, but I was older and Mom… Mom had been kil ing al the animals, ripping their throats out and laughing. 
The whole time, I’d just stood by and watched her. Never once did I try to stop her. 
I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and sat there as my stomach twisted. She’ll keep killing ‘til she finds
you. I stood, my legs feeling strangely weak. Was that why Kain had come back here? Had Mom somehow known I would seek him out and he would relay this message? 
No. It wasn’t possible. Kain came back to the Covenant, because he was…
Why 
 had he come back to a place ful of people ready to kil him? 
Another memory stood out, brighter than the rest. It was of Aiden and me standing in front of the dummies in the training room. I’d asked him what he would do if his parents had been turned. 
“I would’ve hunted them down. They wouldn’t have
wanted that kind of life.” 
I squeezed my eyes shut. 
Mom would have rather been kil ed than become a monster preying on every living creature. And right now, she was out there, kil ing and hunting—waiting. Somehow, I ended up in front of my closet, my fingers drifting over the Covenant uniform. 
Then I’d find her and kill her myself.  My own words burned in my mind. There was no doubt what needed to be done. It was crazy and reckless—stupid even—but the plan took form. Cold, steely determination settled over me, and I stopped thinking. 
I started acting. 
It was early—way too early for anyone to be roaming the grounds of the Covenant. Only the shadows of the patrol ing Guards moved under the moonlight. Getting to the secure warehouse behind the training arenas wasn’t as hard as I thought it might be. The Guards were more concerned with possible weaknesses in the perimeter. Once inside, I found my way to where they kept the uniforms. My hands snatched one that fit and my heart raced as I quickly changed into it. I didn’t need a mirror to tel me how I looked
—I’d always known I’d look damn good in a Sentinel uniform. Black was a very flattering color for me. 
The Hematoi used the earth element to glamour the uniforms so the mortal world wouldn’t suspect we were some paramilitary organization. To a mortal, the uniform looked like plain old jeans and a shirt, but to a half-blood, it was a sign of the highest position a half-blood could obtain. 
Only the best wore this uniform. 
There was a good chance this was the first and the last time I’d ever wear it. If I made it back… I’d probably be expel ed. If I didn’t make it back, wel , that was something I couldn’t think about. 
You’re going to do something stupid.  My feet tripped up when I remembered what Aiden had said. Yeah. This was pretty stupid. How had he known? My heart turned over. 
Aiden always knew what I was thinking. He didn’t need a blue cord or a crazy oracle’s word to know me. He just did. 
I couldn’t think about him right now or what he’d do if he found out what I was up to. I grabbed a cap off the top shelf, twisted my hair up under it, and pul ed it down so it shadowed most of my face. 
Then I turned my attention to the weapons room—one-stop shopping for just about any deadly knife, gun, and almost anything that stabbed and decapitated. As sick as it was, I was kind of excited to be in here. I wasn’t sure what that said about me as a person, but then again, kil ing was part of being a half-blood, just like it was to a daimon. 
Neither of our kinds could escape that—only the pures could. 
I opted for two daggers. One hooked onto the side of my right thigh, and the other col apsed from six inches to two with a mere touch of a button on the handle. I put that one in my pocket along the seam of my pants. I grabbed a gun and made sure it was loaded. 
Titanium encased bul ets. Deadly stuff in here. 
With one last look at the room of death and dismemberment, I gave a little sigh and did what both Caleb and Aiden probably had feared. I left the safety of the Covenant. 




CHAPTER 18
HOLY CRAP. MY DISGUISE WORKED. 
I stayed in the shadows for the most part, refusing to let myself think about my actions. As I crossed the first bridge, the Guards simply nodded. One even catcal ed, obviously mistaking me for someone legal. 
While I navigated the empty streets of the main island, I thought about the times I’d kil ed. I had two daimon kil s under my belt. I could do this. Mom would be no different. 
She couldn’t be any different. 
Being a young daimon, she would have speed and strength, but she’d never had any serious training. Not like the kind I’d had. I’d be faster and stronger than her. Aiden had practical y beaten into me the fact young, newly turned daimons would be concerned about one thing only: draining. At three months, she’d be considered a newbie—
a baby daimon. 
I would just have to strike while she stil looked like a daimon, before the elemental magic settled over her and she looked like… Mom. 
The main bridge proved to be a little more difficult to cross, but thankful y, those Guards didn’t have a lot of contact with the students. None of them recognized me, but they wanted to chat. It slowed me down enough to make my confidence waver. 
Until one said, “Be safe and come back, Sentinel,” and stepped aside. 
Sentinel. It was what I’d always wanted to be upon graduation, taking the more proactive route of dealing with daimons instead of guarding pures or their communities. 
Once again, I stuck to the shadows as I made my away around the fishing and cruising boats. The townsfolk on Bald Head Island were used to the “intensely private” 
people from Deity Island, but there was something about us they sensed. They didn’t know what it was that made them back off at the same time they wanted to be close to us. 
Living among mortals for three years had been a truly craptastic experience for me. The teenagers had wanted to be close to me while their parents had said I was “one of those kids” they needed to stay away from. Whatever that meant. 
I wondered what those parents would think if they knew exactly what I was—an almost-trained kil ing machine. I guess they’d been right to order their offspring to steer clear. 
When I left the docks, I stuck to the sides of the buildings. 
I wasn’t sure where to go, but I had a feeling I wouldn’t have to go far. And I was right. About ten minutes into what I lovingly referred to as the normal world, I heard quick footsteps behind me. I spun around to face my would-be attacker, gun drawn and leveled. 
“Caleb?” I felt something halfway between disbelief and relief. 
He stood a few feet behind me, blue eyes wide and arms raised. He wore pajamas, a white shirt, and flip-flops. “Put your gun down!” he hissed. “Gods. You’re gonna accidental y shoot me or something.” 
I lowered the gun and grabbed his arm, dragging him into an al ey. “Caleb, what are you doing here? Are you crazy?” 
“I could ask you the same question.” He glared at me. “I was fol owing you, obviously.” 
I shook my head and shoved my gun back into the waist of my pants. I’d forgotten a holster—go figure. “You need to go back to the Covenant. Now. Dammit, Caleb! What were you thinking?” 
“What are you thinking?” He glowered as he threw the question back at me. “I knew you were going to do something incredibly stupid. That’s why I couldn’t sleep at al . I sat by my damn window and waited. Low and behold, I see your crazy ass sneaking across the quad!” 
“How in the hel did you even get past the Guards in your Mario Brothers pajamas?” 
He glanced down at them, shrugging. “I have my ways.” 
“Your ways?” I didn’t have time for this. Stepping away from him, I pointed in the direction of the bridge. “You need to get back there, where it’s safe.” 
He folded his arms across his chest stubbornly. “Not without you.” 
“Oh, for the love of the gods!” My temper snapped. “I don’t need this right now. You don’t understand.” 
“Don’t start with the ‘I don’t understand’ crap. This isn’t about understanding anything! This is about you getting yourself kil ed! This is suicide, Alex. This isn’t brave. It isn’t smart. This isn’t about duty or some misguided guilt you—” 
His eyes widened again as something landed a couple of feet behind me. I whirled around, and at the same time, Caleb grabbed the dagger from my pants as I pul ed the gun. 
It was her. 
She stood there, in the center of the al ey. It was her…
except it wasn’t. It had her long, dark hair that fel in soft waves, framing her pale, ghastly white face—those high cheekbones and familiar lips. But darkness existed where her eyes should have been. Inky veins covered her cheeks, and if she smiled, there’d be a row of nasty, sharp teeth in her mouth. 
It was my mother… as a daimon. 
The shock of seeing her—seeing her beautiful, loving face twisted into such a grotesque mask—caused my arm to waver, my finger to twitch over the trigger. It was her…
but it wasn’t. 
I knew from where she stood, there was no way she could defend herself against a gunshot to the chest. I had the upper hand with my gun fil ed with titanium bul ets—a ful clip of them, actual y. I could light her up right here and al of this would be over. 
She hadn’t moved, not an inch. 
And now she looked like Mom. The elemental magic cloaked the daimon in her, and she stared at me with those bright, emerald-colored eyes. Her face was stil pale, but no longer riddled with thick veins. She looked like she had the night before she’d turned—smiling at me, holding my gaze with hers. 
“Lexie,” she murmured, but I heard her loud and clear. It was her voice. Just hearing it did wonderful and awful things to me. 
She was beautiful, stunning, and very much alive—
daimon or not. 
“Alex! Do it! Do—!” Caleb cried out. 
A quick glance behind me confirmed Mom wasn’t alone. 
Another dark-haired daimon now had a hand around Caleb’s throat. He didn’t move to kil him or to tag him. He simply held him. 
“Lexie, look at me.” 
Unable to deny the sound of her voice, I turned back to her. She stood closer—close enough a bul et would leave one hel of a hole in her chest. And close enough I caught the scent of vanil a—her favorite perfume. 
My gaze flickered over her face, each line of it familiar and beautiful to me. As I stared into her eyes, I remembered the strangest things. Memories of our summers together, the day she’d taken me to the zoo and told me my father’s name, the look on her face when she’d told me we needed to leave the Covenant, and the way she’d looked sprawled across the floor in her tiny bedroom. 
I faltered. I couldn’t catch my breath as I stared into those eyes. This was my mother— my mother!  She had raised me, treated me like I was most precious thing in the world. 
And I had been her everything—her reason for living. I couldn’t move. 
Do it! 
She’s not your mother anymore!  My arm trembled. 
Do it! Do it! 
A scream of frustration tore through me and my arm dropped to my side. Seconds, only seconds had passed and yet, it felt like an eternity. I couldn’t do it. 
Her lips curved into a smug smile. Caleb gave a yelp from behind me, and then pain exploded alongside my temple. I slipped into the sweet darkness of oblivion. 


***
 I woke up to a splitting headache and a dry, bitter taste in the back of my mouth. It took me a few minutes to remember what’d happened. A mixture of horror and disappointment jerked me upright, on alert despite the throbbing ache radiating down the side of my face. I touched my head gingerly, feeling a knot the size of an egg. 
Woozy, I looked around the lavishly furnished room. The cedar log wal s, the large bed covered in satin sheets, the plasma television, the handcrafted furniture, al of it appeared familiar to me. It was one of the bedrooms in the cabin we used to visit, the one I’d slept in a half a dozen times. A pot of purple hibiscus flowers sat beside the bed
—Mom’s favorite. She had a thing for purple flowers. 
Shock and dismay set in. I remembered this room. Oh, gods. This wasn’t good. Nope. 
I was in freaking Gatlinburg, Tennessee—more than five hours away from the Covenant. Five hours. Worse yet, I didn’t see Caleb. Creeping over to the door, I paused and listened. Not a sound. I glanced at the glass doors leading out to the deck, but there was no way I could leave. I had to find Caleb… if he was stil alive. 
I clamped down on that thought. He had to be alive. 
There could be no other way. 
Of course, my gun was gone and Caleb had taken my dagger. There was nothing in this room I could use as a weapon. If I started breaking stuff apart, it would draw attention, and it wasn’t like any of this stuff could be converted into a weapon. Anything that might’ve been made of titanium had been stripped away. 
I tried the doorknob and found it unlocked. I inched the door open and looked around. The sun rose outside, pushing the shadows out of the living area and kitchen. A large round table sat in the middle of the room, surrounded by six matching chairs. Two of the chairs had been pul ed back, as if they’d been occupied. Several empty beer bottles rested on the carved oak surface. Daimons drank beer? I had no clue. There were two large couches, nice ones covered in luxurious brown fabric. 
Across the room, the television was on, but muted—one of those big thin-screen ones, mounted on the wal . I went to the table and picked up a beer bottle. It wouldn’t kil a daimon, but at least it was a weapon. 
A muffled scream drew my attention to one of the back rooms. If I remembered right, there were two more bedrooms, another living area, and a game room. Al of the doors were closed. I crept closer, freezing as the sound came again from the master bedroom. 
I clenched the bottle in my hand and murmured a soft prayer. I wasn’t sure what god I was praying to, but I real y hoped one of them answered. Then I kicked the door. The hinges creaked and gave way as the wood around the knob splintered. The door swung open. 
