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This book is dedicated to everyone who donated to The Fox Project to help them build a wildlife hospital. You guys are the absolute BEST, and we are so grateful for you supporting this cause. Foxy cuddles and kisses for you.


PART ONE

ZODIAC ACADEMY 2: RUTHLESS FAE

DARIUS ALTERNATE POV

POWER SHARING
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I sat watching the pitball game in my room with Lance, the two of us cheering on our favourite team, the Starfires, while they charged across the pitch. The Earthraider was blasting his way towards the pit with just three seconds left in the round and almost the entire opposing team racing to get in his way.

We leapt to our feet, roaring our encouragement at the screen as he sent the earth in front of him ripping apart, knocking the last of the defenders aside and hurling the light air ball towards the pit with only one second left on the clock.

The entire crowd watching in the stands held their breath as it soared towards a win, and we did too, our eyes wide as we waited to see if it would make it before the final second ticked down and the round was lost.

It slammed into the pit just as the timer ran out, and we bellowed our joy at the win while half time was called, and the celebrating players began to head away to the locker rooms.

“Fuck me, I love this game,” Lance announced excitedly, moving to the coffee table where I had a crate of beer out for us and tossing me one as he twisted the cap off his own.

But before I could so much as open mine, the sound of my Atlas ringing drew my attention away, and my gut tightened as I spotted the name on the caller ID.


Father never called for any good reason. Only when he wanted to check up on something or needed me to do something for him. The last I’d heard, he was staying in the city tonight, so I was hopeful that whatever this was wasn’t affecting Xavier or our mom, but I could never be sure of what he might be up to.

“Father,” I clipped as I answered the call and Lance shot across the room to mute the TV as he replied.

“Do you even open your mail?” Father drawled, the tone he used making it clear that he knew I hadn’t, and I crossed my room quickly to where the piles of correspondence I’d picked up from the Pluto Offices this morning were still stacked. I hadn’t noticed anything from him among the fan mail and requests for interviews, but I’d been distracted and hadn’t given the letters much of a look, meaning I’d obviously missed whatever he was referring to.

Lance shot across the room before I could make it to the pile, using his speed to flick through the stack for me before holding out a thick envelope with a printed address on it - which on closer inspection I realised had been sent from Father’s office.

“I had a lot going on today,” I explained, knowing he wouldn’t appreciate an empty apology and was only looking for action to fix the mistake.

“How hard it must be to saunter around school all day with your friends. The stars only know what a shock you will get when you step into the real world and have responsibilities that actually matter,” he replied coldly, letting me know that I was already dancing the line of his temper.

“You’re hosting a party?” I asked, tugging the first piece of paper from the letter which explained what was going on. I didn’t know why he would be making such a fuss about the sort of thing he attended every other week, but my eyes widened as I continued reading, seeing the rest of the instructions he had laid out for me with a cold kind of dread landing in my bones. How the fuck was I supposed to do that? “Father,” I began, holding the letter out to Lance so that he could read it too. “The Vegas are not exactly going to want to-”

“I am aware that they have been enduring a few shenanigans from you and the other Heirs, but those efforts clearly weren’t enough to make them withdraw from the academy, and it is time to employ other methods. I need to get a good look at them, figure out what we are dealing with here, and devise the correct tactics to use against them. The other councillors are also keen to get a clearer look at them, and the press are asking questions as to why this meeting hasn’t occurred yet. I am tasking you with ensuring that they attend and are both dressed and behaving appropriately. I don’t care what it takes for you to accomplish that, just get it done.”

“But Father-” I began, cringing internally as he cut me off, his anger clear as he lost patience with this conversation.

“It was an order, not a request, Darius. I will be home again in the morning, and I expect to have heard confirmation from you about their attendance before I have breakfast with your brother. Is that too much to ask?”

The thinly veiled threat to Xavier made the fine hairs along the back of my neck stand on end as anger pushed through my flesh. 

“I’ll get it done,” I assured him while Lance arched a brow at me, pulling out another envelope and inspecting it. 

“See that you do.” Father cut the call and I threw my Atlas onto my bed aggressively, smoke coating my tongue while I fought back my temper.

“Well, at least he didn’t ask you to pull the moon from the sky and put it in a jar for him,” Lance said dryly, holding out the invitation that was addressed to the Vega twins for me to see, and I took it from him with an irritable growl.

“He’s impossible,” I grunted. “I’ve spent every waking moment since those girls arrived at the school trying to force them out, making them hate me, and generally being a dick to them, and now he thinks I can magically get them to come to some fancy party at my house. Putting the moon in a jar seems simpler than that right now.”

“You may have a point there; I heard Tory calling you a scaley lizard cock in class, and Darcy added that your head was so inflated you would have trouble fitting through doors soon.”

“Nice. Did you happen to give them detention for that, or-”

“No, I felt they made solid points.”

I snorted a laugh, but my mood instantly dipped again as I looked at the invitation I was holding. 

“Any chance you might have overheard something from Roxy that I could use to get her to agree to this?” I asked, my mind turning over all the things I’d done to her which would make this an impossible task.

“Well, she has a habit of drinking too much and making bad choices with the men she fucks, apparently. I doubt that is particularly useful information, but I guess you could try bringing her a beer and see if it helps?” He shrugged, seeming to find my predicament far more amusing than it was. 

“Great.” I eyed the beers for a moment, then dismissed that, imagining the place she would tell me to shove it if I turned up with that pathetic offering. “I think I’ll just go with forcing her to come.”

“That sounds like it will go horribly,” Lance said, moving back to the couch as his eyes moved to the TV again. “But good luck with it.”

“Fuck you,” I called as I headed for the door, wanting to deal with this before half time ended and I missed any of the game.

“Not tonight, big boy,” Lance replied as I tugged the door shut behind me, and I headed away down the stairs towards Roxy’s room feeling like I was striding into battle instead of delivering a damn party invitation.


It was pretty late, the sky dark beyond the windows I passed so I was fairly confident that she would be in her bedroom already. Ignis house felt even hotter than usual. The constantly burning fires mixing with the humidity which had been building all day outside meant that a lot of Fae were strolling about half dressed or complaining of the temperature as I went. My water magic meant I didn’t have to worry much about that, but I could tell a lot of the single Elementals were feeling it.

I turned off of the stairs and into the corridor where her room was, moving to stand outside it and hesitating as the sound of her voice reached me through the wood. She was…singing, her voice light and full of happiness, something I hadn’t heard from her before, and for a couple of seconds, I just found myself standing there listening to her belting out the opening verse to Taylor Swift’s Shake It Off.

I shook my head at the strangeness of the situation, realising that I hadn’t really seen any side of her apart from contempt and hatred since the first moment we’d met. She was always so guarded, so fierce, it was hard to marry that to the sound of the girl singing in her bedroom like she didn’t have a care in the world.

Movement caught the corner of my eye as someone else stepped into the corridor, and I knocked on her door loudly before I was caught lurking outside like a fucking weirdo. 

“It’s open,” Roxy called instantly, like she’d already been expecting someone, and I couldn’t help but wonder who.

I pushed the door open at her invitation, stalling in my tracks as I found her standing with her back to me, shaking her ass as she danced to the song in a tiny pair of shorts and a thin tank which did very little to cover any of her body. I’d seen her naked before, of course, but this somehow caught me off guard, my eyes raking over her body as I found myself unable to deny how good she looked and how my cock stirred in my pants at the sight of her. 

She was bouncing on her toes, moving freely to the music in a way that wasn’t intended to be seductive, and yet, I couldn’t tear my gaze from her all the same.

My lips curved up as I watched her, her happiness infectious somehow and making me want to take a bite of it.

Roxy moved to the desk, leaning over it and grabbing a red bra from a huge box of new clothes which sat there, not even bothering to look and see who had just entered her room.

“You’re just in time,” she said, clearly thinking I was someone else. “Diego would go nuts over you in this.”

She turned to face me, a stunning smile on her face as she held the bra up in front of her tits. Her mouth fell open she realised who had come to her door, making my own smile widen as I took in her shock.

She stopped dancing instantly and tossed the bra back in the box, the light-hearted expression falling away like a dark cloud had just entered the room alongside me, come to suck the joy away.

“Don’t stop dancing on my account,” I urged, my gaze moving down her toned body to the tiny shorts she wore as I considered what chance I might have of becoming one of those terrible decisions Lance had heard her talking about. Not that I wanted that, of course, but it was hard to deny how hot she was. Roxanya Vega was full-on fantasy material no matter what she was wearing, but those shorts were something special.

“What do you want?” she demanded, clearly not pleased to see me, and a little note of irritation slipped through my chest.

“I had no idea you were such a huge Taylor Swift fan,” I said, leaning against the doorframe while I continued to enjoy the sight of her even as her words turned scathing and the joy I had been observing fell away.


Taylor started on the chorus again and Roxy tilted her head as she assessed me. “She makes some very good points which I happen to agree with.”

“It suits you,” I said, ignoring her attempt at a dig.

“What does?” she asked suspiciously.

“Smiling.”

Her smile instantly slipped into a scowl, and I ignored the twinge of disappointment that left me with. 

“It’s hardly surprising you haven’t seen it very often.” She moved to her Atlas and turned the music off before folding her arms, her posture defensive and confrontational, the girl I knew back in place of the one who had been here before I arrived. “Back to my original question though: what do you want?”

I released a breath, my amusement falling away as I accepted the shift in her attitude, seeing that me catching her in good mood wasn’t going to be anywhere near enough to make this easier.

“I have an invitation for you and your sister to come to a party at my family’s house to meet the Celestial Council,” I said simply, cutting to the point.

She raised an eyebrow at me as I offered her the thick envelope stamped with swirling golden script which contained an invite that most Fae in the kingdom would give their right hand to receive.

“No thanks,” she replied dismissively, not taking it and swinging the door shut in my face so suddenly that it almost crashed into me and I was forced to stumble back.

A growl built in my chest as my boot landed over the threshold just in time to stop the door from closing and it bounced off of it, making my foot throb with pain as I shoved the door wide once more. 

“It’s not the kind of invitation you can refuse,” I said through gritted teeth, my irritation with her rising quickly as she instantly made this difficult for me.

“I beg to disagree,” she said dryly, not even a flicker of fear showing on her face as she stared right into the eyes of a Dragon and denied me like it was nothing.

“What makes you think that you can say no?” I growled, her ignorance on the way this world worked angering me yet again. She was so ignorant of everything about our society and her place in it, and I swear she hadn’t even made any attempt to learn either. But if she seriously thought she could say no to Lionel Acrux, then she had to be in one hell of a state of denial. “It’s next Saturday night. I’ll come get you at six. Wear something nice.” 

I eyed her shorts and skintight top and thought of what my father would say if he saw her now – probably something about it being clear that she was raised in a gutter and a comment or two on how she looked better suited to whoring than she did to being a princess. And that was if he was in a generous mood. I just hoped she actually knew what was appropriate for an event like this and was capable of putting on a good show, because if not, the press were going to eat them alive.

She didn’t look in any way impressed by the demands, but that really wasn’t my problem, so I turned away, tossing the invite at her feet as it was clear that she had no intention of taking it from me, leaving her to pick it up after I’d gone. I’d done my part. Delivered the invitation and made it obvious that she had no choice but to attend. 

I headed out into the corridor, hoping I would make it back to the match before half time was over and trying to calm the tension which always made my blood boil whenever I was forced into the company of that infuriating girl. 

“Yeah, that’s not going to work for me,” Roxy called after me, jerking me to a halt. “But feel free to rock up here any time you like next weekend, I won’t be here anyway.” 

The door slammed before I had even turned back to face her, rage exploding through my limbs at the utter disrespect she’d just shown, not to mention how very fucking wrong she was if she really thought she could deny me. 

I stormed back towards her, ignoring the curious looks of several other students who were sticking their heads out of their doors to find out what the commotion was about and ripping her door open once more. She hadn’t even bothered to lock it, either foolish enough to think she had really just gotten the last word on this or idiotic enough not to fear a fight against me.