My breath caught in my throat at the nightmare unfolding before me. Caleb was pinned to the bed. A blond daimon was on him, his rough hands covering his mouth and holding him down while he tagged his arm. The sounds the daimon made as he drained Caleb’s blood to get at the aether horrified me. 
At the sound of my rage-fueled screams, the daimon lifted his head. His empty stare bored straight through me. I launched myself away from the door, bottle raised high in the air. It wouldn’t kil him, but I was going to make it hurt. 
Except it never happened. 
So caught up on what the daimon was doing to Caleb, I didn’t check the room. Stupid. But dammit, these were the kind of things I’d missed out on when I’d left the Covenant. I just knew to act and fight. Not to think. 
Someone snatched me from behind. My arm twisted back until I dropped the bottle to the floor. The two chairs pushed back from the table flashed before me. Should’ve seen this one coming. Struggling proved useless from this position, but I stil kicked out and tried to wrench my body away. It only succeeded in causing the daimon to tighten his grip until it became painful. 
“Now. Now. Daniel isn’t going to kil your friend.” The voice came from behind my ear. “Not yet.” 
Daniel smiled, flashing a row of bloodstained teeth. In a blink he stood in front of me, tilting his head to the side. The glamour took over, revealing the pure-blood characteristics. 
He would’ve been beautiful if it weren’t for the rivulets of blood dripping down his chin. 
Caleb’s body jerked every few seconds. Aftershocks of the tag—I would know. His bare arms revealed not one but two daimon tags. Furious, I screamed at the daimon in front of me. “I’m going to kil you!” 
Daniel laughed and wiped the back of his hand over his chin. “And I’m going to love tasting you.” He sniffed me
— literally sniffed me. “I can almost taste you now.” 
I kicked out, catching him in the chest. He staggered a couple of feet back, hitting the bed. Caleb groaned and tried to sit up. Daniel coldcocked Caleb. I cried out, struggling like a rabid animal, but the daimon knocked me to the floor. 
And then I was flying up, but no one was touching me. I hit the wal so hard the plaster cracked, along with what felt like every bone in my body. There I stayed, pinned with my feet dangling several feet off the floor. The daimon control ed the air element—something else I hadn’t learned how to defend myself against. 
“You need to learn to play nice. Both of you.” The other daimon held his hand up. He had a Southern accent—
smooth and deep. He stepped up to where I hung, leaned in and patted the top of my foot. It was the daimon from the al ey, the dark-haired one who’d been with Mom. “We do get hungry, you know? And with you here… wel , it gnaws out our insides. It’s like a fire inside of us.” 
I tried to pul away from the wal , but I didn’t move. “Stay away from him!” 
He ignored me, walking over to Caleb’s motionless frame. “We aren’t new daimons by any means, but you…
make it hard to resist the lure of the aether. Just a hit. That’s al we want.” He ran his fingertips down Caleb’s face. “But we can’t. Not ‘til Rachel e returns.” 
“Don’t touch him.” I barely recognized my own, low voice. 
He glanced back at me and waved his hand as if it were an after-thought. I hit the floor feet first, and then fel to my knees. I ignored the way my stomach muscles pul ed and pushed to my feet. Without thinking about anything other than getting him away from Caleb, I rushed him. The dark-haired daimon shook his head and simply threw his arm up. 
My body slammed into the wal , knocking several framed paintings to the floor. This— this was nothing like training. 
And this time I didn’t get up. 
Clearly annoyed, he pushed away from Caleb. He advanced on me, and I screamed, swinging on him. He caught my arm and then my other, hauling me to my feet. 
With both arms rendered useless, I had only my legs. 
Aiden had always praised my kicks, and with that thought in mind, I pushed my upper back against the wal . Using the daimon’s arms and the wal for support, I pul ed my legs up to my chest and kicked out. 
I caught him right in the chest, and by the startled look on his face he hadn’t expected it. He fel back several feet, and I hit the floor once again. 
Daniel shot away from the bed and dug his hands into my hair, wrenching my neck back. For a moment, a sick sense of déjà vu hit me, but there was no Aiden to save me now—
no cavalry would be arriving. 
As I struggled with Daniel, the dark-haired daimon dropped down in front of me. With his hands resting on his knees and the lazy smile splayed across his face, he looked like he was about to talk about the weather with me. 
He was that casual. 
“What’s going on here?” 
Daniel released me at the sound of my mother’s sharp and angry voice. I struggled to my feet, twisting toward her. I couldn’t help the mixture of terror and love coursing through me. She stood in the doorway, surveying the damage with a critical eye. I only saw the glamour. I couldn’t see her true form. 
I was so screwed. 
“Eric?” She directed her scowl at the dark-haired one. 
“Your daughter… she’s not happy with the current state of things.” 
I couldn’t pul my eyes off of her as she stepped over a piece of broken wood. “My daughter better not have one hair on her head missing.” 
Eric glanced over at Daniel. “Her hair is perfectly fine. 
She’s fine. So is the other half-blood.” 
“Oh. Yes.” She turned to Caleb. “I remember him. Is he your boyfriend, Lexie? Sweet of him to tag along either way. Stupid, but sweet.” 
“Mom.” My voice cracked. 
She turned to me with a smile—a big, beautiful smile. 
“Lexie?” 
“Please… ” I swal owed. “Please let Caleb go.” 
She tsked and shook her head. “I cannot al ow that.” 
My insides twisted. “Please. He… just, please.” 
“Baby, I can’t. I need him.” She reached out and brushed back my hair, the way she used to. I flinched, and she frowned. “I knew you would come. I know you. The guilt and the fear would eat at you. What I didn’t plan on was him, but I’m not mad. See? He’s going to stay.” 
“You could let him go.” My chin trembled. 
Her hand drifted down my cheek. “I can’t. He’s going to ensure that you cooperate with me. If you do everything I tel you to do, he’l live through this. I won’t let them kil him or turn him.” 
I wasn’t stupid enough to be hopeful. There was catch, probably a big and terrible one. 
She stepped away, turning her attention to the two male daimons. “What have you told her?” 
Eric’s chin came up. “Nothing.” 
My mother nodded. Her voice was the same, but I realized as she talked, it lacked what actual y had made it hers. There was no softness in it, no emotion. It was hard, flat—not hers. “Good.” She faced me once more. “I want you to understand one thing, Lexie. I love you very, very much.” 
I blinked, backing against the wal . Her words hurt more than any physical blow could. “How can you love me? 
You’re a daimon.” 
“I’m stil your mother,” she replied in the same flat tone, 
“and you stil love me. That’s why you didn’t kil me when you had the chance.” 
An act and truth I was already regretting, but looking at her now, I could only see her—Mom. I closed my eyes, wil ing myself to see the daimon, the monster inside of her. 
When I opened my eyes, she was stil the same. 
Her lips twisted into a smile. “You can’t go back to the Covenant. I cannot al ow that. I have to keep you away from there. Permanently.” 
My gaze fel to Caleb. Daniel inched his way closer to him. “Why?” I could keep my cool as long as the bastard didn’t touch him again. 
“I need to keep you away from the Apol yon.” 
I blinked, not expecting that. “What?” 
“He wil take everything from you. Your power, your gifts
—everything. He is the First, Lexie. Whether he knows it or not, he wil drain everything from you so he can become the God Kil er. There wil be nothing left of you when he is done. 
The Council—they know this. They don’t care. Al they want is the God Kil er, but Thanatos wil never al ow that to happen.” 
I backed up, shaking my head. Mom was utterly crazy. 
“They don’t care what it wil do to you. I can’t al ow that. 
Do you understand?” She stalked forward, coming to a stop in front of me. “That’s why I must do this. I must turn you into a daimon.” 
The room spun and for a moment, I thought I would pass out. 
“I have no other choice.” She caught my hand, pul ing it to where her heart beat. She held it there. “As a daimon, you wil be faster and stronger than you are now. You wil be immune to titanium. You wil have great power… when you turn eighteen you wil be unstoppable.” 
“No.” I pul ed my hand back. “No!” 
“You have no idea what you are saying ‘no’ to. I thought I lived before, but now I am truly living.” She held her free hand in front of my face, wriggling her fingers once, then twice. A tiny spark flew from her fingertips, and then her entire hand was on fire. 
I jerked back, but her grip increased on my hand. 
“Fire, Lexie. I could barely control the air element as a pure-blood, but as a daimon, I can control fire.” 
“But you’re kil ing people! How does that make it okay?” 
“You get used to it.” She shrugged dismissively. “You’l get used to it.” 
My blood froze in my veins. “You sound… freaking insane.” 
She looked at me blandly. “You say that now, but you’l see. The Council wants everyone to believe the daimons are soul ess, evil creatures. Why? Fear. They know we are far more powerful, and in the end, we wil win this war. We are like gods. No. We are gods.” 
Daniel practical y licked his lips in anticipation as he eyed me. Sickness and fear clawed through me, and I shook my head. “No. Don’t do this. Please.” 
“It’s the only way.” She turned away, glancing back at me over her shoulder. “Don’t make me force you into this.” 
I looked at her, wondering how I could’ve hesitated in the al ey. There was nothing about this thing in front of me was my mother. Nothing. “You’re freaking insane.” 
She whipped around, expression hardening. “I told you not to make me force you into this. Daniel!” 
I pushed off the wal as Daniel grabbed for Caleb, who groaned as he started to come around. Mom caught me before I could reach them. The daimon bent his head to his arm. 
Horror twisted through me. “No! Stop!” 
Daniel laughed a moment before his teeth cut into flesh. 
Caleb jackknifed across the bed, eyes going wild as his terrified screams fil ed the cabin. I pushed at my mom, but I couldn’t get past her. She was strong, so unbelievably strong. 
“Eric, come here.” 
Eric seemed to be more than happy to oblige. His dark eyes flared with hunger. Revulsion and fear fil ed me, and my struggles renewed. 
Mom’s hold tightened around my waist. “Remember what I told you, Eric. Smal bites, every hour and no more. If she fights you, kil the boy. If she complies, leave the boy alone.” 
I turned cold. “No! No!” 
“I’m sorry, baby. This is going to hurt, but if you don’t fight them, it wil be over soon. It’s the only option, Lexie. I’d never be able to control you any other way. You’l see. It wil be for the best in the end. I promise you.” 
Then she shoved me at Eric. 




CHAPTER 19
JUST LIKE THAT. 
What a bitch. 
I screamed and twisted back to her as Eric pul ed me into his arms. “Don’t let them do this!” 
She raised her hand. “Eric.” 
The daimon flipped me around. I kicked and I threatened every possible method of death and dismemberment, but it didn’t stop him. The daimon smiled at me through my rant. 
Then his fingers squeezed, and in a mil isecond, his teeth sank through the soft flesh of my arm. 
Red-hot fire shot through me. I reared back, trying to escape the burning, but it fol owed my movements. Over my screams, I could hear Caleb yel ing and begging for them to stop. Neither Mom nor the daimon paid any attention to him. The pain slithered through every part of my body as Eric continued to drain. The room tilted, and there was a pretty good chance I was going to pass out. 
“Enough,” she murmured. 
The daimon lifted its face. “She tastes divine.” 
“It’s the aether. She has more in her than a pure does.” 
Eric let go of me then, and I fel to my knees, shaking. 
There was nothing—absolutely nothing that felt like that. 
Even the aftershocks of the tagging stole my breath. 
Gasping for air, I stayed there until the fire dul ed to nothing more than an ache. 
Only then did I realize Caleb was silent. I lifted my head and saw him staring at me. There was a dazed look to his eyes, as if somehow he’d managed to remove himself from this place, left his body or something. I wanted to be wherever he was. 
“Now, that wasn’t too bad?” Mom grasped my shoulders and forced me back against the wal . 
“Don’t touch me.” My words came out weak and slurred. 
She gave me a cold smile. “I know you’re upset, but you’l see. We’l change the world together.” 
Daniel returned to Caleb’s side, but he didn’t move. The way Daniel looked at him made me think he wanted to do bad things to Caleb. Abruptly, the oracle’s words came back to me. 
One with a bright and short future. 
Caleb would die. Horror forced me toward the bed. This couldn’t be happening! In an instant, Eric had me pinned back against the wal . Blood— my blood—stil stained his lips. Once he was sure I wouldn’t move again, he let go and leaned back with a smug half-smile. 
Sickened, I pushed down my own pain and fear. “Mom…
please let Caleb go. Please. I’l do anything.” And I meant it. 
There was no way I was going to let Caleb die in this godforsaken place. “Please, just let him go.” 
She studied me silently. “What would you do?” 
My voice broke. “Anything. Just let him go.” 
“Would you promise not to fight me or run?” 
The oracle’s words kept replaying over and over, like some sick chant. There was no tel ing how much more of this he could take. Caleb’s color was chalky, sickly. What was about to happen was fated, wasn’t it? Had the gods already seen this? And if I chose not to fight, I would be turned into a daimon. 
I swal owed down the taste of bile. “Yes. I promise.” 
Her gaze flickered over Caleb and the daimon. She sighed. “He stays, but since you made a promise, I’l make you one. They wil not touch him again, but his presence wil make sure you keep your promise.” 
Snapping out of his daze, Caleb frantical y shook his head at me, but I agreed again. I wanted him out of here, but for now, this was the best I could do. I sat opposite the bed with my back pressed against the wal , eyes trained on Caleb and Daniel. Eric took up position beside me. Al I could do was hope someone had checked on us by now. 
Maybe Aiden final y had come to talk to me or start practice again. Maybe someone had checked on Caleb, and someone at the Covenant put two and two together. If not, in a horrible twist of fate, the next time I saw Aiden, he would try to kil me. 
And I doubted he would falter like I had. 
Daniel turned from Caleb and stared at the fresh tag on my arm. I squeezed my eyes shut and turned my head. Next was Daniel’s turn, and I had a feeling he was going to make it as painful as possible. My eyes burned as I pushed against the wal , wishing I could somehow disappear into it. 
An hour came and went, and my body tensed as Daniel knelt down and pried my other arm from my chest. This was wrong, so wrong. There was no way to prepare for this, and when Eric placed his hand over my mouth, Daniel bit into my wrist. 
I sagged against the wal , reeling after it was over. Like clockwork, Daniel and Eric took turns tagging me. Mom blabbed on and on about how we would eradicate the Council members, starting first with Lucian. We would then sit on the thrones, and even the gods would bow before us. 
The tables would turn, she said, and the daimons would rule over not just the pure-bloods, but the mortal world, too. 
“We’l have to take down the First, but when you’re a daimon Apol yon you’l be stronger than him—better than him.” 
Mom was real y, absolutely nuts. 
I learned about their draining. Maybe she was trying to prepare me for my new life? Pures kept them wired for days, halfs only for a few hours, and mortals, wel , they kil ed them for the fun of it. Too bad there wasn’t a pure I could hand over to the daimons now. That may sound terrible, but my arms were covered in crescent-shaped bites, much like my old instructor had been scarred. And I’d pitied her—
ironic. 
The draining continued. Pieces of who I was disappeared with each tag. I no longer pressed away when Daniel dipped down or Eric leaned over. I didn’t even scream. And the whole time, she stood by and watched it al . I was losing myself to this sick madness, and my soul turned dark and desperate. 
Eventual y, she left to go check the roads. Not once did she feed off me. I supposed she’d bagged herself a pure earlier, but when she left, I immediately wanted her back. 
With her gone, Daniel got bold, and though it made me want to vomit, I let him get close. Every so often, he would run the tips of his fingers over my arms, around the bite marks. At least it kept his attention off of Caleb. 
“I can already feel it,” murmured Eric. 
I’d forgotten he was stil there. Even though he was tagging the hel out of me, I preferred him to Daniel. “Feel what?” My voice sounded sleepy. 
“The aether, I’m buzzing from it. Almost like I could do anything.” He reached over and poked one of the bites, causing me to wince. “Do you feel it leaving you? Going into me?” 
Refusing to answer him, I lowered my head to my bent knees. He sounded high… and I felt sick—my soul felt sick. 
By the time Daniel tipped my neck back, I was exhausted and near delirious from the pain. Caleb hadn’t moved in a while, and Eric didn’t need to cover my mouth anymore. I only whimpered as the teeth pierced the skin at the base of my neck. 
Eric made soothing noises as Daniel drained me, his thumb tracing the wild pounding of my pulse. “It’l be over soon. You’l see. Just a couple more tags, and it wil be over. A whole new world is waiting for you.” 
After Daniel was done, I slumped to the side. The room spun, tilted. I had a hard time focusing on what Eric was talking about. 
“We’re going to change the half-bloods first. They can’t be spotted like us. They don’t need elemental magic. Al over the world, we wil launch our attack. It wil be beautiful.” 
Eric smiled at the thought. “The Covenants wil be infiltrated… and then the Council.” 
It was a good enough plan, one that could easily become a scary reality. Eric didn’t seem bothered by the lack of conversational input. He continued on, and I found it hard to keep my eyes open. Fear and anxiety had ridden me hard. I dozed off. For how long, I didn’t know, but something jarred me awake. 
Weary and confused, I lifted my head in time to see Daniel standing in front of me. Had it already been another hour? Was this it? I couldn’t help but wonder if they were preparing for the last bite, the last drop of aether and the last of my soul. 
“Daniel, it’s not time.” 
“I don’t care. You’re getting more than I am. You’re practical y glowing. Look at me!” Daniel scowled. “I don’t look like you.” 
Eric wasn’t glowing, but his skin had taken on a healthy infusion. He looked… like a normal pure-blood. Daniel, on the other hand, was stil sheet-white. 
Eric shook his head. “She’l kil you.” 
Daniel dropped down in front of me and shoved a hand through my hair, wrenching my head back. “Not if she doesn’t know. How would she? I just want one more.” 
“Don’t… let him.” My weak voice held a pleading edge, but if Eric was concerned with Daniel’s fate, he sure didn’t show it or try to stop him. 
There was a spare spot on my neck stil bite-free. I silently begged that he wouldn’t go for that. I don’t know why I cared at this point, but dammit, I stil had some smidge of vanity left. 
“She probably likes it,” Daniel said. A stuttered heartbeat later, he sank his teeth into that one little spot and his lips moved against my skin. The pain shot through me, causing me to go rigid. His one hand tightened in my hair and his other got friendly, slipping over my shoulder and down further. 
Out of everything that was happening, this— this was too much. With every ounce of strength I had in me, I lifted my hands and dug my nails into the sides of his face. 
Daniel reared back, howling. My shirt ripped in the process, but the sound—the look on his face fil ed me with a sick sense of satisfaction. Deep and angry-looking welts formed on his face, beading with fresh blood. Blindly, he lashed out and caught me in the eye, toppling me into Eric. 
“Hel !” Eric leapt to his feet and I ate the floor. 
I curled onto my side and into a fetal position. Above me, I felt Eric push Daniel back, yel ing in his face, but I wasn’t listening. Something long and thin dug into my thigh. I slowly rol ed over, inching my fingers down until they closed over the object hidden in the seam of my pants. 
The knife—the retractable one. 
Suddenly, Eric lifted me up and straightened me so that I looked at him. Something wet and warm ran down the side of my face, dripping into my right eye. Blood. Not like I had much more I could afford to lose. 
Over his shoulder, I saw that Caleb was awake. He stared at me, and I tried to send him a message, but as it was, Eric was doing a good job of blocking him. From the front of the house, we heard the door open, and the click of my mother’s heels resonated through the cabin. Eric let go of me and backed clear across the room. My lips curved into a sad little smirk. He knew. I knew. 
Mom was going to be pissed when she got a look at my face. 
She stepped into the room, and her eyes narrowed on me. In a second, she was kneeling in front of me, tipping my head back. “What has happened here?” 
Blood loss and exhaustion addled my thoughts. Moments went by as I stared at her. I couldn’t remember where I was or how I got there. Al I wanted to do was press my face against her, for her to hold me and to tel me everything would be okay. She was my mother, and she would stop them. She had to, especial y something this vile, this horrendous. “Mom? Look… look at what they’ve done to me.” 
“Shh.” She smoothed my hair back from my face. 
“Please… please make him stop.” I gripped her in a weak hug, wanting to climb into her arms, wanting her to hold me. She didn’t. As she turned away from me, I cried out and reached for her. 
No. This—this thing in front of me wasn’t my mother. My mother would never have turned her back on me. She would’ve held me, comforted me. I snapped out of it, blinking slowly. 
“Who did this to her face?” Her voice was so cold, so deadly and so unlike Mom, but at the same time I heard the edge in her words. Recognizing her tone from the many times she’d yel ed at me for getting in trouble—it was the tone that happened right before she launched into a major bitch-fest. Eric and Daniel didn’t know. They didn’t know my mother like I did. 
“Who do you think?” Eric sneered. 
She pressed cool lips against my forehead, and I squeezed my eyes shut. She wasn’t my Mom. “I gave you both explicit orders.” She straightened, her eyes fal ing to Daniel. 
Reality settled around me once more, and I came to my knees. I couldn’t think about her anymore, couldn’t see her as my mom. I made my decision. Screw fate.  My eyes met Caleb’s, and I nodded at Mom’s back and mouthed the words, “Get ready.” I could only hope he understood. 
“That is simply unacceptable.” That was the only warning she gave. She launched herself at Daniel, knocking him over Caleb. The two daimons crashed to the floor, swinging and tearing at one another. 
I seized the opportunity. Scrambling to my feet, I grabbed for Caleb. 
Thankful y, he got the message. He slid off the bed as Eric went after Daniel, too. I staggered to my feet just as Mom pul ed Daniel to his feet. He was a good foot tal er than her, but she threw him around the room like he was nothing. There was a moment when I couldn’t move. Her strength was shocking, unnatural. 
Dizzy and nauseous, I stumbled away from the room with Caleb in tow. We raced through the cabin and out the front door. Rain pounded on the roof of the deck, almost but not quite silencing the wet, sloppy crunch from inside the house. The sound propel ed both of us over the railing. 
Forgetting how high the decks were, I hit the ground hard, fal ing to my knees. 
“Lexie!” 
My mother’s voice pushed me to my feet. Glancing beside me, I saw Caleb do the same. We ran, half sliding and half fal ing down the muddy hil . Branches slapped me in the face, pul ed on my clothing and hair, but I kept running. Al that gym time paid off. My muscles pushed past the pain and the lack of blood. 
“Alexandria!” 
We weren’t fast enough. Caleb’s startled yelp spun me around. My mom plucked him up from behind, tossing him sideways. Shock flickered over his face right before he slammed into a thick maple tree. I screamed, backtracking to where he’d fal en. 
A barrier of flames went up, pushing me back. The fire destroyed everything in its path as it spread. Caleb rol ed to his side, barely escaping it. I stumbled backward as the world burned in red and violet colored flames. The rain did nothing to beat down the unnatural fire. 
And there she stood—tal and straight, like a terrible goddess of death. Twice now, I’d failed to see that. In the al ey in Bald Head and moments earlier in the cabin, right after I’d realized I had a Covenant dagger in my pocket. 
“Lexie, you promised me you wouldn’t run.” She sounded surprisingly calm. 
Did I? My hand slipped into the side pocket. “I lied.” 
“I took care of Daniel. You won’t have to worry about him.” She edged closer. “Everything is going to be okay now. Lexie, you should sit down. You’re bleeding al over the place.” 
I glanced down at myself. Running had gotten my blood pulsing. I could feel it trickling down my arms and neck. I was kind of surprised I had any left in me. Out of the corner of my eye, a shot of dark blue darted between the flames. 
“Just do it, Rachel e. She’s weak.” Fury and impatience colored Eric’s words. “Take care of it and let’s get the hel out of here!” 
That was so true. Light-headed and off-balance, a bunny rabbit could get the best of me right now. “Don’t come any closer.” 
My mother laughed. “Lexie, this wil be over soon. I know you’re scared, but you have nothing to worry about. I’m going to take care of everything. Don’t you trust me? I’m your mother.” 
I backed up, stopping when I felt the heat from the flames. 
“You’re not my mother.” 