She had moved to lay on her bed, a set of headphones on her head blasting Eminem so loudly that I could hear every word of The Real Slim Shady while she tapped her foot and stared up at the ceiling as if she hadn’t even noticed me entering the room once more.

“You can’t seriously believe that you can just say no to me,” I snapped at her as I towered over her where she lay on the bed, my anger only rising as she cranked the volume up higher and focused on a point beyond my shoulder like she still hadn’t noticed me.

I was pretty sure that no one had ever dared to treat me this way in my entire life, not even the other Heirs had been so fucking obnoxious and rude as her, and the anger it built in me was enough to make me want to shift right here in this room and remind her of who I was.

If it weren’t for the fact that Father would likely flay me alive if I lost control of my Order form again so close to having done so when I discovered my room burning, I probably would have done it. Instead, I ground my teeth as I forced the beast back beneath my skin, raised my hand, and dumped a torrent of ice-cold water straight on top of her.

Roxy lurched backwards, a shout of anger and outrage escaping her as she spluttered from the shock of the attack, and I ripped her fucking headphones from her head before tossing them aside and forcing her to acknowledge me.

“You are walking on damn thin ice with me, Roxy,” I snarled. “If you keep pushing me, you’re seriously going to regret it.”

“Screw you,” she spat, venom and hatred lining her face as I tried not to let my attention shift down to her now utterly transparent shirt and the hardened points of her nipples which showed all too clearly through it. “You treat me like shit every day of the week, so what difference does it make if you threaten to do it more?” she hissed, glaring at me like she was wishing I’d catch fire and burn up right there in front of her so that she could dry herself out while dancing around my remains. “You want me to go to your stupid party?” she sneered, making it more than clear that my threats had done absolutely nothing to convince her. “Then you’re going to have to find me and drag me there kicking and screaming, and I’ll spend the entire night embarrassing the shit out of you just for the hell of it. It’s not like I give a crap what Mommy and Daddy Acrux think of me anyway.”

I snatched her wrist into my grasp, dragging her upright so that she was forced to look right at the monster in me while I fought to ignore the crackling energy that raced between her body and mine, the potency of it making my skin burn where I held her while I fought to keep my eyes on her face.

“This is your last warning,” I growled, needing her to understand that I wasn’t going to be able to allow this. Father had made his position clear, and even though she seemed intent on insisting that she wasn’t afraid of me, she would have another thing coming if she was forced to face him.

“Warn away, asshole,” she hissed, looking me right in the eye and not flinching at all as she stared me down, goading me with every word that left her full lips. “You can’t do any more to me than you have already. And I notice you haven’t tried to drown me again since your little pal Orion gave you a dressing down, so I’m guessing you aren’t actually allowed to kill me.”

My grip on her arm tightened with the desire to tug her closer to me for some insane reason, but the small flinch she gave in reaction to my hold made me realise that I was hurting her with it.

I released her suddenly, a sick feeling twisting my gut as I felt that worst part of me raising its head, all the fears I tried to ignore over ending up like my father awakening in me. I forced myself back, shame and disgust at myself consuming me as she drew her arm against her chest. 

“Of course I’m not going to kill you,” I muttered, and she scoffed like that hardly made anything I did do better. I swallowed the anger which had risen in my throat, letting out a long sigh as I forced it aside before continuing in a softer tone, hoping to make her see sense instead of just letting this descend any further. “What will it take to get you to come with me willingly?”

She narrowed her eyes at me, like my being reasonable just had to be some kind of trap or something and I supressed another sigh. 

“To quote you when I came to your room needing help; if you want me to help you, you’ll have to make me,” she replied, raising her chin with the dare. “And as I’m sure you can’t control my smart mouth or preference for crop tops and leather jackets, I doubt you’ll be able to force my cooperation in this at a level which you would find acceptable, so I suggest you just give up.”

I stilled as I took in her words, the fire in her eyes lashing against my will, and the firm set of her jaw making it more than clear that she wasn’t bluffing. For the first time, I let myself accept her behaviour for what it was; not stupidity or petulance, not ignorance or misunderstanding. She wasn’t fighting back because she was incapable of understanding what might happen to her if she did. She was standing her ground and holding her own because that was what she was, who she was. Roxanya Vega, heir to the throne of Solaria and one of the two most powerful Elementals born to our generation and beyond. She wasn’t a fool; she was simply Fae. And beyond that, even deeper than the beauty of her features or the strength of her character, I could feel the ancient hum of the truth of her because she really was a princess, the very last of the royal line, and if I wasn’t mistaken, she was starting to realise that for herself.


Something intangible passed between us in that moment, and I couldn’t help but think that we were truly looking at one another at last, seeing beyond the problems of our own circumstances and facing the reality of our rivalry and the tension forced between us. But there was more to us than just that. We were both playing the same game, even if we were on opposing sides, so maybe we could learn how to play it together.

“How about a trade then?” I suggested, lowering my voice and leaning closer to her as if I couldn’t help myself, wondering if we might just be able to come to an agreement over this without it having to resort to war. “I’ll tutor you like I said, if you and your sister come to this party willingly, make nice with my father, wear a pretty dress, and make some attempt to behave like you’re civilised.”

Roxy blinked at me like she wasn’t sure what had just happened, as if the idea of me being reasonable was so beyond her comprehension that she couldn’t even process the words. But I could still see that fire in her eyes, the strong set of her jaw which promised she would defy me no matter what loosening my tongue on what I refused to think of as a plea. I just had to convince her to play along. It was for Xavier’s sake, if nothing else. Father needed me to do this, and I wouldn’t risk the results of failure on the subject, so I went on before she could say no.

“And I’ll promise to be... nice to you,” I added, wondering if she would even see such an offer as a bonus at all, but surely she would prefer it to a night of us jibing and rankling each other. “For that night only.”

“I doubt you know how,” she replied flatly, plucking at her wet shirt which was still plastered to her skin and drawing my attention to the sight of her nipples through it once more, though I wasn’t sure if she had noticed that little side effect of my attack or not, and it didn’t seem like it would be a good idea to point it out.

I pursed my lips, wondering how far I would have to go to convince her of my good intentions on this, unsure if I should offer to bind myself to it with magic, but then I figured I could just try to prove to her that I was in fact capable of not being a total asshole all of the time.

I reached towards her and she instantly took a step back, her face flickering with the briefest hint of fear, which I forced myself to ignore, pushing aside the memories of what I had taken part in at that fucking swimming pool as I continued with my plan. 

My fingers skimmed against the soaked material that clung to her stomach, and I quickly drew the water back out of it, my eyes on hers as she stilled beneath the touch of my magic, looking a little like a rabbit in headlights. Or perhaps more like a wolf. 

She watched me in silence as I drew every drop of water from her clothes, hair, and bed until a ball of liquid hung in the air between us which I directed into her bathroom and deposited into the basin.

“See? I can be nice,” I said, leaning a little closer to her without meaning to, breathing in the scent of her she stared up at me like she wasn’t sure what to think of me at all anymore.


I withdrew my hand from her waist with a little reluctance, forcing my mind away from thoughts of her body in those wet clothes, knowing all too well that even the idea of the two of us was beyond absurd.

“You must really care about impressing Daddy Acrux,” she muttered, twisting her long hair between her fingers as she remained in my space, making it all the harder for me to think of anything other than the idea of reaching out to touch her once again, though the mention of my father crashed over me with more force than the splash of cold water I’d used on her.

I gave a noncommittal noise in response to her guess, and she seemed to realise that my issue was not to do with needing to be impressive. 

“Or you’re really that afraid of disappointing him,” she added, hitting a little too close to the mark and sparking my temper once more. Not even the Heirs knew the full truth of what it was to be the son of Lionel Acrux, and I certainly wasn’t going to stand here and make small talk with a fucking Vega about it.

“You don’t know anything about my family,” I growled, my tone warning her to leave the subject alone.

“Well, if they’re anything like you, then they’re obviously a bunch of assholes,” she sneered and as simply as that, I snapped.

A wave of heated power rolled from my body and slammed into her, knocking her back against the wall and reminding her once again of exactly who I was, as she seemed to find it far too easy to forget. I stalked after her, closing the distance between us and leaning down to glare right into her eyes, letting her see the beast in me as clear as day.

“Say that again,” I challenged, the insult that me or my brother were anything like my father striking a deep chord within me, even if she didn’t know it, and I was powerless to stop the rush of anger I felt at her words.

She didn’t back up though, didn’t heed the warning, just inched even closer to me, still daring me to do my worst as she leaned in to bait me further.

“Well, at least I know where you get it from,” she breathed, her words a stab to my chest which pierced all too deeply.

My eyes flashed with the reptilian slits of my Dragon, my irises turning golden for a moment as I glared at her, fighting against the change which worked to lick its way along my limbs at the words of this fucking ignorant girl. 

“Fuck you,” I growled.

I wrenched myself away from her with all of my energy, fighting the Dragon back down inside me with all I had, and stalked straight out of her room, no longer wanting to be anywhere near her or her probing accusations.

I strode away at a quick pace, the Dragon inside me roaring to get out and my mind on thoughts of tearing through the sky to alleviate some of this furious energy beneath my skin. I didn’t care about the party, didn’t care about what my father would do to me if I couldn’t figure out a way to make her and Darcy attend. All I cared about was getting the fuck away from her and clearing my damn head of her.

“I’ll meet you in the Fire Arena after dinner tomorrow,” Roxy called just as I made it to the end of the corridor. “If you can stick to your word and help me harness my magic, then I’ll come to your stupid party, and I’ll even wear a pretty dress like I’m a nice girl.”

I stopped abruptly, looking back over my shoulder at her in surprise, trying to figure out which part of that interaction could have possibly convinced her to make that deal with me.

“Just like that?” I asked, hunting for the trap in her words.

Roxy shrugged like it was nothing to her, like we hadn’t just fought over this so intensely that I could still feel my heart pounding from it now. “Maybe I wanna see how the other half live,” she teased and fuck me, I almost laughed in surprise, catching myself at the last moment, not wanting to give in to the urge.


“I’ll have dresses sent over for you,” I said, needing to get the last word in and settling on that for some unknown reason. I walked away before she could reply, running from her smart mouth before I ended up fixating on it all over again.

The only thing that mattered was that I had gotten what I wanted from her, so I was taking it as a win.

I made it up the stairs and shoved my bedroom door open, finding Lance watching the pitball match on the couch, several more empty beer bottles lined up in front of him.

“Looks like Tory Vega just gave you a run for your money,” he mocked, letting me know that he’d been using his damn Vampire senses to listen in to that entire interaction.

“How do you figure that?” I scoffed, tossing the door closed behind me and moving to drop down next to him on the couch.

“Because she just wrapped you tight around that pretty little finger of hers and got you to agree to train her up in exchange for a single attendance at a party. What do you think Lionel would say if he found out that his heir was going to help train a Vega to use her power?” 

Lance seemed altogether too amused by my situation, and I huffed out a breath as I snatched a beer into my grasp and twisted the cap off.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said, convincing myself just as much as him. “She’ll figure out how to wield it on her own sooner or later. A few lessons from me aren’t going to make her any more of a challenge than she is now.”

“Stars forbid,” he muttered, his attention focusing on the game once more, but no matter how much I tried to give it my full attention, I found I couldn’t.


Because my mind kept wandering back to the room somewhere below my feet where a girl with a smart mouth and furious temper sat in her room with a smug look on her face, knowing she’d forced me to give her what she wanted. And the worst thing of all about that, was that a part of me was actually looking forward to tutoring her with her fire magic, because I really wanted to find out what she was capable of, and I even found myself wanting to hear her insulting me and calling me out again. I just couldn’t figure out why.
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Detention with Orion had been utter bullshit, as usual, but I somehow felt marginally better for completing it when I was done, knowing that we’d gone too far on the night of the party and feeling deserving of the punishment, even if I resented him treating me like any other student despite our bond.

I’d managed to arrive at the Fire Arena early enough to grab a quick shower in the locker rooms there before changing into my fire-resistant clothing and heading out onto the sand to wait for Roxy to arrive.