She moved forward. Somewhere in the distance, I thought I heard my name being cal ed. His voice— Aiden’s. 
It had to be a hal ucination, because neither Eric nor my mom reacted to the sound, but even if it was just a sad manifestation of my subconscious, it gave me strength to keep standing. My fingers slid over the slender dagger. 
How had they missed this? “You’re not my mother,” I said again, my voice sounding hoarse. 
“Baby, you’re confused. I’m your mother.” 
My thumb brushed over the release button. “You died in Miami.” 
Her eyes held a dangerous glint. “Alexandria… there is no other option.” 
Wait, a voice whispered in my head, wait until her
defenses are down. If she saw the blade, it would be over. I needed her to believe she’d won. I needed her vulnerable. 
Though, the strange thing was, I was almost a hundred percent certain the voice didn’t belong to me. But that real y didn’t matter right now. 
“There’s another option. You could just kil me.” 
“No. You wil join me.” Her voice sounded like it had in the room, right before she’d kil ed Daniel for touching me. How messed up was that? “And since you broke your promise, I wil have to kil your little boyfriend over there. That is, if he hasn’t been burned alive yet.” 
Everything came down to this moment. Die or kil her. Be turned into a monster or kil her. The breath I drew in wasn’t enough. “You’re already dead,” I whispered, “and I’d rather be dead than become what you are.” 
“You wil thank me later.” Moving inhumanly fast, she wrapped her hand through my hair and jerked my head back. 
The handle of the dagger felt awkward, wrong even. 
Sucking in air, I pushed the little button. There wasn’t a lot of space between us, but I stil got my arm in between us. It wouldn’t be a precise hit, not at this angle, but it would kil . 
You will kill the ones you love. 
Fate had been right about that. 
My mother jerked back, her mouth gaping open in surprise. She looked down. So did I. My hand was flush with her chest, and the blade had sunk through her skin like titanium did when it met the flesh of a daimon. 
She stumbled backward as I withdrew the dagger. Her face contorted and blurred. Bright, beautiful eyes met mine, and then they disappeared. Like a switch had been thrown, the fire circling us ceased to exist. 
Her scream fil ed the forest, and my screams overcame hers. She slumped just as my legs refused to cooperate. 
We both folded into ourselves at the same time, except I col apsed into a messy heap and she buckled into herself. 
There was a moment—it was quick—but I saw the glimmer of relief cross her face. In that instant, she was Mom. She real y was. And then she started to flake apart, fading until there was nothing left but a fine layer of blue dust. 
I sagged forward, resting my head against the damp ground, vaguely aware of Eric running and the rain hammering me. Months of grief and loss swirled inside me, invading every cel , every pore. Nothing existed but the raw pain of a different kind of hurting. The tags and the bruises faded in comparison to it. Anguish consumed me. I wanted to die—to just cave in like Mom had. I’d kil ed her—my mother. Daimon or not, I’d kil ed her. 
Time stopped. It could’ve been minutes or hours, but eventual y there were voices. People cal ed my name, cal ed Caleb’s, but I couldn’t answer. Everything sounded far away and unreal. 
Then strong hands surrounded me, lifting me up. My head fel back and cool rain splattered off my cheeks. “Alex, look at me. Please.” 
Recognizing the voice, I opened my eyes. Aiden stared down at me, face pale and drawn. He looked stricken as his gaze roamed over the many bite marks. “Hey,” I murmured. 
“It’s going to be okay.” His voice held a panicked, desperate edge. He ran wet fingers over my cheeks, catching my chin. “I need you to keep your eyes open and talk to me. Everything’s going to be okay.” 
I felt funny, so I doubted that. There were so many voices, some I recognized and some I didn’t. Somewhere I heard Seth. “Where’s… Caleb?” 
“He’s okay. We have him—Alex, stay with me. Talk to me.” 
“You were… right.” I swal owed, needing to tel someone
—to tel him. “She was relieved. I saw it… ” 
“Alex?” Aiden stood, cradling me to his chest. I felt his
“Alex?” Aiden stood, cradling me to his chest. I felt his heart thundering under my cheek and then I felt nothing at al . 




CHAPTER 20
I WOKE UP STARING AT THE SOFT GLOW OF
fluorescent ceiling lights. I wasn’t sure what’d woken me or where I was. 
“Alex.” 
I turned my head and met his pale gray eyes. Aiden sat on the edge of the bed. Dark waves of hair fel over his forehead. He looked different to me. Shadows bloomed under his eyes. 
“Hey,” I croaked. 
Aiden smiled that wonderful ful smile that was so rare, so beautiful. He reached over and with just the tips of his fingers, he brushed a few strands of hair off my forehead. 
“How are you feeling?” 
“Okay. I’m… thirsty.” I tried clearing my throat again. 
He leaned over, the bed dipping slightly as he grabbed a glass off the bedside table. Helping me sit up, he waited while I gulped the cool water. “More?” 
I shook my head. Sitting up, I got a better view of the unfamiliar room. I was hooked up to half a dozen tubes, but I wasn’t in the Covenant. “Where are we?” 
“We’re at the Nashvil e Covenant. We couldn’t risk the time it would’ve taken us to get you back to North Carolina.” 
He paused, seeming to choose his next words. “Alex, why did you do this?” 
I leaned back and closed my eyes. “I’m in a lot of trouble, aren’t I?” 
“You stole a Sentinel uniform. You also stole weapons and left the grounds without permission. Untrained and unprepared, you left to hunt down your mother. What you did was so reckless, so dangerous. You could’ve been kil ed, Alex. So yes, you’re in trouble.” 
“I kinda of figured that.” I sighed, opening my eyes. 
“Marcus is going to expel me now, isn’t he?” 
Sympathy shone on his face. “I don’t know. Marcus is very upset. He would’ve come here, but he’s been with the Council. Everyone’s in an uproar over what happened to Kain and the implications.” 
“Everything’s changed,” I murmured to myself. 
“Hmm?” 
I took a deep breath. “Caleb shouldn’t be in trouble. He tried to stop me, but… where is he?” 
“He’s here, in a different room. And he’s been awake for the last day, asking for you. He has a couple bruised ribs, but he’l be okay. He’s going to head back later today, but you’l need to stay for a little while longer.” 
Relief washed through me. I relaxed back against the fluffy pil ows. “How long have I been asleep?” 
He fiddled with the blankets, adjusting them around me. 
“Two days.” 
“Whoa.” 
“You were pretty bad off, Alex. I thought… ” 
I looked at him, my eyes finding his and remaining there. 
“Thought what?” 
Aiden exhaled softly. “I thought I— we thought we’d lost you. I’ve never seen so many tags on a person stil … living.” 
His eyes fel shut briefly. They were a startling color when they reopened—a beautiful silver. “You scared me. You real y did.” 
There was an odd pain in my chest, sort of a dul aching. 
“I didn’t mean to. I thought—” 
“What did you think, Alex? Did you think at al ?” Aiden lowered his chin. A muscle feathered along his jaw. “It doesn’t matter now. Caleb told us everything.” 
I was sure what he meant by “everything” was her crazed ranting, the daimons, and those horrible, terrible hours in the bedroom. “Caleb shouldn’t be punished. He real y did try to stop me, but we got caught in an al ey… and I saw her. I should’ve… kil ed her then, but I couldn’t. I failed, and I could’ve gotten Caleb kil ed.” 
Aiden faced me again. “I know.” 
I swal owed. “I had to do it. She was going to keep kil ing, Aiden. I couldn’t stand around and wait for the Sentinels to find her. Yeah, it was stupid. Look at me.” I lifted my bandaged arms. “I know it was stupid, but she was my mother. I had to do it.” 
Aiden was quiet as he stared at me. “Why didn’t you come to me instead of running off and doing this?” 
“Because you were busy with what happened with Kain and you would’ve stopped me.” 
Anger flared behind his eyes. “Damn straight I would’ve stopped you—prevented this from happening to you!” 
I flinched. “That’s why I couldn’t come to you.” 
“You never should’ve faced what you did. None of us wanted you to go through this. What you must be feeling… ” 
“I’m dealing.” I clamped down on the sudden pressure in the back of my throat. 
He ran a hand through his hair. It looked like he’d done that several times in the last two days. “You’re so foolishly brave.” 
His words brought back the memory of the night in his…
bed. “You’ve said that before.” 
“Yes. And I meant it then. If I’d only known how foolishly brave you truly were, I would’ve locked you in your room.” 
“I also kinda figured that, too.” 
He didn’t say anything to that and we sat in silence for a long time. Then he started to stand. “You need to get some rest. I’l check in on you in a little while.” 
“Don’t leave. Not yet.” 
Aiden stared at me as if he could read what was going on inside me. “I know what you want to talk about, but now is not that time. You need to get better. Then we can talk.” 
My fingers tightened around the blanket. “I want to talk about it now.” 
“Alex.” His voice was soft. 
“Aiden?” 
His lips twitched at my response, but then his eyes met mine and held them in their depths. “The night—what happened between us was… wel , it shouldn’t have ever happened.” 
Ouch. It was a struggle to keep my face blank and not show how much those words hurt. 
“Do you… do you regret it? What happened between us?” If he said yes, I think I’d die. 
“As wrong as this is, I don’t regret it. I can’t. ” He looked away then, drawing in a deep breath. “I lost control, lost sight of what’s important to you—to me.” 
“I wasn’t complaining.” 
He looked at me warily. “Alex, you’re not making this easy.” 
I sat up further, ignoring the way the tubes pul ed on my arms. “Why should I? I… like you. I like being around you. I do trust you. I’m not naïve and dumb. I wanted you. I stil do.” 
His hands clenched against the blanket tucked around my legs. “I’m not saying you’re naïve or dumb, Alex. But…
dammit, I nearly destroyed both of our futures in a matter of minutes. What do you think would’ve happened if we’d been caught?” 
I shrugged, but I knew what could’ve happened. It wouldn’t have been pretty. “But we weren’t caught.” Then something occurred to me. Maybe it had nothing to do with the actual rules. “Is it because I’m Seth’s freakier half? Is that why?” 
“No. It has absolutely nothing to do with that.” 
“Then why?” 
Aiden stared at me like he could somehow get me to understand by his stare alone. “It has nothing to do with you being the Apol yon. Alex, you know that I don’t see you as anything different than me, but… the Council wil .” 
“Pures do this—they do it al the time and don’t get caught.” 
“I know that there are some pure-bloods who break the rule, but they do it because they don’t care about what happens to the other person, and  I care about what happens to you.” His eyes searched mine intently. “I care about you more than I should and that’s why I’m not going to put you in that situation and jeopardize your future.” 
Desperate, I searched for a way we could make this work. We had to, but the look on Aiden’s face stole my breath, my protests. 
He closed his eyes and took another deep breath. “Both of us need to be Sentinels, right? You know why I have to do this. I know why you have to do this. I lost control, forgetting to see what could come of this. I could’ve ended whatever chances you had of becoming a Sentinel, but worse than that, I could have stolen your future. It doesn’t matter what you are or what you’l become when you turn eighteen. The Council would ensure that you were removed from the Covenant, and I… would never forgive myself for that.” 
“But the Breed Order—” 
“The Breed Order hasn’t been changed, and with the knowledge that halfs can turn, I doubt it ever wil . Whatever ground the halfs have gained was lost the moment the daimons discovered that your kind can be changed.” 
Wel … that was depressing, but not as crushing as this. 
Everything about the moments we’d shared had been magical, perfect, and so right. There was no way I could’ve mistaken the look in his eyes or the way he’d touched me. 
Looking at him now, I knew I stil wasn’t mistaking that look of near desperation, of lust and something far stronger. 
I tried to joke. “But I’m the Apol yon. What can they real y say? At eighteen, I could just zap anyone who gives us a hard time.” 
His lips twitched. “That doesn’t matter. These rules have been in place since the time the gods walked among mortals. Not even Lucian or Marcus would be able to stop what would happen. You’d be given the elixir and placed into servitude, Alex. And I couldn’t live with myself knowing what that would do to you. To see you lose everything that makes you who you are? I couldn’t bear that. I couldn’t live seeing you like the rest of the servants. You have too much life for that, too much life to lose for me.” 