Several people spotted me, a few of them moving towards me with smiles and greetings leaving their lips, but I wasn’t in the mood to entertain a crowd, so I just gave them a nod and turned away, fire lighting in my palms as I went so that they would understand I was busy and leave me alone.

I twisted back to face the locker rooms once I’d set myself up in a position away from anyone else, my gaze trailing over the students there in search of Roxy before falling to my hands as I focused on what I was doing instead of my impatience to get on with this.

With a flick of my wrist, a stallion burst free of my hand, galloping away from me and causing several students to whoop in excitement before I cast another and another, a herd of five leaping from my fingertips, galloping in a circle around me. My brow pinched in concentration as I forced the flames to bend to my will, making each horse a little different from the others, shifting their size, the patches of dark and light flames, and even their manes, until they were all distinctly their own creation.

A smile lifted my lips as I gave in to the pull of the magic, my skin heating with the force of the flames I was creating, and as I looked up in the direction of the locker rooms again, I found her watching me.

My heart leapt at the sight of her, the flames flickering with the distraction she had caused. I waved a hand in her direction, sending the horses galloping towards her, letting her get a better look and wondering what she might do with them when they reached her.

Roxy’s eyes flashed as they kept on galloping for her, and she threw a crude shield of water up in front of herself just before I could send them leaping over her head.

I let the horses smash against the shield, sizzling out of existence and causing the crowd of students to applaud.

I ignored them, my full focus locked on the girl who had claimed this hour of my life with her bravado as I stalked closer, wondering what this evening would hold for the two of us.

“Aren’t you going to get changed?” I asked as I closed in on her, eyeing her leggings and sports bra combo appreciatively. She looked good, but there was nothing about that outfit that would protect her from burns. That seemed all kinds of reckless to me, but then again, when wasn’t this girl reckless? I swear she got off on danger.

She shook her head in refusal. “That suit makes my fire magic go all haywire. I have better control over it like this,” she said, the stubborn set of her jaw making it clear she wouldn’t relent on this.

I shrugged. I wasn’t her fucking babysitter anyway, so if she wanted to take the chance, then that was on her.

“You’re the one risking your skin if you lose control,” I pointed out, making it clear I didn’t agree with her choice and that I wasn’t going to force the issue.

“My magic won’t hurt me,” she countered, and I scoffed, knowing all too well how fire magic could burn when mistakes were made. And when they were inflicted with purpose too – not that I wanted to think on those experiences now.

“Whatever you say. Don’t expect me to heal you if it does,” I warned.

“Oh no, I’d fully expect you to let me burn to death,” she assured me, her tone flat and honest, like she really did think that little of me.

I frowned at her belief that I would seriously just let her die, but said nothing to contradict her, letting her believe that if she wanted to.

“Are you ready to start?” I asked.

Roxy nodded, looking a little uncertain at last, and a thrill ran through me at the thought of finding out what she was really capable of for myself.

I glanced at the gathered students who were still lingering around us, watching us with altogether too much interest for my liking and making me wish for privacy away from so many prying eyes. This wasn’t their business, and I was so sick of people assuming it was okay to just insert themselves into my affairs because of who I was.

“Come on.” I beckoned for her to follow me, and she moved to walk with me as I crossed to the far side of the arena where there wasn’t anyone else practicing, my skin prickling with the nearness of her even though I didn’t so much as glance her way.

The other students mostly got the hint and dispersed, though a group of girls still followed, giving me the ‘come fuck me’ eyes which I’d gotten pretty bored of sometime last year. I wasn’t sure what it was exactly, but there just wasn’t anything all that interesting about girls offering themselves up to me on a plate. Some of them didn’t even want me to ask their name, simply wanting the questionable accolade of sucking on my dick so that they could tell their friends all about the time they caught the attention of the Fire Heir. It had all seemed like great fun once upon a time, but recently I’d realised that it was all so…empty.

“Must be nice being Mr Popular,” Roxy commented, and though I hunted for some sign of jealousy in that accusation, I couldn’t say I found any.

I grunted, neither confirming nor denying my feelings on the random Fae who liked to pretend they knew me even though I had no idea who they were.

“You and your sister get your own share of attention,” I pointed out, wondering how she was adjusting to that. It must have been a lot after a life with the mortals where no one even realised who or what they were.

“Well, we’re the shiny new toys on campus,” she said dismissively, like being a true heir to the throne of the entire kingdom was irrelevant to her. “No doubt everyone will get bored of us soon enough. My general persona is pretty off-putting to most people.”

“I’d noticed,” I joked, the words spilling out of me before I could even give them any real thought, and I quickly moved on to the reason for us being here in the first place, not wanting her to overthink that.

“How are your magic reserves?” I asked, coming to a halt. “Am I going to have my hands full with you, or are you running low?”

“Oh, I’m always a handful,” she replied, her voice dipping to an almost seductive note, and my brow pinched as I wondered if I was imagining that, my gaze running over her slowly.

“Let’s find out if that’s true, shall we?” I held my hand out to her and she eyed it suspiciously for a moment, even though she had to know that this would be required if I was supposed to teach her with the guidance of my own power.

She hesitantly reached out to take my hand, eyeing it like it was some kind of trap as she slid it into mine and I curled my fingers around hers, gripping her tightly.

“Just concentrate on the well of your power,” I murmured, drawing my own magic up and into my flesh in preparation of the merge. “Imagine it’s a pool inside your chest, and I’m going to push my magic to join with it. When you feel it, squeeze my hand.”

“Okay,” she agreed, sounding less than certain about that.

“It helps if you close your eyes,” I added, closing mine to demonstrate.

I did as I’d instructed her to, pushing my magic up to meet with hers, my fingertips burning where I held her hand, the need to feel the press of her magic in reply crawling through my limbs with a need far greater than I had anticipated. I found myself counting the seconds until she gave in and dropped the walls around her power so that I could feel the full force of it.

She squeezed his fingers in recognition of my power, but seconds passed and there was no rush of magic from her in reply.

I gave her another few moments, but impatience ticked at me, and I couldn’t help but nudge her along. It wasn’t exactly surprising. Doing this effectively required a healthy amount of trust and there wasn’t much of that between us, but we did have something. A feeling that reminded me of the Heirs in a way, yet was so different to that too.

“Try to let me in,” I insisted. “I can force it, if you can’t, but we’ll work better together if our magic is in harmony.”

“How do I do that?” she asked, and I had to remind myself that this wasn’t easy for her the way it was for me. I had spent years getting in tune with my power and had long since mastered the art of sharing it with the other Heirs. Everything about this was new to her and despite that not really mattering, I couldn’t help but feel a little thrill at the idea of being the first person to ever get a taste of her magic like this. Assuming I could convince her to do it.

“You have to trust me,” I said softly, realising what a reach that would be for her.

Roxy cleared her throat, contempt lining the sound and letting me know in no uncertain terms that she didn’t see that happening.

I opened my eyes while she concentrated on it, watching her while she kept her lids closed, a small frown pinching her brow as she tried to do as I’d said.

I stole the chance to look at her unobserved, and that pull I’d felt on the very first day I’d set my eyes on her seemed to tug in my chest, drawing my gaze to the curve of her lips and making my throat thicken. I really never had seen a girl as beautiful as her. Even her sister didn’t seem to compare for some reason, which made no sense as they were identical, and yet I had never once confused them for one another. Roxy was just…different.

I didn’t even know what it was that drew me in so much. If it had simply been her looks then I could have put it down to wanting to fuck her and nothing more, but it wasn’t only that. It was the way she looked at me and seemed to see something more than others ever did. The way she refused to let my position govern the way she treated me or felt about me, and how endlessly fierce she was, no matter how hard I pushed her. Yes, it was infuriating, but it only deepened my obsession every time I was in her presence, no matter what outcome came of it.

I gave her a bit longer as she tried to figure it out, but she just sighed, opening her eyes and turning to look at me, catching me watching her, though she didn’t seem to realise it.

“You’ll have to force it then,” she said eventually. “Because I can't even pretend to trust you.”

“Try not to fight back at least,” I muttered, a pointless sense of disappointment pushing at me despite knowing I should have expected that.

I drew on the reserves of power which lay dormant within me and started pushing them towards the point where I held her hand in mine. I hadn’t been entirely honest when I had said that I could force it. If she was really determined to keep me out, then she would be able to lock her power down within her own body. But I was relying on a mixture of her ignorance to that fact and her wanting to allow this deep down for the point of our lesson to offer me a way in. Power called to power after all, and I was hoping if she was forced to feel the touch of mine for long enough, then curiosity would cause a crack in her walls which would let me slip through.

The harder I pushed, the more aware I became of her power rising at the challenge of mine. It would have been a lot easier on her if she had just managed to let me in by choice, but with enough of a push, this would work. Assuming she stopped blocking me, of course.

“Stop fighting me,” I commanded, my grip on her tightening.

“This feels like going against my nature,” she muttered, the casual rejection of my help making my hackles rise, but I forced myself to be patient. Explain.

“Power sharing is the most natural thing in the world when you trust someone,” I told her softly. “But it’s an intimate thing to do, it always feels strange with someone new. Especially if you don’t particularly care for them.”

She snorted at that statement like it didn’t even come close to the contempt she felt for me, but at least I was holding her attention either way.

“Are you going to stop fighting or am I going to kick the doors down?” I asked as I increased the weight of power again.

I could feel the heady burn of her magic as it pulsed and twisted just out of reach, calling to me like a Siren song, urging me to dive into it and lose myself in the rush it would deliver. One sharp thrust of my power would likely crack her walls, but it would also put her on the defensive, meaning she might manage to force me straight back out again. If that happened, then I doubted she would be able to trust me following what her body would likely register as a violation, so I just held her hand and waited, the offer of my magic dancing up against hers, and my pulse drummed in anticipation of what was coming.

“I...” She frowned in concentration as she tried to do as I’d instructed and suddenly, the wall came tumbling down, inviting me in.

I sucked in a sharp breath as my power pushed into hers, and she gasped as the potent weight of my energy spilled into her, giving me a wild rush as it tumbled through the powerful current of her own magic. Her grip on my hand tightened and her back arched as she shifted closer to me instinctually.

Her breathing grew heavier as she adjusted to it, my hand tightening around her fingers as my own chest began to rise and fall violently, the undeniable force of her power rushing through me and setting my entire body alight with it.

Fuck. I’d known that she was stronger than the other Heirs and I in theory, but I had never once imagined the depth of the power she and her sister commanded. Falling into it was like tumbling into a tempestuous sea, every inch of my flesh sparking with electricity and light, a million soft fingers caressing my flesh everywhere, and the need to feel more and more of it consuming me.

I wanted to rip my shirt off and press more of my skin to hers, dive straight in to this feeling and let our magic flare between us without restraint. I stared at her as desire blazed in my flesh alongside the incessant pool of magic, and the I couldn’t help but think of what it would be like to own her body while this magic continued dancing between us.

Her eyes fluttered open, catching me watching her again as she looked up at me, but her lips parted on an inhale laced with a soft moan which made it more than clear that she was enjoying my attention just as much as I was enjoying hers.

Her gaze flickered to our joined hands like she was craving more too, realising that the small point of contact wasn’t enough of a bridge to really allow our power to merge to its fullest.

I shifted my thumb across the back of her hand, sending more power into her veins while welcoming hers into mine, the flow passing around our bodies like a rush of water chasing along a riverbed.

“Is it supposed to feel like that?” she breathed, her pupils full blown and her voice rough with the rush of it.

My lips parted on an agreement, but I couldn’t get the lie to cross my tongue. I had power shared with a fair few Fae during my training, and their magic felt like a drop in the ocean compared to this. Even sharing with the other Heirs didn’t hold this intensity, and for some reason, I felt like that went beyond her just being more powerful and something to do with the very essence of our magic. It was like it recognised each other and relished in this meeting, my skin tingling with pleasure all over and desire rising in me steadily with every moment that I experienced it. I wasn’t sure how to answer her question, but I tried.  

“We’re both incredibly powerful,” I hedged. “Power craves power.”

I couldn’t help but push at the power then, forcing it to rush through her body even more forcefully, and she gasped, the sound so laced with sex that my cock hardened in my pants and I was left staring at her mouth, wondering what a kiss from those lips would taste like.

My thoughts snapped together suddenly, some small piece of me still sane enough to remember who and what she was, and I cleared my throat, working to banish the desire her magic was building in me and focus on what we were supposed to be doing.

“Try and conjure a ball of fire,” I suggested.

She did so instantly, using her free hand to release some of the power, her arm trembling slightly before she adjusted to the additional force of my magic and managed to get control of it.

I pushed my will into hers as our magic worked as one, feeling her intention as she tried to shape the flames, and coaxing her along as she managed to create a perfect sphere.

She glanced up at me, likely looking for some praise, but that had been a hard won thing when I was starting out with my training, and I intended to work her hard before offering up any of that.

“Bigger,” I commanded, keeping my eyes on the flames instead of her as I will my cock to calm the fuck down. She obeyed, growing the sphere to the size of a small car.

“Smaller.”

She did as she was told again, and I couldn’t say I hated it when she submitted to me. But she was also finding this too easy now, so I upped my pace.

“Square. Triangle. Rectangle. Smaller. Bigger-”

Every time I made a command, she focused on the flames and they fell to her bidding with ease, making me wonder why Pyro had felt she needed the extra help in the first place. She seemed to be getting it just fine to me, and as much as I wanted to take credit for that, I could tell it was natural ability as much as my tutelage.  

I tried not to look at her too often, but the longer we practiced, the more she relaxed in my presence, her focus on the magic instead of me, and I found myself addicted to watching her face and seeing how different she looked without a scowl permanently fixed across her features.

Roxy bit her lip to try and hide a grin, and my chest twisted at the sight of it, a traitorous part of me liking the fact that I was making her smile.

She completed more and more challenges with ease, tugging on my magic as naturally as breathing, slowly draining my power and reducing the rush of magic to a heady buzz though it was still intense enough to keep my heart pounding. This could easily become a new addiction for me, and I realised that I was actually enjoying this despite having seen it as a chore before I came here.

I pushed her harder and harder, making the tasks more difficult as I began to search for the limits of her power, but no matter what I tossed her way, she managed it, sometimes hardly even needing my help in guiding her power at all, simply doing it for herself as if wielding the flames came as naturally to her as they had to me when I had first been Awakened.

When she’d created countless shapes in varying sizes, I got her to create more than one at once. Then to change their shapes, make them move, merge them together and peel them back apart.

I pushed her harder, finding a thrill in the way she rose to every challenge, wanting to find her limit, and yet enjoying it every time she managed to do something I’d said.

Our magic rushed between us to the point of bliss, but it was draining too, my limbs beginning to feel leaden as she burned through more and more of my power until eventually, I had to call a stop, needing to replenish my reserves.

Roxy pouted at me as I released her hand, and I had to fight a smirk at the knowledge that she had clearly been enjoying that as much as I had. So much for star-sworn enemies.

She folded her arms like she was tucking them away from me, but mostly that just drew my gaze to her body as the movement drove her tits up in that little sports bra. I dragged my eyes away from that, trying to assess her for any signs of fatigue or weakness, but her eyes were even brighter than before. If anything, she just looked more energised.

“Do you feel drained?” I asked, my own power definitely lacking after using it so much, and I knew that I would need to sleep with my gold draped over me tonight if I wanted to be fully replenished by tomorrow. “Do you need to stop?”

Roxy’s brow pinched like she hadn’t been expecting that question, seeming to take a moment to examine the feeling of her power inside her before shrugging.

“Nope. I’m good,” she said.

I narrowed my eyes at her, not believing that for a second. We had been using an incredible amount of magic. There was no way she wasn’t feeling the drain of it like I was.

“You don’t need to lie if you’re running low,” I said, realising that she was probably just trying to make me believe that she wasn’t feeling it in case this had been some elaborate plan to weaken her and play some new prank. But we’d made a deal and I wasn’t going to ruin my end of it. “I’m not going to take advantage of the fact that your power is depleted if you admit it.”

She rolled her damn eyes at me, then cast a huge fireball into existence a few feet away from us, smiling like a damn psychopath as the heat of them washed over us.

“Still good,” she said sweetly, and I wasn’t sure if that pissed me off or turned me on. Either way, I really needed to get my head together.

“Fine. I need a top up though,” I muttered before turning and leading the way across the sand to where I’d left my stuff.

“Did I burn you out?” she taunted as she followed me, apparently planning to stick with me for the entire session, even when we weren’t physically working. I wasn’t sure if I was pleased about that or irritated by it.

“No, but I can feel my power waning. It’s harder to lend magic than wield it anyway,” I said dismissively.

“Ohhh, that explains it then,” Roxy said, her tone mocking. I shook my head, not wanting to admit that there might be something to her taunts. It didn’t matter if she was technically more powerful than me anyway – even if it did piss me off – what mattered was being able to best me, and she had no chance of that.

I made it to the edge of the arena and sat down beside my bag, scooping handfuls of gold coins into my lap and leaning back against the wall as I took a long drink from my water bottle. The power of the gold instantly began to press into my skin and replenish me, and I was glad that I had thought to bring this supply with me. It was pretty standard procedure if I was practicing magic with the other Heirs, but I hadn’t been sure if she would push me hard enough to need it or not. Turned out, the pretty little Vega was as tough as she made out after all.

I blinked in surprise as she took a seat beside me, glancing at her from the corner of my eye without saying anything, uncertain what she wanted from me or really how to be with her. We weren’t friends, couldn’t be no matter what, thanks to our circumstances, and it wasn’t like it would make this lesson go any easier if I started arguing with her over our positions, so what was I supposed to say to her? I really had no idea, but apparently, she wasn’t having the same issue as she spoke up brightly, acting as though there was nothing at all strange about the two of us making conversation with one another.

“So, you managed to save your pirate gold from the fire?” she asked innocently as I ran a few coins through my fingers, and my jaw ticked at the bite of anger that drove through me at the mention of that fucking fire. But I had been schooled in keeping my emotions under wraps and facing impertinent questions for the press, so I managed to hide my reaction and reply to her question without rising to the bait of it.

“Unfortunately not. I had to go home for more,” I explained in a low voice. The loss of my treasure still gnawed at me day and night. A Dragon’s gold was their most precious possession. I could name each and every piece of it, list its history, recall when I had claimed ownership of it. Knowing that it was all gone now was a wound which never stopped bleeding, and I wasn’t sure it ever would.

“Oh. Handy that you have piles to spare then,” she said like it was nothing, reaching out to snag a coin from my lap and making the beast in me lurch upright so suddenly that I jolted from the force of it.

Mine.

My hand snapped out and snatched her wrist, a deep growl emanating from within my chest as I glared at her, barely containing my Dragon while her fingers still gripped the piece of my treasure.

Roxy’s lips parted slightly in surprise, but she didn’t flinch or try to yank her arm away, only arching an eyebrow at me like I was a naughty dog jumping up at the dinner table, instead of a monster capable of snapping her in two.

“Did you just growl at me?” she asked, her voice teasing, disarming me with its playfulness, though I couldn’t relax at all while she still held my gold in her hand.

“Why do you insist on baiting me?” I asked, my voice low and grip tight as I fought back the animal inside me, my attention fully fixed on her.

“Why do you make it so easy?” She flicked the coin back into my lap, and I released her with a sigh of relief parting my lips.

She watched me with interest, her lips dancing into the faintest smile like she found something amusing, and I realised I was staring at her as I tried to figure out what it was.

“That treasure means a lot to you, huh?” she asked, her eyes dancing with mirth and making me realise the source of her happiness. “Must have really sucked to have lost so much of it.”

“Accidents happen.” I shrugged, refusing to let her rile me again, realising that that was precisely what she was doing.

I had never met anyone aside from the other Heirs or Lance who would so much as attempt such a thing, and yet she toyed with my temper as if igniting it was nothing more than a game to her and she had no fear of me at all. I knew that wasn’t really the truth of it after the things I’d done to her, but I could also see that she refused to let those memories put her off. She was fearless. Utterly stupid in the reality of it, but fearless all the same. And I couldn’t deny that that fascinated me.

“How exactly?” she went on, clearly not finished with her games with me and despite the subject of the conversation being one which caused me much anguish, I found myself wanting to play along with her, hoping to see that smile widen. “Did you leave your scented candles burning too close to your silk pyjamas?” she asked, mischief flashing in her green eyes, a mouse taunting a cat, but she didn’t back down. This mouse had claws too.

“It was actually my curling iron too close to my bondage gear,” I replied easily, as if the two of us joked like this all the time and we weren’t experiencing some kind of out-of-body experience that had shoved us into an alternate reality where none of the shit we were or had done even mattered anymore. “The oil makes those suckers flammable as hell.”

She laughed unexpectedly, and the sound lit me up, almost forcing a smile from me too as the urge to join in with her pulled at me.

She schooled her expression quickly, but there was no hiding the truth of what had just passed between us. I had made Roxanya Vega laugh, and if that wasn’t a headfuck, then I didn’t know what was.

“Well, at least all of your poncy asshole clothes burned up, this is a good chance for you to purchase a new wardrobe that makes you look like less of a douchebag,” she said both teasing and looking to gain a rise from me, but it wasn’t going to work now, my anger had vanished even faster than it had appeared, and it was all because of her laughter.

“Every cloud,” I replied calmly.

My clothes were the least of my concern, and I had had an entire new wardrobe delivered before the end of the day that the originals had burned.

She fell quiet, some thoughts seeming to fill her mind which she was keeping to herself, and I decided I felt replenished enough to continue on with our lesson.

“Ready to go again?” I asked as I swept the gold back into my bag, ignoring the anticipation which was building in me as the desire to merge my power with hers once more lit my veins.

“It wasn’t me we were waiting on,” she reminded me smugly as I stood, but I chose to ignore that slight.

I offered her my hand, wanting to feel her magic once more, and feeling a thrill dance across my skin as she took it. I pulled her to her feet, keeping hold of her and pushing my magic out to meet hers in offering.

But instead of meeting a wall, I found the way open for me already, a breath lodging in my throat as my power flooded into her, and her soft gasp telling me that had taken her off guard too. It was like our magic had been aching for each other, waiting to unite once more. I couldn’t help but revel in the intensity of the feeling we were sharing.

“You’ve got a handle on basic shapes and control. So now I want you to make something more complicated,” I instructed, wondering how far I could push her and enjoying the way her chin raised at the challenge, no sign of her backing down even for a moment.

“Like what?” she asked.

“Something you’re familiar with. An animal or object you know as well as your own face. Something you’d recognise in the dark,” I suggested.

“Okay.” Her brow pinched as she thought on that, then she nodded, clearly settling on something. “I’m ready,” she confirmed.

She held her free hand out before her and began to conjure what she needed to create her magic. I spotted two wheels, a handlebar, a saddle, but they fell apart as soon as she tried to merge them into one.

“Again,” I barked, seeing how close she’d just come to doing it.

She nodded firmly, trying to build her creation several more times, but every time she pushed the various shapes together, she lost hold of it and the flames fell apart. I could feel her frustration building, her grip on my hand tightening as she pulled on my magic, and I pursed my lips as I realised what she needed to be able to do it.

I released her hand, the sudden disconnect from her magic like a slap to the face, but it wouldn’t last long.

Roxy looked to me in confusion but I just stepped behind her, taking hold of her bare waist between my palms, my fingers curling around the softness of her skin as the connection between our magic was restored and a rush of energy charged through my limbs again. 

Roxy tensed in my hold, clearly taken by surprise as she tried to tug out of my grip, but I refused to let go, pulling her closer and breathing in the scent of her as I did so.

“What are you doing?” she hissed, trying to shift forward again, but I didn’t let go, the pressure of my fingers increasing on her waist as I tugged her into me, my lips curling up in amusement as I realised that I had flustered her.

I dropped my mouth to her ear, strands of silky black hair catching in the stubble that lined my jaw as I explained myself to her.