I shifted closer, my legs brushing his hands and my face only inches from his. I knew I looked a mess, but I also knew Aiden saw past that. “Don’t you want me?” 
Groaning low in his throat, he pressed his forehead against mine. “You know the answer to that. I stil … want you, but we can’t be together, Alex. Pures and halfs can’t be together in that way. We can’t forget that. ” 
“I hate rules.” I sighed, feeling the burning in my throat again. I’d wanted him to hold me ever since the moment I’d woken up. And our blood wouldn’t even al ow that. 
He sounded like he wanted to laugh but knew it would only provoke me further. He sighed. “But we have to fol ow them, Alex. I can’t be the reason you lose everything.” 
Rules could suck it. There were only a few inches between us, and if I moved just a little bit more, our lips would touch. I wondered what he would think about our future then. If I just kissed him, would he care about the rules? About what people would think? 
Almost like he sensed what I was thinking, he murmured, 
“You are so reckless.” 
The last time I’d been awake, I thought I’d never smile again, but I did smile. “I know.” 
Aiden shifted and pressed his lips against my forehead. 
He lingered a few seconds, and before I could do anything, which sucked, because I was feeling pretty damn reckless, he pushed himself away. “I… I wil always care for you, but we won’t do this. We can’t. Do you understand?” 
I stared at him, knowing that he was right, but he was also wrong. He wanted this as much as I did, but he was too concerned by what could happen to me. Part of me liked him even more for that, but my heart… wel , it was cracking. The only thing that kept it from shattering completely was the fleeting look of desire and fondness that flickered over his face as he backed toward the door. 
“Get some rest,” he said when I didn’t answer. “I’l check on you later.” 
I scooted back down, but then something else occurred to me. “Aiden?” 
He stopped, turning around. “Yes?” 
“How did you al find us?” 
His face hardened. “Seth.” 
Confused, I sat up again. “What? How?” 
Aiden shook his head slightly. “I don’t know. He showed up real early in the morning—the morning you left—and said something was wrong and you were in danger. I checked your room and saw that you were gone. Once we got on the road, he knew where to find you. Somehow, he could sense where you were. I don’t know how, but he did. 
Seth was the reason we were able to find you.” 


***
 Two days later, I returned to the Covenant, pumped ful of blood and fluids. As soon as I arrived, I was taken to the infirmary to be checked over again. Aiden sat beside me as the doctor removed the white gauze that covered every piece of exposed skin. 
Needless to say, I looked torn up. Several crescent-shape bites marked each arm. They were stil pretty red-looking and while the doctor made some herb mixture that
“should” help minimize the scarring, I rummaged through the cabinets. 
“What are you looking for?” Aiden asked. 
“A mirror.” 
He knew why. Sometimes, as annoying as it could be, it was like we shared the same brain. “It’s not that bad, Alex.” 
I shot him a look over my shoulder. “I wanna see.” 
Aiden tried again to get me to sit back down, but I refused to listen until he got up and found a smal plastic mirror. Without saying a word, he handed it to me. 
“Thank you.” I lifted the mirror and nearly dropped it. 
The deep purple that covered my right eye and spread toward my hairline wasn’t bad. It would fade in a couple of days. A black eye wasn’t a big deal. I liked to think I looked sort of badass with it. However, the tags on each side of my neck were horrendous. Some of them looked deep, almost as if patches of skin had been ripped out and fused back together, the flesh uneven and crimson in color. The redness would fade, but the scars left behind would be deep and obvious. 
My fingers tightened around the plastic handle. “It—I look horrible.” 
He was immediately by my side. “No. They’l fade, and before you know it, no one wil even notice.” 
I shook my head. I couldn’t hide this—not al of these. 
“Besides,” he said in the same gentle voice, “these are scars to be proud of. Look at what you’ve survived. These scars wil make you stronger, more beautiful in the end.” 
“You said that before—about the first one.” 
“The same stil stands, Alex. I promise you.” 
Slowly, I placed the mirror down on the little counter and… I broke. 
It wasn’t the scars or what Aiden had said. It was what those scars would forever be a reminder of—losing Mom in Miami. Al the terrible things she’d done and al owed to happen. And what I had done—kil ing her. They were big, powerful sobs. The kind I couldn’t real y breathe or think around. I tried to pul myself back together, but I failed. 
I sat down in the middle of the doctor’s office and cried. I wanted my mom, but she would never answer, never comfort me. She was gone, real y gone this time. The yawning hole opened up in me and the grief, it just poured out, and it kept coming and coming. 
Aiden knelt beside me, placing his arms around my bent shoulders. He didn’t say a single word. He just let me cry it out, and after months of forcing myself to just push through it, al the pain and hurt had built up into the massive knot that final y unraveled. 
Once I’d cried myself out, I wasn’t sure how much time had passed. My head hurt, my throat felt raw, and my eyes were puffy. But in a weird way, I felt better, like I could final y breathe again, real y breathe. Al these months, I’d been slowly suffocating and I hadn’t realized it until that moment. 
I sniffled and winced at the dul pain in the back of my head. “Remember what you said about how your parents wouldn’t have wanted a life like that?” 
His fingers moved soothingly over my taut shoulders. 
“Yes. I remember.” 
“She didn’t. I saw it just before she… was gone. She looked relieved. She real y did.” 
“You released her from a horrible existence. That’s what your mother would’ve wanted.” 
A few minutes passed. I stil couldn’t look up. “Do you think she’s in a better place now?” I asked, my voice sounding smal . 
“Of course she is.” Man, he real y sounded like he believed it, too. “Where she is… she is no longer suffering. 
It’s paradise—a place so beautiful that we can’t even begin to imagine what it must be like.” 
I assumed he was talking about Elysia—a place very much like heaven. I took a deep breath and wiped under my eyes. “If anyone deserved it, she real y does. I know it looks bad since she became a daimon, but she would never have chosen that.” 
“I know, Alex. The gods know that, too.” 
Slowly, I pieced myself back together and climbed to my feet. “Sorry to… unload al of that on you.” I stole a quick peek at him. 
Aiden frowned. “Don’t ever feel sorry for this, Alex. I’ve told you before, if you ever need anything you can come to me.” 
“Thanks for… everything.” 
He nodded, stepping aside as I shuffled past him. 
“Alex?” He picked up a jar from the counter. The doctor must have come in at some point. “Don’t forget this.” 
I took the jar and murmured my thanks. Bleary-eyed, I fol owed him out and into the vivid sun. It hurt my head and my eyes, but in a way, the sun stil felt good on my skin. I was alive. 
We stood for a moment on the marbled pathway, both of us staring out across the courtyard and the ocean beyond. I wondered what he was thinking. 
“You going back to your dorm?” he asked. 
“Yeah.” 
We didn’t talk about our conversation in Nashvil e or about that night at his place, but it lingered on my mind as we made our way to the dorms. Walking as close as we were, it was hard not to think about it, but when I thought about Caleb, al thoughts of romance—or lack thereof—
fled. I real y needed to see him. 
“See you… around?” 
Aiden nodded as he stared across the quad. A few halfs lounged on the benches between the dorms. A pure was with them. She was making it rain over one spot. Kind of cool. 
I sighed, stal ing. “Al right… ” 
“Alex?” 
“Yes?” 
He stared down at me, a soft smile tugging at his lips. 
“You’re going to be okay.” 
“Yeah… I am. I guess it takes more than a couple of hungry daimons to bring me down, huh?” 
He laughed, and the sound nearly knocked the air out of my chest. I loved the way he laughed. I looked up at him, a smal smile tugging at my own lips. Like always, our eyes met and something deep flared between us. Even out here, out in the open as we were, it was stil there. 
Aiden stepped back. There was nothing left to say. I gave him a tiny wave and watched until he disappeared from view, then I cut across the courtyard and headed to Caleb’s room. I wasn’t worried about getting caught going into the boys’ dorm. We hadn’t gotten a chance to talk since everything had gone down. He opened the door after the first knock, wearing sweats and a loose shirt. 
“Hey,” I said. 
He smiled and pushed the door open further. The grin immediately turned into a grimace and he clutched his sides. “Crap. I keep forgetting not to move a certain way.” 
“You doing okay?” 
“Yeah, my ribs are just a little sore. You?” 
I fol owed him back to the bedroom and sat cross-legged on the bed. “Good. Just got checked out by the doctor here.” 
He eased himself down on the bed beside me. A frown crossed his face as he studied me. “Those tags? Why haven’t they healed like mine?” 
I glanced down at his arms. Four days later and the only reminder were the bruised ribs and a couple of pale scars dotting his arms. “I don’t know. The doc said they would fade in a few days. He gave me a jar of stuff to rub on them.” I patted my pocket. “It’s pretty bad looking, isn’t it?” 
“No. You kinda look like… like I should be afraid of you kicking my ass or something.” 
I laughed. “That’s because I can kick your ass.” 
He raised his eyebrows. “Alex, I was kind of out of it in the woods, but I heard you… ” 
“Kil ed her?” I leaned over and grabbed an extra pil ow. 
“Yeah, I did.” 
My bluntness caused him to flinch. “I’m… real y sorry. I wish I knew what to say to make it easier for you.” 
“You don’t need to say anything about it.” Stretching out beside him, I stared up at the little green stars al over the ceiling. At night, they glowed. “Caleb, I’m sorry I dragged you into that mess.” 
“No. You didn’t drag me into anything.” 
“You shouldn’t have been there. What Daniel was doing
—” 
His hand clenched beside me. I don’t think he saw me notice, but I did. “You didn’t—” 
“You shouldn’t have been there.” 
He waved his hand, cutting me off. “Stop it. I made the decision to fol ow you. I could’ve gone to one of the Guards or the Sentinels. Instead, I fol owed you. It was my choice.” 
I stared at him and saw he was actual y serious. He looked like he hadn’t been sleeping wel . I looked away. 
“I’m sorry… you had to go through this.” 
“It’s okay, al right? Look. What are friends for if they can’t share a few hours with psychotic daimons? We can look at it as a bonding experience.” 
I snorted. “Bonding experience?” 
He nodded and started tel ing me about al the halfs who’d visited him since he came back to the Covenant. 
When he mentioned Olivia, he got that dopey look on his face. Suddenly I wondered if I got the dopey smile on my face when I thought of Aiden. Gods, I hoped not. 
“So a skunk humped my leg earlier,” Caleb went on. 
“What?” 
He laughed, and then winced. “You haven’t been listening to me.” 
“Sorry.” I blinked. “I kind of dazed out there.” 
“I could tel .” 
I then had an evil case of word vomit. “I almost hooked up with Aiden.” 
Caleb’s mouth dropped open. It took him a couple of tries to say something coherent. “You do mean you almost hooked him like, say, with a fishing pole or something?” 
My brows furrowed at that imagery. “No.” 
“A right hook to the jaw then?” 
I shook my head. 
He stared at me, his face draining of al color. “Alex, what in the hel are you thinking? Are you out of your mind? Do you want to end up in servitude? Wow. Oh, my gods, you’re insane.” 
I cringed. “I said we almost hooked up, Caleb. Chil out.” 
“Almost?” He threw up his arms, then winced. “The Council—the Masters don’t care about almost. Man, here I thought Aiden was cool. Freaking pure-bloods, they don’t give two shits about what happens to us. Risk your entire future to just get between—” 
“Hey. Aiden isn’t like that.” 
Caleb looked at me blandly. “He isn’t?” 
“No.” I rubbed my eyes. “Aiden’s not going to risk my future. Trust me. He’s nothing like the rest of them. I’d trust him with my life, Caleb.” 
He considered that silently. “How did it happen?” 
“I’m not going to go into details, you perv. It was something that… just happened, but it’s over. I just had to tel someone, but you have to promise me you won’t say anything.” 
“Of course, I wouldn’t. I can’t believe you’d even have to worry about that.” 
“I know, but I feel better saying it. Okay?” 
“Alex… you real y care about him, don’t you?” 
I squeezed my eyes shut. “Yeah, I do.” 
“You do realize how wrong that is?” 
“Yes, but… he’s so different from any pure we know. He doesn’t think like them. He’s kind and he’s real y funny once you get to know him. He doesn’t put up with any of my crap, and I kind of like him for that. I don’t know. Aiden just gets me.” 