“You need to use both hands to perform the magic properly,” I said, a breath of amusement escaping me as she continued to wiggle in my hold, letting me see that I had her rattled at last, and I had to assume she had thought I was trying to do something wholly inappropriate for our private setting. “Don’t flatter yourself,” I taunted.

Her cheeks actually flushed at my words, and I couldn’t resist the urge to push her a little further, see if her bravado might snap, or even just find out how much more I could affect her with my nearness. I stepped even closer to her, my hand shifting on her skin, fingers tracing the muscle of her abdomen and curve of her hip bones before skimming the waistband of her leggings. I forgot the game I’d been playing with her for a moment as I closed my arms around her, her body fitting so perfectly against mine that she nestled there like she had been made to do so.

Thoughts pushed into my mind which I had no right to indulge in, but it was hard to keep my head with her back pressed to my chest and my hands tracing the softness of her skin while her breathing skittered unsteadily.

She still wasn’t casting any magic, and I couldn’t help the smug satisfaction which pooled inside of my chest at knowing that I was throwing her off with nothing more than my proximity.

Roxy shifted in my hold, her jaw tightening in that stubborn way which I was beginning to like a little too much, before she released a long breath and conjured flames to life in her hands again. 

I pressed my magic into her obligingly, my body buzzing at the rush of us wielding it as one while I helped her mould the fire into what she wanted. A ball became a wheel, which split in two to create a second. Then a chassis, saddle, and handlebars all sprung to life until a tiny superbike sat in her palms, crafted to perfection and bringing a note of laughter to her lips in celebration.

“Can you ride one of those?” I asked curiously, looking over her shoulder at the little bike and wondering if it was possible that we shared the same passion for fast engines and the power of the road leading off into the distance.

She snorted a laugh. “That’s an understatement. If you really want to get rid of me, then just give me a bike and an open road and I’ll be gone.”

I blinked in surprise at that revelation. I had been so fixated on the Vega twins coming here to unbalance the hold we held on our power and on my need to get rid of them that I hadn’t really let myself give much thought to who they were outside of being princesses. And to be fair to them, they had never even known they were princesses, so that was the least of what made up their personality.

How strange to find that the girl who kept drawing me in like a moth to a flame, calling my eyes to watch her at every given opportunity, also claimed the same passion as I did. If she had been any other girl, I likely would have been trying to convince her to go out with me and prove her claims. Not that I had ever met a girl who liked to ride the way I did. Typical that the one who claimed to would be the one I would only ever have as an enemy.

“That’s... interesting,” I said, not bothering to tell her that I enjoyed riding too. What would be the point? We weren’t here to get to know one another, and this wasn’t some bonding session between the princess and the heir. 

Roxy seemed irritated by my response but made no further comment on the subject either, simply focusing on her magic and sending the bike flying out of her hands and racing through the air in front of us.

She tugged on my magic and I tightened my hold as I gave her what she wanted, my lungs compressing at the euphoric feeling of our combined power being wielded as one. 

Roxy almost seemed to forget about me as she concentrated on her magic, a wide smile pulling at her lips as the flames were reflected in her green eyes, and I found myself watching her all over again. I needed to stop. But I never had been very good at doing what was best for me.

For some reason, I wanted her attention back as she gave the magic smiles which I knew she would never offer me. As she turned the bike in a sharp circle over our heads, I shifted forward, my hands sliding across her stomach, then down a few inches so that the tips of my fingers pushed beneath her waistband and brushed the top of her panties.

Roxy inhaled sharply at my touch, her whole body flexing in my arms as her concentration was shattered, tearing the bike apart so that little flames tumbled out of the sky all around us.

“You need to work on your focus, Roxy,” I teased, keeping my hands where they were while waiting to see what her next move would be. I was pretty sure I’d just found my new favourite game to play with her.

I expected her to tell me off, shove my hands from her flesh, anything at all really, aside from what she actually did, which was to continue as if I wasn’t just a few inches from fucking her with my hands and finding out how loudly she would scream when she came for me.

“Maybe I should try something bigger?” she suggested, the insinuation not lost on me, and I was more than a little tempted to roll my hips against the curve of her ass and let her feel just how big I really was. 

“If you think you can manage it,” I replied, my tone clearly pitched to let her know I didn’t think she could.

“I'm pretty sure I can handle more than you think,” she replied dismissively, that sharp tongue of hers always ready to strike at me. I just didn’t know why I was enjoying it so much.

Roxy conjured a much bigger ball of fire this time, shaping it into the beginnings of a huge bird while drawing far more energy through the bond that connected us than she had the last time.

I sucked in a breath at the sudden tug on my magic, fighting to hide my reaction to her power and she took that opportunity to step backward until she was fully pressed against me, her ass driving against my crotch, her spine pushing into my chest. My arms tightened around her on instinct, wanting to keep her right there and feel every inch of her skin against mine, even while some small part of me realised that she’d just turned my own game on me.

My hands stilled as she pushed back against me, her ass grinding into my crotch and making my arousal more than clear to her as she bit down on her bottom lip to hide any reaction she might be having to the feel of it. 

She focused on the ball of fire she had conjured once more, shifting it into a huge falcon, forcing me to help her with the shape as she yanked on my magic like I was a dog and she had hold of my leash. But before I could make any protest to that, she shifted her hips so that her ass ground against my cock, and she lit a fire in my body which had nothing at all to do with magic.

A deep growl resounded in my chest, and she acted as if she hadn’t even noticed it while making the falcon soar overhead. 


You’re going to regret starting something you can’t finish, Roxanya.

I gave in to the perfect feeling of her ass grinding against my dick and kept her right there, my hands shifting down further over the lace of her panties, the idea of taking this to its conclusion getting more tempting with every passing second as I wondered how wet she was getting for me, the ache to find out burning through my flesh.

Roxy conjured a second falcon and sent it up to fly with the first, frowning at the effort it took to maintain the two creations, my attempts to throw her off clearly working. They flew in circles, their movements mirroring each other, and she let out a little noise of excitement over her achievement, bouncing on the balls of her feet and clapping excitedly. Her ass rubbed up and down against my dick as she did so, and the desire to fuck her rose in me so powerfully that my vision darkened with it, my fingers pushing further into her pants before I was forced back to reality as I noticed the crowd of people who were watching us.

Fucking a girl in public on school grounds would not be a good look for me, even if she wasn’t a Vega, but as Roxy continued to grind her ass into my dick, I found it really fucking hard to think of anything else.

“Fuck,” I muttered, gripping her waist tighter as my concentration broke, my influence over her magic falling away, and the falcons shattered above us.

Roxy pressed back against me for the briefest of seconds, and I was lost to the idea of dragging her away from here and making good on the game I had started.

She turned her head to the left so that she could look up at me, and I found myself captured by the brightness of her green eyes, seeing my own lust reflected back to me in them as a question passed between us, and I got all kinds of lost in the idea of burying myself inside her and making her call out my name like I was her god.

“Darius?” she breathed, biting down on her bottom lip, the salacious look in her eyes promising that a night spent in her company wouldn’t be easily forgotten and making me want to do all kinds of things to her body.

My eyes dropped to her mouth, and I pulled her against me even more firmly, my cock driving into her and letting her feel how much I had to offer her. I was going to make her mine, worship and ruin her in the same act, and get off even more on the knowledge that I was bending my enemy to my will and playing out the desires of my flesh upon hers, enjoying every moment of her submission to me. 

“Mmm?” I leaned closer to her, the need to taste her mouth overriding any form of common sense that should have been reminding me that we had an audience, but I didn’t care. I wanted her, and I always got what I wanted.

Roxy hesitated just short of closing the distance between our mouths, reaching up to brush her fingertips across the stubble which lined my jaw, making my throat bob and cock ache at her touch. 

She leaned in a touch more, her mouth so fucking close to mine that I was losing my mind with the need to take this damn kiss from her, and a whole lot more besides. But instead of the kiss I was expecting, she struck me with the words I had used to sting her.

“Don’t flatter yourself.” 

I blinked in confusion, but she was already shoving out of my hold, striding away from me across the Fire Arena while I stumbled to regain my composure and figure out what the fuck had just happened. Did she shoot me down? 

She didn’t look back as she went, even as I stared after her, expecting her to change her mind or start laughing at the joke, but she just kept going, not seeming the least bit disappointed or bothered about walking away from me.


I could have sworn I felt her body reacting to mine just the way mine had to hers, but she was still leaving, swinging her hips as she walked, and drawing the eye of every motherfucker in this place like she could have her pick of them any time she wanted, and she was making it clear to all that that pick was in no way me.

I scrambled to regain my composure, my jaw working while I was forced to ignore the ache in my dick and hope that no one had noticed the raging hard-on I was sporting. But seeing as I was in the skin tight suit required for these classes and I could literally see the entire outline of it when I looked down, I knew that was unlikely. 

“I’ll come and get you and your sister from your room at six on Saturday before the party with my father and the other Councillors,” I called after her firmly, reminding her and everyone else here that she was still under my command. “Your dresses will arrive that morning.”

“Whatever you say,” she replied, still not looking back, and the insult implied in that move wasn’t lost on me. She knew well enough not to turn her back on her superiors, and yet the idea of stalking after her with my erection still straining through my fucking pants was less than appealing.

I snarled at the students who still lingered close to me, ignoring the group of girls who were all too obviously trying to catch my eye and not listening to any of the suggestions they made about me spending the evening with them as I stalked away.

I didn’t want some easy lay with a power-hungry Fae who would do anything and everything I wanted at the drop of a damn hat simply because of who I was. The girl I did want had walked right on out of here like that game we just played hadn’t so much as tempted her.

So I did what any self-respecting Fae would do in this situation; grabbed my Atlas from my bag and texted my friends with the simple plan of us all getting shit-faced together tonight so that I could blot out this feeling with alcohol and pretend it had never even happened.


PART TWO

ZODIAC ACADEMY 2: RUTHLESS FAE

ORION ALTERNATE POV

THE SWIMMING POOL
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My back was pressed to the wall, the weight of Lionel’s air magic holding me there as I tried to fight against it with all I had to get to Darius. My friend was on the floor while Lionel straddled him, landing a punch to his son’s face that split his lip and sent blood flying.

I tried to cry out to Darius, but Lionel had cast me within a silence bubble, and every noise I made was only bounced back to me off the walls of his magic. The Guardian Bond flared so hot it burned on my arm, and everywhere hurt because of Lionel’s vicious attack on Darius, but what hurt most was being unable to get to him, to protect him.

Lionel stood upright as Darius pushed onto his knees, catching his breath as blood dripped from his mouth onto the carpet.

“What do you have to say for yourself?” Lionel hissed.

“Sorry, Father,” he rasped, though I knew he wasn’t sorry, not for anything that Lionel felt the need to punish him for like this; he was angry. And one day, we would find a way to turn that anger into something that counted.

“Well, if you learned to behave appropriately for once, we wouldn't have to keep going through this cycle, would we?”

Lionel sneered at him, watching his son suffer on the floor for a few more moments before releasing the magic holding me in place, along with the silencing bubble surrounding me.

I shot forward with the speed of my Order, dropping down to Darius’s side and pressing a hand to his bleeding lip, sending a flood of healing magic into his body through the point of contact. Darius slumped onto his back, letting me work as Lionel stepped out of the room, ignoring us.

“Oh, for fuck's sake,” he snarled, twisting back around to look in the door as he gestured to the blood marking his sleeves. “Now I have to go and change as well!” he roared, then stormed away down the corridor, leaving us alone at last.

“I should have tried to intervene, to talk him down from this,” I breathed, hating myself even though I knew logically I couldn’t have protected him no matter what I’d said. Once Lionel Acrux’s mind was set on violence, he always delivered it. But it always filled me with guilt, the Guardian Bond demanding I make amends for my failings to him.

“It’s not your fault. Never say that.” Darius clasped my hand where it was now pressed to his neck, the flow of healing magic connecting us as I gave him as much as I could give.

I let my forehead fall to his and we both sighed as the bond got its wish of us, driving us together eternally, and something finally settled inside me as the last of his injuries healed.  