“And you do realize that al of that means nothing?” Caleb said. “That it can’t go anywhere?” 
That knowledge hurt more than it should. I sighed. “I know. Can we… talk about something else?” 
Caleb lapsed into silence, thinking only gods know what. 
“Have you seen Seth?” 
I propped myself up on one elbow. “No. He didn’t stop by when I was in Nashvil e and I haven’t real y been anywhere today. Why?” 
He did his best to shrug. With his bruised ribs, it came off a bit lopsided. “I figured you’d see him since… ” 
“Since what?” 
“I know I was in and out of it back in the cabin, Alex, but your mom said you were another Apol yon.” He watched me closely. 
My stomach turned over and I flopped back on the bed, silent. Caleb stil watched me. Waiting. I took a deep breath and told him everything in one big rush, stopping for a breath right before I told him Seth would become the God Kil er. When it was over, Caleb stared at me as if I had three heads. “What?” 
He blinked and shook his head. “It’s just… you shouldn’t be, Alex. I remember my History and Civilization class last year. We talked about the Apol yons and what happened to Solaris. This is… wow.” 
“Wow isn’t the word I’m aiming for.” I pushed myself up and crossed my legs. “I mean, it’s pretty cool. Right? At eighteen, I’l either be obliterated or sucked dry by Seth instead of legal y buying cigarettes.” 
“But—” 
“Not that I would smoke. I guess I could pick up the habit. 
Maybe, just maybe, I’l be al energized long enough to use akasha, because I saw Seth use it and it was damn cool. 
I’d like to hit a daimon or two with that.” 
Caleb scowled. “You’re not taking this serious at al .” 
“Oh, I am. This is what I like to cal coping with the impossible.” 
He wasn’t impressed by my strategy. “You said Solaris was kil ed because the First Apol yon attacked the Council, right? Not because of what she was?” 
I shrugged. “So as long as Seth doesn’t go crazy, then I guess I’m okay.” 
“Why didn’t Solaris stand against him?” 
“Because she fel in love with him or something lame like that.” 
“Then don’t fal in love with Seth.” 
“I real y don’t think that’l be a problem.” 
He didn’t look entirely convinced. “Thought you guys belonged together or something?” 
“Not in that way!” I forced my voice calmer. “It’s like our energy responds to one another. It’s nothing more than that. 
I’m just made to… I don’t know, complete him. How freaking lame is that?” 
He gave me a concerned look. “Alex, what are you going to do about this?” 
“What can I do? I’m not going to stop living… or give up on my life, because of what might happen. Something real y bad may come out of this or something real y good or… nothing at al . I don’t know, but I do know I’m going to focus on being one… ” I stopped, surprised by my own words. Whoa. It was one of those real y mature, real y rare moments in my life. 
Dammit. Where was Aiden to witness this? 
“Focus on what?” 
A wide smile crept across my face. “Focus on being one kickass Sentinel.” 
Caleb stil didn’t buy it, but I brought up Olivia and he was successful y distracted. Eventual y I got up to leave. On the way out, I had an idea. It kind of came out of nowhere, but the moment it popped in my head, I knew I had to do it. 
“Can you meet me tomorrow night around eight?” 
His gaze met mine. Somehow, I think he knew what I was going to ask, because he was already nodding. “I want to have… something for my mom.” I squeezed my arms around my waist. “Like a memorial service or something. I mean, you don’t have to.” 
“Of course I’l be there.” 
Flushing, I nodded. “Thanks.” 
Upon returning to my room, I found two letters stuck in the door—one from Lucian and one from Marcus. I was tempted to trash both of them but I opened up the one from my uncle. 
It was a good thing I did. The message was simple, loud, and clear. 
Alexandria, 
Please come see me immediately. 
Marcus. 
Crap. 
I tossed both of the letters on the smal table in front of my couch and closed the door behind me. My thoughts swirled with what Marcus could want to talk to me about. Gee, the possibilities were endless. The stunt I’d just pul ed, my future at the Covenant, or the whole Apol yon thing. Good gods, I could real y be expel ed and sent to live with Lucian. 
How could I’ve forgotten about that? 
When I final y did make it over to his office, the sun had started its slow descent over the waters, and the hazy light sent a rainbow of colors shimmering over the ocean. I tried to prepare myself for our meeting, but I didn’t know what Marcus was going to do. Would he expel me? My stomach twisted uncomfortably. What would I do? Live with Lucian? 
Go into servitude? Neither of those were options I could live with. 
The Guards gave me a curt nod before they opened the door to Marcus’s office and stepped aside. My smile was more of a grimace, but elation swel ed inside me when I recognized who stood beside the massive bulk that was Leon. 
Aiden gave me a smal , reassuring smile as the Guards closed the door behind me, but the moment I turned to Marcus, my skin turned cold. 
He looked furious. 




CHAPTER 21
IT WAS POSSIBLY THE FIRST TIME I’D EVER SEEN
HIM show any extreme emotion. I settled in for what I assumed would be a giant bitch-fest. 
“First and foremost, I’m glad to see that you’re alive and in one piece.” Then his gaze dropped to my neck and final y, my arms. “Barely in one piece.” 
I bristled, but I managed to keep my mouth shut. 
“What you did showed you have absolutely no regard for your life or the lives of others—” 
“I have a regard for other people’s lives!” 
Aiden shot me a warning glare that said shut up. 
“Going after a daimon—any daimon—untrained and unprepared is the height of reckless and idiotic behavior. 
Of al people, you should know the consequences. With what you are, what you wil become, I cannot stress how irresponsible your actions were… ” Marcus continued, but I tuned out at that point. 
Instead, I wondered how long Leon had known what I was. Lucian had said only he and Marcus had been aware of what Piperi had told my mom, but a thought struck me. 
Leon had been the first to come to my defense when they’d brought me back to the Covenant. Had he always known? I looked up at my uncle, not real y paying attention to what he was saying. There was always the chance they hadn’t been honest with me about who knew. Hel , Lucian and Marcus hadn’t been honest about a lot of things. 
“If it hadn’t been for Seth, you’d be dead or worse. And your friend Mr. Nicolo would have met the same fate.” 
My attention perked a bit. Where in the hel was Seth at, anyway? I’d half expected him to’ve weaseled his way into this meeting. 
“Do you have anything to say for yourself?” 
“Um… ” I stole a quick glance at Aiden before answering. 
“It was real y stupid of me.” 
Marcus arched a perfectly groomed brow at me. “Is that al ?” 
“No.” I shook my head. “I shouldn’t have done it, but I don’t regret it.” I could feel Aiden’s eyes boring through me. 
Swal owing, I leaned forward and placed my hands on Marcus’s desk. “I regret that Caleb got hurt and the other daimon got away, but she was my mother—my responsibility. You don’t understand, but I had to do it.” 
He leaned back in his chair as he studied me. “Believe it or not, I do understand. It doesn’t make your actions justified or intel igent, but I do understand your motivation.” 
Surprised, I fel back in the chair in silence. 
“Alexandria, a lot of things have changed. With the daimons able to turn half-bloods, it’s altered the way we must face every situation.” He paused, the tips of his fingers resting under his chin. “The Council is cal ing a special meeting during the November sessions in New York to discuss the ramifications. Since you were an eyewitness to their plans, you wil be attending. Your testimony wil help decide how the Council wil act against this new threat.” 
“My testimony?” 
Marcus nodded. “You were privy to the daimons’ plans. 
The Council needs to hear exactly what you were told.” 
“But that was just Mom… ” I trailed off, unsure of how much Leon knew. 
My uncle seemed to understand. “It is highly doubtful Rachel e discovered that half-bloods could be turned. It’s more likely that she witnessed another daimon doing it. 
She wanted you… for her own reasons.” 
He had a good point. Based on what she’d said, it did seem like there was some big master plan—more than just her merry band of psychos. And then there was Eric; he was stil out there, hyped up on Apol yon aether. The gods only knew what he was getting himself into. 
“There is something else we need to discuss.” He had my attention again. “I’ve met with Aiden and have reviewed your progress.” 
He real y had my attention. I tried to sound brave and confident. “Lay it on me.” 
Marcus looked amused, if only for a second. “Aiden has advised me that you have progressed enough to continue at the Covenant.” He picked up the dreaded file and opened it. I sank in my seat, remembering the last time he’d taken a gander at it. “You have a strong handle on the techniques of defense and offensive combat, but I see here you haven’t started Silat training or defense against the elements, and you’re extremely behind on your studies. You haven’t even taken a class on recon or basic guarding technique—” 
“I don’t want to be a Guard,” I pointed out. “And I can catch up on the class stuff. I know I can.” 
“Whether or not you want to be a Guard or a Sentinel is not even a concern at this point, Alexandria.” 
“But—” 
“Aiden has agreed to continue your training,” Marcus closed the file, “throughout the school year. He believes with his help and with the time you spend with the Instructors, you wil be able to ful y catch up.” 
I tried my hardest not to look at Aiden, but I almost came out of my seat. Once school began, Aiden didn’t have to continue training me. He was a Sentinel ful -time. Giving up his free time for me had to mean something. 
“I have to be honest, Alexandria. I’m not sure it wil be enough, but I do have to take into consideration al you have recently accomplished. Even without al the training and classroom experience, you have proven that your ability is… beyond some of our seasoned Sentinels.” 
“But— wait. What?” 
Marcus smiled, and it wasn’t fake or cold. In that one moment, he reminded me so much of Mom I couldn’t fight the way the proverbial wal between us cracked. However, his next words blew that barrier to pieces. “If you can graduate in the spring, I am confident you wil make an outstanding Sentinel.” 
Stunned, I stared at him. I’d expected him to try to send me back to Lucian so I’d be under the Council’s thumb wel before I turned eighteen, but it was the fact Marcus had actual y complimented me that knocked me over. 
Final y, I found my voice. “So… I can stay?” 
“Yes. Once classes start up, you wil need to spend extra time getting caught up.” 
A tiny part of me wanted to jump up and hug the man, but that reaction would be so uncool. So I managed a total y calm, “Thank you.” 
Marcus nodded. “I’ve worked out an agreement with Aiden to split training with Seth. We both agreed that would be for the best. There are things that Seth wil be… better suited for as time progresses.” 
I was too happy about being al owed to stay to care about spending mandatory time with Seth. After three years of being in limbo when it came to my future, I could barely contain the relief and excitement rushing through me. I nodded eagerly as Marcus outlined a plan for me to get caught up on my studies and how I would alternate days between Aiden and Seth. 
When my meeting with Marcus was over, I stil wanted to hug him. “Is that al ?” 
His emerald gaze settled on me. “Yes… for now.” 
A wide grin broke out across my face. “Thank you, Marcus.” 
Marcus nodded, and stil grinning, I shot to my feet. On the way out, Aiden and I exchanged relieved looks before I shut the door behind me. I bounced out of the main building and al the way to my dorm. I couldn’t wipe the smile off my face. Such terrible things had happened, but out of al the misery, things were starting to look up. 
Once inside my dorm room, I kicked off my shoes and stripped off my shirt. My tank got stuck in the shirt during the process. Turning and tugging on my shirt, I—
“Please don’t stop with just the shirt.” 
“Holy crap!” I clutched my chest in surprise. 
Seth sat on my bed, hands folded in his lap. His hair hung loose around his face. There was a devious smirk on his face that said he’d total y gotten a glimpse of my lacy bra. 
“What are you doing in here?” Almost as an afterthought I added, “And on my bed?” 
“Waiting for you.” 
I stared at him. Part of me wanted Seth to leave, but I was also curious. I sat down beside him, running my hands over the tops of my thighs. I wasn’t exactly nervous, but I kind of felt like I wanted to crawl out of my skin. Seth was the first to break the strange silence that spread between us. 
“You look terrible.” 
“Thanks.” I groaned and held up my arms. The purplish-red splotches covered every portion of my arms, but I knew my neck… wel , it was bad. For a few minutes I’d forgotten about it. “I real y appreciate you pointing it out.” 