I wanted to stay there longer, curl myself around him and make sure nothing more happened to him tonight, but Darius pressed me away, finding the strength to put distance between us before I did.

“We’d better go back to the party,” he said, looking like that was the last place he wanted to be now. And the sentiment was shared. I hated these events, and what was worse was that the Vegas were now here in the Dragon’s lair, being watched and judged and assessed by the monster who owned this place. I didn’t like the way he looked at them, like they were a piece of a puzzle that didn’t fit into the one he’d made for himself. And knowing what he’d done to my sister made fear creep up my spine as I wondered how far he might go in making sure they never became a true problem for him.

We got to our feet, and I straightened out Darius’s shirt for him while he cocked his head at me with a smirk.

“Do I look pretty enough for you, baby?” he asked, and I shoved him playfully, earning a smile from him that seemed to please the Guardian Bond as it loosened its grip on me a little more.

We moved to exit the room, our shoulders rubbing as we stepped into the corridor, and I said a silent prayer to the stars that this night would hand us no more dark paths.

“Drink,” Darius said gently, but I shook my head, my magic reserves still pretty full. The last thing I wanted to do was pierce his skin after what his father had done to him.

“I'm fine, I’ve hardly cast tonight. You need to get back to the party. You'll only end up here again if you don't.”

Darius clapped me on the shoulder, “I'm sorry-” he started, but I cut over him.

“Don't. I'll stand with you every time he lays a finger on you. I can't always stop him, but I'll be there.”

“You shouldn't have to be,” Darius sighed heavily, and I thought of the moment Lionel had bound us this way, tethering our souls, sealing our fates forever. Darius was set for the throne, and I was set to get him there. And I fully intended on fulfilling that fate too, only not in the way Lionel expected, because Darius was getting stronger every day, and I was arming him with the weapons he’d need when it was time to face his father one on one.

“It is what it is,” I said, then lowered my tone. “And it won't be forever. You'll be able to wield the shadows yourself soon.”

Darius nodded, his eyes brightening with hope as he clung to the destiny we were forging together.

“Come on,” he said, but I shook my head, unable to bear returning to the crowd of rich assholes. I taught a fair amount of their kids at Zodiac, and they’d only want to probe me on how well they were doing, or demand I do my job better. That was if I was lucky, if I was unlucky, Catalina Acrux would find me and start flirting with me, and I’d be forced to offer polite conversation in response until I managed to escape her. Sometimes, I had fleeting memories of her when I was younger, talking and laughing with my father, playing games with me and Clara when we were young, but it seemed so impossible to me that that hollow woman could hold anything so warm in her, that I assumed I must have made it up.

“I'm going to get some air. You know I don't like crowds,” I said, the idea of slinking away somewhere and finding myself a bottle of bourbon to drown myself in until this night was over all too tempting an idea to resist.

“Me neither, lucky for you, no one forces you to stand in the middle of them,” Darius said, and I had to admit I pitied him for the bullshit show he had to put on tonight. At least Lionel’s anger was sated now, so I had no more worries that he would be dragged away to be punished again, unless he did something particularly brazen. But it wasn’t likely Lionel would risk drawing too much attention by stealing his son away from the party again.

I scowled, resting a hand on his shoulder. “One day this entire estate will be yours. Hopefully sooner rather than later, huh?”

Darius ran a hand over the back of his neck, stepping away from me, looking uncertain of that. “I'll remember that the next time Father beats the shit out of me.”

He strode off down the corridor before I could answer, glancing warily up the staircase his father had taken as he walked past it. Darius was stronger than anyone I knew, his soul built of iron, but it was his mind I worried about. Every time I saw his hope waver, it made me fear that he was falling deeper into a pit of darkness within him, and though I had complete belief in him that he would never become like his father, I knew he didn’t believe it himself. The further he fell into the grip of doubt inside him, the further he moved from beating Lionel, so I had to find a way to bolster his mood and instil that fight in him again. Not tonight though. Tonight had had its way with us, and I was exhausted by it already.

My horoscope had spoken of a twist in fate today, a gift built of beauty and starlight, a single chance at sweetest rapture. I had stupidly felt a thrill about that, but no such thing had presented itself to me, and if there had been a chance for it, then I had clearly missed it. Story of my star-damned life.

The sound of something hitting the floor made my head whip around, and my spine straightened at what it could mean.

“Who's there?” I snarled, panic scorching across my chest at the thought that someone had just witnessed Lionel beating his son. “Come out this second,” I commanded, using the most powerful Coercion I could wield as air magic tingled at my fingertips.

I was already making a mental plan; subdue them, fetch a memory potion from Lionel’s stores, and force it upon them until they knew nothing of his violence. It wasn’t him I was protecting, it was Darius, because he had told me time and again that he couldn’t bear anyone knowing the truth, it would break him.

The one person I didn’t expect to see suddenly appeared before me, lurching out from behind the stone Dragon statue set into a recess across the corridor. Darcy Vega’s eyes drove into me like a punch to my damn heart, and my eyes widened in surprise, which quickly shifted to rage. She was fucking eavesdropping on us?

“Hello, my shining star!” my mother’s voice rang out, and if I’d thought finding Blue here had been enough of a shit show, I was thoroughly proved wrong. The stars sure are having fun tonight. “What in Solaria are you doing down here with one of the Vega twins?”

I looked over at Stella as she strode towards us in her fitted black dress and high heels, using a burst of her Order speed to close the distance faster. But she didn’t move to my side, instead she halted in front of Darcy, her head tilting and her eyes roaming all over her.

“Hello, pretty girl. I'm Stella,” she announced, and fury bubbled under my flesh.

No fucking way was this happening.

“Darcy,” she said politely.

“Mmmmm,” Stella hummed. “All that power.” She bared her fangs, and my instincts burned like a comet crashing right down into the centre of my chest. “Just a little taste...”

She’s mine.

“Hey - wait!” Darcy raised her palms in preparation to fight her off, but I shot to her side, sliding an arm around her waist and yanking her against me, baring my fangs at my mother in a clear warning to back up.

“She's my Source, Stella,” I snarled, daring her with my eyes to even try and get close to her. I had absolutely no loyalty to her, and I wouldn’t hold back if she tried to challenge me for Darcy’s blood. I wasn’t going to give it up to anyone.

“Oh my, you have been busy since I last saw you baby boy,” she teased, and my upper lip curled in distaste at her talking to me like that.

She licked her lips as she eyed Darcy’s neck again while she took a step back, but I didn’t let her go. And she needn’t have worried, because I would go to hell and back to keep her as my Source.

“What a terrible crime it would be for a mother to share her own son's Source. How selfish of me to think I could ask such a thing of my own flesh and blood.” Stella toyed with her short bob of black hair, a pout pushing out her lips as she tried to manipulate me. But I was damn used to this game of hers, the way she tried to guilt me all the time, tried to make me feel something good toward her. But she’d blackened every decent feeling I’d had towards her a long time ago.

“Don't start,” I said wearily. “What are you doing down here anyway?”

“I could ask the same of you.” Her eyes flashed to Darcy again, and she swayed a little as she inched closer.

“You're drunk,” I sighed, my mother’s fondness for wine almost as keen as my fondness for bourbon. It was about the only thing we had in common, and I was pretty sure alcoholism wasn’t a great foundation for a happy family. “Go back to the party.”

“You don't mind if I stay a little longer, do you, cherub?” she asked Darcy, who wriggled out of my arms, and I wanted to snatch her back against me immediately.

“Actually, you two stay, I've got somewhere to be anyway,” Darcy said lightly, moving to walk away, but I wasn’t going to be letting her out of my sight now that it was clear Stella was on the hunt for a feed. I darted forward and caught her wrist, tugging her firmly back against my hip. Stay.

She looked up at me in alarm, and I heard her heartbeat elevate, but I was drowning in base instincts now, and there was nothing I could do but give in to them.

Stella licked her lips, weaving her head as she laughed. “Do it again. But let her go further this time. I love the hunt.”

“Go back to the party,” I said forcefully, my muscles coiling in preparation of an attack. If Stella tried to get her fangs into Blue, I would let my inner monster wreak havoc on her.

Stella started circling us, sighing dramatically as her gaze kept hooking on Darcy’s throat. “Oh, Lance, you're so disappointing. I miss having a child who enjoys my company. Clara-”

“Don't you utter her name,” I spat, fury igniting in my chest. How fucking dare she bring Clara up? “You lost that right a long time ago.”

Stella tutted, still circling us, plucking at Darcy’s dress and trying to take her hand, but I kept her away and bared my fangs at her.

“I miss your Daddy,” Stella lamented, going for the lowest blow she could as she pretended she’d cared for him at all. “He was such fun. Always up for chasing, hunting, playing. You're so boring ever since you became a teacher at that drab academy.” She leaned in to pat my face, and I had to let her or else let go of Blue, so I chose to keep a hold of my Source. I felt a lump rising in my throat over the mention of my father, my memories of him all good, unlike those I had of my mother.

Stella’s eyes dropped to Darcy again, a slight smile twisting her lips. “The apple never falls far from the tree though, cherub. Just like The Savage King's blood runs in your veins, so does a predator's in my baby boy's. If he wasn't bound by so many rules and consequences, he'd chase your pretty neck all around this house and drain you dry when he caught you.”

Anger tore through me, because she was painting my father out to be some monster, and that was the last thing he was. And for some reason, I despised the idea of Blue thinking that of him.

“Stop it,” Darcy snapped, trying to fight me off, but she had no idea of the danger she was in right now. “Let me go,” she demanded, but all I could do was growl in refusal, all of my instincts screaming at me to hold onto her. So I damn well would.

Stella nodded eagerly. “Yesss, let her go, let her run.” She snapped her teeth together, and Darcy stopped fighting to get away, instead clutching onto my shirt with one hand while extending her other in a warning to Stella, magic sparking at her fingertips.

Holy fuck, was she picking me?

“Go. Away. Or I'll make you,” Darcy hissed, and my heart beat powerfully at those words falling from her tongue, the idea of her choosing to be my Source over another Vampire giving me a high that made my head spin.

Stella gawped at her, stepping back and clutching her heart in shock. “Are you going to let The Savage King's daughter talk to me like that?” she demanded of me.

I glowered at her, wondering why she thought I’d come to her aid when I had spent several years making my dislike of her quite evident. “I don't control her; she can say what she damn well likes.”

“Gah! What a child I've raised. I'd swap you for Clara any day.”

Despite my hatred of her, those words still managed to strike my heart and cut it open. Maybe it was because I’d felt that very same way about myself ever since Clara had been killed, because if I could have traded myself in her place, I would have done so without hesitation. But to know my mother felt the same, still found a way to hurt me.

I stiffened, my arm beginning to tremble where it was locked around Darcy. “And I'd trade you for Dad in a heartbeat,” I told her coldly, the truth falling on her like an axe. But if she wanted to hurt me, then I was more than happy to hurt her back.

Stella’s eyes glimmered darkly with tears and thick, wet droplets splashed down her cheeks on cue. “How could you say such a thing? How can you hurt me like this, after all I've done for you?” Her tone had changed to a desperate begging, her dramatics out in full force as she tried to earn some pity from me.

I remained silent, letting her get all of her theatrics out of the way as her next words turned to a wail. “This is why your Daddy's gone, he couldn't bear the son he'd raised. You had such promise. But you had to go after your own heart, and you broke his in the process. That's why he killed himself.”

“He didn't kill himself. Stop acting like a child,” I said icily, so used to hearing these words from her. That I was her constant disappointment, her golden child turned into a useless lump of lead that held no meaning to her.

“He might as well have!” she shrieked, heading off down the corridor in a flood of tears, finally relieving us of her company.

I released a long breath, wondering what the hell Darcy must be thinking of my mother. Maybe she bought every word of Stella’s lies, and I really hated that possibility.

“I'm sorry you had to see that. She's...got some issues,” I said, though that was the understatement of the damn century.

“Is she alright?” she breathed, glancing up at me in concern, and I despised that she had been forced to worry for that woman. Though there was at least enough confusion in her voice to suggest she wasn’t entirely convinced of Stella’s bullshit.