Seth tipped his head at me and shrugged. “I’ve seen worse. There was a Sentinel who got cornered once in New York City. Real y was a pretty girl—a little older than you—
and just had to be a Sentinel instead of a Guard. A daimon took a bite out of her face just to prove a—” 
“Ugh. Okay. I get what you’re saying: it could be worse. 
Try tel ing me when I don’t look like I went to third base with a vampire. So why are you here?” 
“I wanted to talk to you.” 
“About?” I stared at my feet and wiggled my toes. 
“Us.” 
Wearily, I lifted my head and looked at him. “There’s no
—” 
He reached out and placed one finger over my lips. “I have something real y important to say about that matter, and after you give me a chance to say it, I’m not going to push or ever bring it up again. Okay?” 
I should’ve knocked his hand down, demanded he leave, or at least, leaned back. Instead, I gently brushed his fingers away. “Before you go any further, I want to say something.” 
Seth’s brows rose curiously. “Okay.” 
I took a deep breath and stared down at my toes again. 
“Thank you for doing whatever… it was you did to find us. If it wasn’t for you then I’d probably be dead—or slicing and dicing someone right now. So… thank you.” 
He was silent for so long I checked out what he was doing. Seth just stared at me with this dumb look on his face. To keep from smiling, I looked away. “What?” 
“I think that’s possibly the nicest thing you have said to me. Ever.” 
I laughed. “No it’s not. I’ve said nice things to you before.” 
“Like what?” 
There had to be another situation when I’d said something nice. “Like… when… ” I couldn’t think of anything. Jeez, I was a bitch. “Okay. That is the first nice thing I’ve said to you.” 
“I think I need a moment to recognize and cherish this.” 
I rol ed my eyes. “Moving on, what did you want to talk about?” 
Seth turned serious. “I wanted to be up front on a few things with you.” 
“Like what?” I scooted back against the pil ows lining the top of the bed, moving my legs so they weren’t touching him. 
His brows furrowed. “Like what the future has in store for us.” 
I sighed. “Seth, nothing is going to happen between—” 
“Aren’t you even a little bit curious as to how I found you? 
Don’t you want to know how I did that?” 
“Yeah, come to think of it, I would like to know.” 
Seth leaned back on one arm, twisting onto his side. The movement sent locks of golden hair forward, sliding over his jaw. His hip was far too close to my curled toes. Not that he seemed to care. “I was having a real y good dream about this chick I met in Houston and we were—” 
I groaned. “Seth.” 
“Al of a sudden, I was hurled out of the dream. I woke up, and my heart was racing, sweat pouring. I had no idea why. 
I felt sick—sick to my soul.” 
I pul ed my knees to my chest. “Why?” 
“Getting there, Alex. It took me a while to realize nothing was wrong with me, but the feeling wouldn’t go away. Then I felt it—the first tag. It was like I was on fire and the pain—it was something real. For a second, I actual y thought I had been tagged. It struck me then. It was you I was feeling. I went to Aiden—” 
“Why did you go to him?” 
“Because I figured if anyone knew where you were, it would be him. Lot of help he proved to be, though. He had no clue.” 
How did he come to that conclusion? That was something better left untouched for now. “So you felt what I was feeling?” 
Seth nodded. “Every. Single. Tag. Like it was my skin being ripped into and my aether being drained. I never felt anything like it.” He looked away. A few moments passed before he spoke again. “I don’t know how you… dealt with it. It felt like my soul was being torn apart, but it was your soul.” 
Sort of struck dumb by what he was explaining, I listened quietly. 
“Once we realized you weren’t in your room, Aiden figured out what you had done. We left immediately, and I can barely explain how I knew where to go. It was like something was leading me. Instinct maybe?” He shrugged, staring down at his hand. “I don’t know. I just knew to head west, and when we got close to the Tennessee line, Aiden said you once mentioned Gatlinburg. As soon as he said that, I knew where you were.” 
“But how? Did any of this happen before? When I was fighting Kain?” 
He looked up and shook his head. “I don’t think so. 
Whatever changed did so after then. The only thing I can come up with is that the longer I’m around you, the more…
connected we are, and since I’ve already gone through the change, I can tune into those kind of things better.” 
I frowned. “It makes no sense.” 
“It wil .” He sighed. “When Lucian said we were two halfs made to be a whole, he wasn’t kidding. If you had hung around that night at his house, you would’ve learned some interesting things. It would make things… so much easier.” 
Ah, damn. That night only made me think of one thing: Aiden. It was a struggle, but I managed to push him into the furthest corner of my mind. “What kind of things?” 
Seth sat up and faced me in one fluid motion. “The gods know you are going to hate this, but oh, what the hel . The longer we are around each other, the more connected we wil become—to the point neither of us wil real y know where one begins and the other ends.” 
I sat up a bit straighter. “I don’t like the sound of that.” 
“Yeah… wel , me neither. But this is what’s going to go down. I know how you are with control. You’re kind of like me in that sense. I don’t like not being able to control what I’m feeling. Just like you, but it’s not going to matter. Even now, it’s already affecting me.” 
“What’s affecting you?” 
He seemed to struggle for the right words. “Being around you is already affecting me. I can tap into akasha  easily, sensing you when you’re hurt, and even now, I can feel it.” 
He paused, taking a deep breath. “It’s the power in you—
the aether. It cal s to me, and you haven’t even changed yet. 
What do you think it’s going to be like when you do? When you turn eighteen?” 
I didn’t know and I real y didn’t like where any of this was heading. “You know what wil happen, don’t you?” 
Seth nodded again and looked away. “Once it happens, it wil be a thousand times—no, a mil ion times stronger. 
What I want, you wil want. We wil share the same thoughts, needs, and desires. Supposedly, it works both ways, but I’l be stronger than you. Whatever you want may end up being skewed by what I want. I am the First, Alex. Al it takes is one touch and that power shifts to me.” 
Panic reared and I failed at pushing it down. I started to rise, but Seth placed his hands on my knees. Thank the gods I was wearing jeans because if his skin touched mine and that goofy swirly crap started happening right now, I’d probably lose it. 
“Alex, hear me out.” 
“Hear you out? You’re saying I’l have no control over anything.” I shook my head frantical y. The wild movement stretched the tender skin on my throat, but I ignored the sting. “That can’t happen. I can’t deal with that. I don’t believe in being fated to someone—or even fate.” 
“Alex, calm down. Look. I know this is probably up there with the worst things that can happen to you, but you have time.” 
“What do you mean I have time?” 
“None of this affects you now. You won’t want anything I want right now.” He let go of my knees and leaned back—
away from me. “But it doesn’t work that way for me. Being near you means the connection is choking the crap out of me. Like right now, your heart is racing. So is mine. Being this close to you is like… being inside your head, but you stil have time.” 
Processing al of this wasn’t easy. I mean, I got what he was saying. Since he’d gone through the whole palingenesis thing, whatever it was between us was already wrapping its super-special cord around him, but not me. Not until I turned eighteen. Then? “Why didn’t Lucian tel me any of this?” 
“You didn’t stick around, Alex.” 
I made a face at him. “I don’t like any of this, Seth. We’re talking seven months here. In seven months, I’l be eighteen.” 
“I know. Seven months of me helping you train, so try to imagine what the hel I’l be feeling this whole entire time.” 
I tried, but couldn’t. “This isn’t going to work.” 
He leaned forward and tucked a strand of blond hair behind his ear. “That’s what I’m thinking. I came up with an idea. Now, hear me out on this. I can deal with this for right now, because even though it’s strong, it’s not that strong. 
It’s doable—for me, but after you Awaken, things wil change. If we can’t handle it—if you can’t handle it, then we’l separate. I’l leave. You won’t be able to because of school, but I can. I’l go to the other end of the earth.” 
“But the Council—Lucian—he wants you here, with me.” I rol ed my eyes. “For whatever reason. He’s ordered you here.” 
Seth shrugged, and then he flopped down onto his back. 
“Whatever. Screw the Council. I’m the Apol yon. What the hel can Lucian do to me?” 
Those were dangerous, rebel ious words. I kind of liked them. “You’d actual y do that for me?” 
He turned his gaze to me, smiling slightly. “Yes. I would actual y do that. You seem surprised.” 
One of my legs dropped off the side of the bed as I leaned over him. “Yes. Why would you? It sounds like everything comes up rosy for you.” 
“Do you think I’m a bad person or something?” He continued to smile up at me. 
I blinked, a bit taken aback. “No… I don’t think that.” 
“Then why would you think I’d force this upon you? Being apart won’t stop the connection from growing stronger, but it wil stop the shifting of power. Things… wil be intense once the transfer happens. If I leave, we wil each stil be our own person.” 
Out of nowhere, it struck me. “This is for you. You don’t think you’l be able to handle it.” 
He only acknowledged my words with a sardonic twist to his lips. 
This connection thing must actual y bother him if he real y thought he wouldn’t be able to handle it down the road. 
Wrong as it may be, it kind of made me feel better about the situation. In the end, if things became too much, there was a way out. I stil had control. So did Seth. 
“What are you thinking?” 
Snapping out of my thoughts, I looked down at him. “The next seven months are real y going to suck for you.” 
Seth tipped his head back and laughed. “Ah, I don’t know about that. This— this thing—has its benefits.” 
I sat back, folding my arms. “How so?” 
He smiled. 
“What are you thinking?” 
“That we’ve actual y held an entire conversation without insulting one another. Next thing you know, you’l actual y consider me a friend.” 
“Baby steps, Seth. Baby steps.” 
He turned back to staring at my ceiling. There were no stars that glowed, just ordinary old, dul white paint. Without thinking, I moved again, reaching out and touching the hand resting near my thigh. Cal it an experiment, but I wanted to see what would happen. 
Seth’s head whipped in my direction. “What are you doing?” 
“Nothing.” And nothing was what happened. Confused, I wrapped my fingers around his. 
“Doesn’t look like nothing,” His eyes narrowed on me. 
“I guess so.” Giving up on my impromptu test, I lifted my hand. “Shouldn’t you be—” Whatever I was about to say died on my lips. Incredibly fast, Seth grabbed my hand and threaded his fingers through mine. 
“Is this what you wanted?” he asked, ever so casual y. 
It happened. Being so close to him this time, I could see where the markings came from. The thick veins in his hand were the first to darken, branching out before spreading up his arm. Mesmerized, I watched the inky tats cover every piece of exposed skin. Before my eyes, they shifted away from his veins, swirling around his skin. Breaking off into different designs as he—we—continued to hold hands. 
“What do they mean?” I looked up. His eyes were closed. 
“The markings?” 
“They are… the marks of the Apol yon.” He answered slowly, as if he were having trouble forming words and sentences. “They are runes and spel s… meant to offer protection… or in our case, alert each other to our presence… or something. They mean other stuff, too.” 
“Oh.” The runes glided down his skin, toward the tips of his fingers. Cal me crazy, but I was confident that those markings were reacting to where our skin touched, and for a split second, I real y believed those glyphs would jump his skin and spread across my flesh. 
“Wil … I look like this one day?” 
“Hmm?” 
I pul ed my gaze from our hands and looked up. Seth’s eyes were stil closed, his expression relaxed. Actual y, it was more than that. He looked… content. Pleased. I’d never seen him so calm. “Is this one of the benefits?” I meant it as a joke, but the realization smacked me upside the head before he could respond. It was because he was close to me. Something as simple as that did affect him . I affected him that way. 
I recal ed what he’d said after my run-in with Kain. “I real y do have al the power in this.” 
His eyes opened and they shone like two giant, tawny jewels. “What?” 
My fingers tightened around his, and his lips parted, al owing a sharp sigh to leak out. Then, slowly, careful y, I loosened my hold on his fingers. Interesting. “Nothing.” 
“I never should have told you the truth about that.” His voice held a certain rough edge to it. “You do, at least for now.” 
I ignored the last part and pul ed my hand free before the marks could touch my skin. We didn’t say anything for a couple of minutes. I leaned back against the pil ows and Seth closed his eyes once more. During that stretch of silence, I watched the steady rise and fal of his chest. He almost looked like he was sleeping. Relaxed as he was, the beauty of his face didn’t look so cold or methodical. 
This time, I was the first to break the silence. 