“It's all an act. Don't buy into it. The second she sees you're affected, she'll sink her claws in and never let go.”

She glanced down at my hands where they were still holding firmly onto her, and though I knew that was my cue to release her, I didn’t.

“Speaking of not letting go.” She cocked a brow and I relented, though she didn’t immediately move away, and my heart rate picked up like a ticking bomb in my chest.

She glanced over her shoulder and pointed down the corridor. “Is this the way out?”

Trying to run from me already? She wasn’t going to escape that easily.

My lips skewed into a dark smile. “Aren't you forgetting something, Blue?”

“Err.” She shrugged innocently. “No?”

“Why were you hiding behind that statue?”

She folded her arms, an angry little pout forming on her lips, like I had no right to ask that question, even though she was the one who had been spying. “You never let me get away with anything. For all you know, I like wedging myself in dark corners.”

A surprised laugh burst from my throat and she grinned, clearly pleased with herself over throwing me off of my interrogation.

“Come on, I'll show you the way out, and you can give me the real story while we walk.”

I stepped to her side, placing a hand on her back to get her moving, and in a moment of madness, I slid my arm around her waist and left it there. Maybe it was something about being in this house with her, the danger that lay within these walls bringing out my need to protect my Source. But somehow, I knew it was more than that. Like we were stealing a moment outside of the academy where I was bound by rules and duties I couldn’t ignore. It didn’t make them any less binding just because we were away from the classroom now, but it definitely felt like it did. And with my ears sharpening on the corridors around us, I knew we were alone, undisturbed for once, so I simply couldn’t help but take advantage of it.

I thought of the braid of blue hair I currently had sitting in my jacket pocket, taking it everywhere still, like a psychopath. It wasn’t that I wanted to keep it – though it was definitely a nice memento of my attack on Seth Capella – I was just waiting for the right moment to present her with it. Though when I analysed that, it seemed somehow worse than carrying it around in my pocket. What are you going to do, Lance? Hand it to her in some grand gesture? Yeah, that’s a great way to look like a fucking stalker.

“So?” I prompted when she offered me nothing, wondering if she was going to try and brush me off with a lie. I knew precisely why she didn’t trust me, but I also wished she would confide in me, because as unlikely as it may have seemed to her, I wasn’t out for her blood. Well, at least not in any way other than my Order demanded.

“I heard Lionel and decided I didn't want to be found wandering his home like an enemy spy.”

“Good call,” I said. “And I suppose you figured out why we were all in that room?” My throat thickened as my eyes fell down her, the idea of using a memory potion on her not sitting right with me. I supposed it didn’t matter if she knew anyway. If a Vega made claims to the press that Lionel Acrux beat his son, then it would likely be dismissed as a smear campaign. And I, for one, wasn’t going to risk being caught slipping a memory potion into a Vega princess’s drink. That would look really fucking shady, regardless of any other resistance I might have felt against it.

She dropped her eyes, but I didn’t miss the flash of empathy in them before she did.

“Yes,” she breathed.

“So you know the way Lionel treats his son?”

She nodded, and I watched the way her brow creased like she was grappling with her feelings over the matter. “I know the way Darius treats us too.”

I fell quiet. The barriers between them were high now, possibly insurmountable. What the Heirs had done to them sparked a raging energy in me that still wouldn’t shift. Whenever I recalled the moment I’d found Blue on the ground with her hair cut off and a look in her eyes that told me she was on the verge of breaking, I wanted to hunt Seth Capella down and tear his throat out for it. But he wasn’t the only one who’d acted like some savage Fae that night, they all had. Darius had come close to drowning Tory, and even if he’d known he wouldn’t let it get that far, he’d sure as fuck let her think it would. Was that how they intended on ruling our kingdom? As monsters?

I shook off those dark thoughts, focusing on the one Heir I knew as deeply as I knew my own soul. Darius Acrux had made a mistake, yes, many mistakes if I really started counting them, but he was not his father. He certainly could act like him on occasion, but it was all in the name of protecting Xavier from Lionel’s ire. And I knew I would have done the same for Clara, so how could I blame him? No, I had to be the reminder he needed. No matter how many times he fucked up, I had to be standing there at his side and ensuring he didn’t slip deeper into that darkness which threatened to swallow him up.

It was what he did for me, whenever he found me with an empty bottle of bourbon and no hope left in my heart, he drew me back from the brink of oblivion. He was the one of the few reasons I had to keep battling on through the bullshit the stars had handed us, and I wasn’t going to let him down, because I had faith in him, and us, and what we were working to achieve. And without the hope that he could one day destroy his father and make him pay for all his sins against us, what else was there to even hold onto?

“Darius is just doing what he thinks is right,” I said at last, the truth all I could give her, despite how little good it would do.

“It doesn't excuse-”

“I know,” I said firmly, not wanting to argue with her over this, because at the end of the day, we stood on two different sides of this fight. And though I may have sympathised with her and her sister after what the Heirs had done, it wasn’t going to cloud my judgement on my position in this rivalry. I sighed, seeing the anger in her eyes and everything she wanted to unleash against Darius for what he’d done to Tory. It was valid, hell, it was Fae of her too. And a part of me liked seeing that furious creature peer from her eyes, but I shouldn’t have, because the more it awoke, the more likely it was that she would pose a true threat one day.

“Let's not talk about the Heirs,” I said. “They give me a headache most days of the week.”

Thankfully, she nodded, releasing a breath as she let go of the fury in her over this. At least for now.

Quiet descended on us, and I became acutely aware of my hand on her waist and the closeness of her. The heaviness that was always pressing down on my chest had lifted, and it was so long since I’d felt the relief of that weight that it was intoxicating. Or perhaps she was intoxicating, and I was getting a little too comfortable. As we turned a corner, I let her go, flexing my fingers where they’d laid against her waist, missing the contact immediately, which only confirmed I’d made the right decision.

I wasn’t sure where I was taking her exactly, only that we weren’t going back to the party, and I was selfishly stealing as much time with her as I could. Something about her presence was like breathing fresh air after living on toxic fumes for years, and every time I inhaled, I wanted more. I needed more.

“So...your mother seems interesting,” she said lightly, and I shot her a grim look which told her exactly what my feelings were regarding my mother.

“That's being polite. She's a black-hearted woman, and I advise you to stay away from her. Anything that comes out of her mouth tends to be a lie devised to manipulate.”

“What she said about your father-”

“Like I said, it's not true. My father died in a magical accident. I would know. I was there when it happened.” My heart flinched as the memory crossed my mind, watching him be consumed by dark magic, the realisation I would never see him again, and the everlasting ache of his loss imprinting itself on my soul.

“Oh,” she exhaled, and I saw the pain in her eyes, this girl truly feeling sorrow for a man she had never met. “That's awful, I'm so sorry.”

I drew in a long breath, burying the insufferable memories. “It's in the past. That's where I tend to leave it.”

We reached a long hall lined with floor length windows that overlooked the central courtyard, the rectangular pool at the heart of lit by blue lights, casting ripples of ethereal light across the palms that stood around it. I led the way outside and watched Blue in my periphery as she took it all in. Catalina had designed this part of the house with earth magic, or so she said whenever she was regurgitating her usual spiel to new guests. It seemed strange to me that someone who seemed so hollow could have created a place which had so much heart.

Darcy took in the potted trees and ivy climbing the walls, her eyes following the strings of golden fairy lights that highlighted it all. Several sun loungers lay in a row to the right of the pool, and to the left, was a pool-side bar with barbecue. I’d spent a lot of time here in the summer as a kid, my parents had sat at that bar chatting and drinking with the Acruxes while Darius, Xavier, Clara and I hung out in the pool. It seemed like another life, and I guessed it was, in a way. There wasn’t much left of me that had lived in that boy.

“This place is ridiculous,” Darcy half laughed at the extravagance, and it reminded me how little she had grown up with and how this kind of luxury would have been hers if she’d been able to grow up in the Fae realm.

I threw a smile at her as I headed to the bar, ducking behind it and enjoying the solitude of this place a little too much.

“What would madam like?” I asked in a tone which was worthy of Lionel’s ass-licking butler, Jenkins.

She laughed as she moved to take a stool in front of the bar and placed her clutch down, her eyes sparkling with the game.

“Hmm...a Manhattan?” she teased and I cocked my head as she smirked at me like she could tell I had absolutely zero bartending skills.

“I'm afraid we're fresh out of bullshit, how about a white wine spritzer with a tiny umbrella in it?” I offered, and her laughter set my pulse pounding.

I grabbed a wine glass and a bottle of Lionel’s most expensive Arucso wine that was in the fridge, pouring it out and adding some lemonade and placing a little cocktail umbrella on the side of it. I opened a bottle of bourbon that was worth more than my monthly salary and took pleasure in pouring myself a measure of it, then I held Darcy’s glass out for her to take.

She leaned across the bar, her hair sweeping forward over her shoulders and her eyes swimming in a pool of gold as they reflected the fairy lights. I suddenly found it much harder to draw in a breath as I studied her, and as she took hold of the glass, I was unable to let go.

She looked up at me from under her lashes with a question in her eyes, asking why I hadn’t released it.

“Have I told you how exceptionally beautiful you look tonight, Darcy?” The words poured out of me before I could stop them, because not speaking them was an impossibility. Everyone at this party would have noticed, everyone at the academy. I’d heard the comments made in the corridors about the Vegas, I knew how much attention they were drawing. I’d even put a student through a gruelling detention the other day because I’d heard him telling his friends he’d caught sight of Darcy’s panties when she’d been knocked over by an earthquake Caleb Altair had sent her way during earth Elemental class. I was acting both irrationally and irresponsibly when it came to her, and I had barely known her any time at all. I could keep putting it down to her being my Source, but the way she looked right now and the way that made me feel was telling me plain and clear it wasn’t that.

“That's the first I've heard of it, Professor,” she whispered, holding my gaze, and that title made me stall, made my thoughts jar and clash. I didn’t want to be Professor Orion tonight, I wanted her to see beneath all that bullshit I had to present at the academy, see the man I was behind it.

“Don't do that,” I grunted, releasing the wine glass, and she dropped back into her seat.

I felt her eyes on me as I walked around the bar with my bourbon in hand, taking the stool beside her, my arm pressing up against hers.

“Do what?” she asked, facing the pool and taking a sip of her spritzer, feigning innocence.

“You know what.”

“You're very presumptuous, Orion. You think I'm far more aware of your chaotic way of thinking than I really am.” She sipped her drink again and I took a swig of my own, the familiar burn of the bourbon rolling down through my chest.

The quiet stretched, and I felt that bracelet of blue hair in my jacket pocket, burning a hole there. I supposed this was as good a time as any to return it to her.

“I have something for you,” I said, and she turned, curiosity sparking in her gaze.

“You do?”

I nodded, reaching into my inside pocket and taking out the coil of blue hair. A choked noise escaped her and she reached for it with need, so I slid it onto her wrist and was relieved to see I’d made the right choice in giving it back. I kept hold of her hand, my eyes fixed on that band of hair as violence rose in me over what Seth had done to her.

“I want you to know, I believe you would have gotten this back yourself when you were ready. But I took a lot of pleasure in retrieving it for you, all the same,” I said, my throat a little tight.

“But Fae don't fight battles for other Fae,” she said in confusion, a demand for an explanation in those words, but I didn’t have one to give her that wasn’t compromising. It hadn’t felt unFae, because Seth Capella’s vicious attack on her had felt personal to me somehow. I could put it down to her being my Source, but I knew that would be a lie, and I was growing tired of those.

I tossed back the last of my drink and planted the glass on the bar, rising to my feet and remaining silent on the matter. The pool looked like the most inviting place in the world, second to staying right where I was beside Darcy Vega, so I started stripping and walking towards it. The stars gleamed above, and as I glanced at them, I swear I felt their interest turning our way. Thoughts of my horoscope passed through my mind, and I wondered if it wasn’t too late to claim the gift they’d promised me. I was surely owed one of those after being kicked by them so many times, right? The bourbon in my stomach certainly seemed to think so.