“So… what are you doing?” 
“Now?” He sounded sleepy. “I’m making up plans. Things I’m going to show you—in training, of course.” 
My brows rose. “I don’t see how there is anything you can show me that Aiden can’t.” 
Seth laughed then, and when he spoke, his voice was smug and knowing. “Oh, Alex, I have a lot to show you. 
Things that Aiden wil never be able to teach you.” 
Staring down at him, I admitted to myself that there was a teeny tiny part of me that actual y looked forward to whatever it was that he planned on showing me. I felt confident that it would be entertaining if not fruitful. 
We real y didn’t talk after that, and al too soon, the excitement of everything faded, leaving me exhausted. My eyelids started to get too heavy to keep open, and I wanted nothing more than to kick Seth over, so I could lie down. As it was, he took up quite a bit of space sprawled across the middle of my bed. 
Not al that surprising, Seth opened his eyes then and looked at me. When he gave a little half smile and pushed himself to his feet, I wondered if he’d sensed he was about to get a roundhouse kick in his side. 
There went the element of surprise. 
“You leaving?” I asked, because real y, I had no idea what else to say. 
Seth didn’t answer. He lifted his arms above his head and stretched, showing off a row of taut muscles as the black shirt rode up his stomach. The image of a cat flashed before me. That was how he moved, feline and predatory. It was a subtle grace neither human nor half. 
“Do you know what your name means? Your real name—
Alexandria?” 
I shook my head. 
He smiled slowly. “It means ‘Defender of Man’ in Greek.” 
“Oh. That sounds cool. What does your name—?” 
Suddenly, he bent at the waist and swooped in. He was so damn fast I didn’t even have a chance to jerk back, which by the way, is total y a natural reaction when the Apol yon comes at someone that quickly. 
He brushed his lips over my forehead, lingering only long enough I could be positive he’d placed a gentle kiss against my skin before straightening. 
“Good night, Alexandria, Defender of Man.” 
Stunned, I mumbled something along the lines of goodbye, but he was gone before I could ful y get the words out. I reached up and brushed my fingers over the spot his lips had touched. His gesture was weird, unexpected, wrong, and… sweet. 
I eased down and stretched out my legs. Staring up at the ceiling, I wondered what the next couple of months held in store for me. For the most part, I came up empty. 
Everything had changed—I had changed, but the one thing I could be sure about was between Aiden and Seth, I’d be learning lots of things. 


***
 The fol owing afternoon, I remembered the card from Lucian I’d dropped on the table. I slipped my finger under the crease and tore it open. I slid the money out, and for the first time, I actual y read the note. 
It wasn’t bad or too fake, but stil , nothing stirred in my chest as I stared down at his elegant handwriting. No matter how much money he sent me or how many letters he personal y wrote, he couldn’t buy my love or erase the suspicion surrounding him like a thick cloud. 
But his money was going to buy me some pretty sweet shoes soon. 
With that thought in mind, I showered and found something to wear that covered the worst of the tags. 
Keeping my hair down helped with the neck situation, but it didn’t cover al the splotches. 
To my surprise, the Guards didn’t stop me when I crossed the bridge to the main island, but as I prowled the main street, I had a feeling of being watched. A quick glance over my shoulder confirmed my suspicions. One of the Guards had broken away from his partner on the bridge and kept a discreet distance behind me. Perhaps Lucian or Marcus worried I’d make another run for it… or do something else incredibly irresponsible. 
I tossed the Guard a saucy grin before darting into one of the boardwalk’s tourist shops owned by the pures but run by mortals. The one I dove into featured an assortment of homemade candles, mosaic tiles made out of crushed shel s, and sea salt baths. Smiling to myself, I sensed I’d be spending some of Lucian’s money here. 
Excited by al the girl stuff I planned on indulging in, I considered the simple pleasures of life often overlooked when preparing to kil daimons. Bubble baths were usual y a low priority. I grabbed a few white votive candles in little pinewood spirit boats and a handful of big, chunky ones—
the kind that smel ed like they’d overdosed in a Bath and
Body Works sweatshop. 
At the checkout counter, I ignored the way the obviously mortal clerk kept staring at my neck. Pures used compulsions on the mortals who lived near the Covenant, convincing them that al the weird things they saw were actual y normal. This chick looked like she could use another dose. 
“Is that al ?” She stuttered over the last word, forcing her gaze away from my scars. 
I shifted uncomfortably. Was this going to be how people acted until the damn tags faded? My eyes dropped from her to a set of ocean- themed stationery next to the register. 
“Can I add that?” 
The girl nodded, sending highlighted hair across her face. Unable to look at me directly, she rang me up pretty quick. 
Once outside the store, I sat on one of the white benches lining the street and scribbled a couple of lines. After sealing the envelope, I headed across the street and cut between a bookstore and a novelty shop. 
I didn’t need to look behind to know the Guard stil trailed me. Ten minutes later, I climbed the wide steps to Lucian’s beach house and slid the note through the crack under his door. 
There was a good chance he wouldn’t even get it, but at least I’d attempted to thank him. I’d feel less guilty about spending my mini-fortune on my back-to-school wardrobe. 
After al , I couldn’t wear dress greens and workout clothes al year long. 
I rushed off his porch just in case he was actual y home and caught me there. With my bag of smel y goodness, I started back to the Covenant-control ed island. 
“Miss Andros?” 
Letting out a huge sigh, I turned and faced the Guard turned stalker. He stood by his partner now, a bland look on his face. “Yeah?” 
“The next time you wish to leave the Covenant, please gain permission.” 
I rol ed my eyes, but nodded. I’d come ful circle since I’d returned to the Covenant. I stil needed a babysitter. 
Back on the campus, I made one more stop before I met up with Caleb: the courtyard. Hibiscuses had been Mom’s favorite flower, and I found several in bloom. I liked to think they smel ed like the tropics but I could never real y catch any scent from them. Mom had just liked how beautiful they were. I snatched about a half of dozen and left the garden. 
As I neared the girls’ dorm, I spotted Lea sitting on the front porch with a few other half girls. She looked a lot better than the last time I’d seen her. 
She tipped her chin when I passed her, using one über-tanned hand to flick her gloriously shiny hair over her shoulder. Silence stretched between us, and then she opened her mouth. 
“Don’t you look lovelier than normal?” She pushed away from the thick columns and bit her plump lower lip. “Wel …
at least the tags draw the attention away from your face. 
Guess that’s a good thing, huh?” 
I didn’t know rather to laugh or punch her in the face. 
Either way, as ridiculous as it sounded, it felt good to see Lea back to her bitchy self. 
“What?” She narrowed her eyes in chal enge. “You have nothing to say?” 
I thought it over. “I’m sorry… you’re so tan I thought you were a leather chair.” 
She smirked as she strutted by me. “Whatever. Freak.” 
Normal y those words would have started a never-ending battle of insults, but this time, I let it slide. I had better things to do. Inside my room, I separated the candles and the little boats used to guide spirits into the afterlife. The meaning was total y symbolic, but since I didn’t have a body or a gravesite, it was the best I could come up with. 
I took my time getting ready. I wanted to look nice—wel , as nice as I could look with half my body covered in tags. 
When I felt satisfied my hair didn’t look like a frizz bal and the dress I’d worn to the earlier funerals wasn’t covered in lint, I picked up a light cardigan. Slipping it over my arms, I gathered up my stuff and headed off to meet up with Caleb. 
He was already down by the water, near the edge of the marshlands and where the staff cottages sat. It was the best, most private place to do such a thing, and I felt glad for that. Seeing Caleb in his nice clothes felt like a punch to my chest. 
He must’ve dug a pair of black trousers out of the bottom of his closet, as they were a couple of inches too short for him. Even though Mom had tried to kil Caleb, he’d dressed up out of respect for her memory and for me. Something stuck in my throat. I swal owed, but the sensation didn’t go away. 
Sympathy radiated from Caleb as he stepped forward and took the flowers out of my hand. Quietly, he set about setting up the little boats, and I plucked off the soft petals and sprinkled them in the boats. I thought she… would’ve liked the extra touch. 
Staring down at the three boats, I swal owed again. One for Mom, one for Kain, and one for al the others who had died. “I real y appreciate this,” I said. “Thank you.” 
“I’m just glad you’re doing this.” 
The burning in my eyes increased and my throat tightened. 
“And you wanted to include me,” he added. 
Oh, gods. He was going to make it happen. I was going to cry. 
Caleb edged closer to me and wrapped his arm around my shoulders. “It’s okay.” 
A single tear snuck out. I caught it with the tip of my finger before it made its way down my cheek, but then came another fat tear… and another. I wiped at my face with the back of my hand. “I’m sorry,” I sniffled. 
“No,” Caleb shook his head, “don’t be sorry.” 
I nodded and took a deep breath. After a few moments, I reined the tears back in and forced a wan smile. 
We were kind of lost in each other’s arms for a while. 
Both of us had something to mourn—something we’d lost. 
Perhaps Caleb needed this, too. Time seemed to slow down until we were ready. 
I looked at the candles. “Shoot.” I’d forgotten a lighter. 
“Need a light?” 
We turned toward the deep, rich voice. I recognized the sound al the way down to my soul. 
Aiden stood a short distance from us, his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his jeans. The setting sun created a halo affect around him, and for a tiny moment, I almost believed he was actual y a god and not a pure. 
I blinked, but he didn’t disappear. He was real y here. 
“Yes.” 
He stepped forward and touched each vanil a candle with the tip of his finger. Abnormal y bright flames sparked and grew, unfazed by the breeze coming off the ocean. When he was done, he stood and looked at me. Pride and reassurance fil ed his gaze, and I knew he approved of what I was doing. 
I swal owed back more tears as Aiden retreated back to where he’d been standing. With effort, I tore my gaze from him and picked up my little boat. Caleb fol owed suit, and we walked to where the water turned to white, wispy foam, licking at our knees—far enough out that the surf wouldn’t carry the boats back in. 
Caleb sat the two boats down first. His lips moved, but I couldn’t hear what he said. Possibly a prayer? I couldn’t be sure, but after a few moments, he let go of his boats and the waves carried them off. 
So much stuff ran through my head as I stared down at my boat. I closed my eyes, seeing her beautiful smile. I pictured her nodding and tel ing me it was okay, okay to let it al go now. And I guess, in a way, it was okay. She was in a better place. I real y believed that. There’d always be some sort of guilt. Everything she’d done from the moment the oracle had spoken to her had led to this, but it was over
—final y over. Bending down, I set the spirit boat on the water. 
“Thank you for everything, for al you gave up for me.” I paused, feeling the slick wetness running down my face. “I miss you so much. I’l always love you.” 
My fingers lingered around the boat for a second more, and then the foamy waves carried the boat from me. 
Further and further out, the three boats went, their candles stil glowing. The sky had darkened by the time I lost sight of the boats and their soft light. Caleb waited for me on the sand, and beyond him stood Aiden. If Caleb thought anything about Aiden’s presence, it didn’t show on his face. 
Careful y, I made my way back to the beach. The distance between Aiden and me seemed to evaporate, and it was only the two of us. A smal smile crept over his lips as I approached him. 
“Thank you,” I whispered. 
Aiden seemed to understand I was thanking him for more than just a light. He spoke in a low voice so only I could hear him. “When my parents died, I never thought I’d find peace again. I know you have, and for that, I’m happy. You deserve it, Alex.” 
“Did… you ever find peace?” 
He reached out and brushed his fingers over the curve of my cheek. It was such a quick gesture I knew Caleb never saw it. “Yes. I have now.” 
I inhaled sharply, wanting to say so much to him, but I couldn’t. I like to think he knew, and he probably did. Aiden stepped back, and with one last look, he turned and headed home. 
I watched until Aiden became nothing more than a faint shadow. Returning to where Caleb sat, I dropped down beside him and placed my head on his shoulder. Every so often, the salt water would tickle our toes, and I’d catch the scent of vanil a from the breeze rol ing off the ocean. The air felt warm and pleasant, but the edge of the gentle wind held a soft chil , signifying autumn was on its way. But for right now, the sand felt warm on the island off the Carolina coast and the air stil smel ed of summer. 
THE END
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