“Err, what are you doing?” Darcy said through a laugh as I continued to pull off my clothes.

“I hate parties, but I like swimming.” I started undoing the buttons of my shirt, and when I had it open, I let it fall from my arms onto the ground.

When I was down to my boxers, I walked to the edge of the pool, seeing the stars above reflected in its smooth surface, fate pulling me forward. I gave into its call, diving into the water and swimming deep towards the bottom. I raised a hand to my mouth, casting a bubble of air around my mouth and nose, the combination of my water and air Elements singing in my veins.

When I reached the bottom, I carved out an air pocket around myself, standing on the tiles and looking up towards the surface. Starlight seemed to dance and glitter between the rippling movements of the water and as it framed a silhouette leaning over the edge of the pool above, I made a decision that felt more innate than any other I’d made before.

I let the water rush back in around me and started swimming for the surface, breaking through it and catching hold of her arm. Her scream was lost as I tugged her into the water with a laugh bubbling in my throat as I guided her down to the deepest corner of the pool, my grip on her firm and unyielding.

I pressed her in front of me, carving out another air pocket to one side of the pool and pushing her into it, I hesitated to follow, hovering in the water as I watched her gain her feet, the blue pool lights painting her in that very colour that drove me to madness. She was barefoot and soaked through, her eyes wide and hunting the water around her, though she couldn’t seem to see me.

My heart was thrashing out a furious beat in my chest, and I knew I was lost to her now, that I was going to find out what happened when I gave myself to this fire which had ignited between us.

I wielded the water around me so it pressed me down onto the tiles at the base of the pool, walking through the sheet of water that parted us and entering the pocket of air with her.

She looked entranced by the magic, her dress clinging to her perfect curves and her wet lips parted, capturing all of my attention. She’d lost her heels on the way down into the pool, so I towered over her even more so than before.

“This is amazing,” she laughed, her voice echoing around the space.

“You're not mad I dragged you to the bottom of a pool then?” I teased.

“This makes up for it,” she said with a slanted smile, gesturing to the magic I’d cast.

Her gaze fell to my bare chest, and a lump built in my throat as her cheeks lined with colour and her eyes flicked back up to meet mine. There was want in those eyes, I was sure of it. And how simple it could have been to give in to that want if only I wasn’t her teacher, if I wasn’t under Lionel’s constant watch, if I wasn’t the broken man I was now and instead was the one I’d been before my life had fallen to ruin.

I glanced up at the surface, and my brow furrowed as I realised how temporary this was. A gift from the stars, yes, but one which wasn’t designed to last.

“Up there are a thousand reasons why we can't be together. I'm bound by so many rules that I could waste the rest of your evening telling you them.”

“Skip them then, sir.”

I looked down to find her smiling, her back now pressed to the wall of the pool and her eyes inviting me in. Her wet hair stuck to her bare shoulders and her throat, and I could feel her heart pounding so furiously that it reverberated around this shell of water and told me everything I needed to know about how she was feeling right now. I moved toward her, enraptured by this girl and the rays of light that seemed to emit from her very flesh.

“I think the time for sirs and professors is over, don't you?” I said, and she reached up as I closed in on her, brushing her fingers over the stubble on my jaw before pressing her thumb against the dimple to the right of my mouth. The simple touch was gasoline poured on flames and it burned so fucking good, I could hardly resist it a moment longer.

“Lance,” she breathed my name as our eyes met, and that was all it took, my undoing.

I devoured the space between us and stole the kiss I’d been hungering for ever since I’d set my eyes on her tempting mouth. A moan escaped her that had me hardening for her in an instant, and I slammed into her full force, hitching her legs up around my waist and pinning her against the wall as I sank my tongue between her lips. She tasted like a thousand suns colliding, and I basked in the heat of it all, the light blinding and all-consuming.

Her hands slid down my back and her nails scraped against my skin, making my muscles flex and my grip on her tighten, her body moulding to mine and the press of her nipples through her dress driving me into a frenzy. I kissed her with the savagery of a madman, and she kissed me back with equal ferocity, that powerful Fae that lived within her rising to meet me.

I tangled my fingers in her hair, pulling to force her to tip her head back, and a beautiful moan fell from her lips in response to the bite of pain. My cock liked that a lot, and I drove my tongue into her mouth once more, swallowing away that sound, and the energy shifted between us to something demandingly urgent. Some ethereal force sparked between us, and static set the hairs raising along my arms, magic seeming to ignite everywhere our flesh met. It was addicting, mesmerising, and my need for her sharpened to the point of insanity.

There was nothing but us and this wild, electric feeling driving us together like the hands of the stars were placed around us. I drove her harder against the wall, sliding my hand between us, finding the slit in her dress and dragging my fingers along her bare thigh.

She gasped in response and I gripped her thigh, squeezing as she tugged me closer and my cock ground against her panties, making a growl of pleasure build in my throat. Her fingers slipped up into my hair as she arched her back and parted her thighs a little wider in offering, and I shifted my hand to the top of her panties, brushing the silky-smooth skin there. I released the growl in my throat as my desire for her built to a wild need.

We were so close to breaking down every barrier between us, saying fuck it to everything and everyone that stood between this happening, but as soon as I remembered that, reasoning flooded in on me. I tried to block it out, but it kept coming in a frantic rush of reality I couldn’t escape from.

I was her professor. I could go to prison for this.

I pulled my hand away and placed it on her hip with a heavy breath, my mind taking back the reins and the weight of responsibility descending on me all at once.

Fuck.

Darcy pulled back almost the same moment I did, both of us breathless as we stared at one another, my skin still alight from her touch and my dick rock-solid between her thighs. We stared at each other with reality falling down on us, and slowly I saw her withdrawing from me, her eyes shutting me out, and I wanted to roar my fury to the sky at having to let her go.  

She unwound her legs from my waist, bracing her hands on my shoulders as she dropped down. I steadied her for a moment, lingering in her company, her touch, then the air between us changed as real life tore us apart.

Darkness fell over me and as sweet as she still tasted on my lips, I knew this was the first and last time I would ever touch her like that. That this was a one-time only thing, and I had to be strong enough to ensure it never happened again. There was too much against us. Too many reasons why we were a terrible fucking idea, and it wasn’t even remotely fair because I had gone too long in life with nothing good in it, so why had the stars placed this beautiful creature in front of me? Just to taunt me? To make me pine for a girl I could never have?

Yeah, that sounded about right.

I opened my mouth to explain, to offer out all the reasons why this couldn’t happen again, but she spoke before I could.

“Let's go.”

“We can stay a little longer...if you want.” What I really wanted to say was stay.

But fate was set. And trying to steal a few more minutes here with her would only make it harder to leave.

She shook her head, lifting her chin to gaze up at the surface of the pool. “No, I think we should go back to reality now.”

My chest tugged and suddenly I feared that I’d gone too far, that bringing her down her had been a mistake, and she was furious I’d done it.

“Are you angry with me for bringing you here?” I asked, and she looked down at me while the darkness within me burrowed deeper.

“No.”

Relief and sadness washed together inside me as I reached out to carve my fingers along her jaw. “You know how it has to be.”

She nodded, leaning away from my touch as bitterness danced in her eyes, leaving me raw inside. “I know.”

“Come on then, Blue.” I held out my hand and was glad when she took it, though her eyes didn’t brighten at my touch this time, they shut me out for good.

She placed her hand in mine, her jaw setting. “I think it might be best if you don't call me that anymore.” She tugged at a lock of wet hair, and I traced the movement with my eyes. “It's not blue, anyway.”

Something about that cut deeper than anything else, like she was telling me it would never be blue. Like she was promising me that thing which I liked about her was never coming back.

I stepped into the water with a weight hanging from my heart, tugging her after me and stealing her away from this moment forever. I swam for the surface with her, and as we breached it, she pulled her hand from my grip.

Gone. Lost. All of it.

What should have been a perfect moment was sullied by the inevitable loss of her.

I dived back down to fetch her heels, and when I got out of the pool, she stood with her arms wrapped around herself, shivering in the cool air.

“Here,” I said stiffly, moving closer and opening my palm, casting warm air around her.

I left her in it, turning to grab my clothes and dry myself off with air magic before tugging my clothes on, hating every single item I put on, because it belonged to a man who was a professor at Zodiac Academy, a slave of Lionel Acrux, someone who could never have Darcy Vega.

I waited for Darcy, keeping my back to her, my gaze on the pool while I slid my hands into my pants’ pockets. I’d had good memories in this place. Only good memories, in fact, but all of them were laced with bitterness. I guessed that included the new one I’d just made.

“My sister loved this place,” I murmured, remembering Clara’s laughter echoing off of these walls.

Darcy moved to my side but kept enough distance not to touch me. “Oh yeah?”

“We used to come here as kids. Back then, things were so simple. We didn’t see anything but the good in the world.”

“What happened to her?” she asked gently, and I felt her look up at me. For a second, I wished I could tell her the true answer to that, the darkest story I had to tell. But there were too many reasons why that was a bad idea.

“She got caught up with some bad people,” I said.

“The Acruxes?” she guessed, and I looked to her, finding her bright as always, picking up on the truth so damn easily.

“Don't go looking for trouble, Miss Vega,” I warned, then softened my voice as I went on. “Would you like to see her?”

“Clara?” she asked hopefully, and I nodded, giving her a ghost of a smile at the sound of my sister’s name coming from her mouth. I wonder what my sister would have thought of her. “Yes, I'd like that.”

I led Darcy inside, the heat of Lionel’s ever-hot house washing over us, and I kept a little distance between us as I walked ahead, fighting down the dangerous ideas in me to turn back and claim more from the girl I was so enamoured with.

I finally drew to a halt beneath the staircase Lionel had disappeared up earlier and walked up past the photographs on the wall until I reached one that had been taken for a newspaper article about the Councillors’ home life.

I hooked it off the wall and showed it to Blue, watching her expression closely as she took in the image. It was a group portrait of us all standing on the steps at the front of this house. The four Acruxes stood at the centre of it, and to their left were the other Councillors and Heirs standing in front of them, along with some of their friends and family.

To their right was my mother, Stella, and beside her was me and Clara, my sister always donning her best smile and shining within every photo taken of her. She was leaning against me with a serene smile on her face, and my stomach clenched as I remembered this day, the photo taken before the meal we’d had inside the Acrux manor that evening which had led to…well, everything.

“This was the night she...vanished,” I said tersely, remembering Clara in that crater being swallowed away by the shadows. All the blood…

“What happened to her? Didn't you leave the party together?” Darcy asked.

My lips pressed together tighter, the truth locked down within me, unable to ever be shared.

“Lance?” she whispered and I stood up straighter in response to that name as it set my heart hammering again, rage spiralling in me at the injustice of all this.

“If I can't call you Blue, you're not calling me that.” I snatched the picture and placed it back on the wall, making a firm promise to myself that things were done between us. No more calling her Blue, it was out of the question. It had just been a distinguishing feature between her and her sister before, but now it was something deeper, like an admission of this secret between us. And we had to stop.

“Go back to the party,” I sighed, my gaze firmly on the picture as I drowned in the horrors of that night.

“Talk to me, Lionel, you know you can tell me anything,” my mother’s voice carried to me from upstairs, and my head twitched in that direction.

“What is it?” Darcy asked, but I shook my head, needing her to get the hell away from here before we were found together.

“Go,” I growled, then shot up the stairs, my thoughts in turmoil as I raced up them, leaving Darcy alone and knowing that the next time I saw her, things would be back to normal. And by normal I meant that I'd be smothering the fiery pit of longing that raged inside me every time I was around her, and she'd be back to thinking I was the asshole teacher who treated her just like everyone else: a piece of shit.

I rounded onto the landing, focusing on what I'd heard and trying to force the girl with blue hair from my head. It's not blue anymore, idiot. Wake up and smell the goddamn roses. This was never meant to happen.


PART THREE

ZODIAC ACADEMY 3: THE RECKONING

ORION ALTERNATE POV

SEX ED CLASS
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I arrived at my Cardinal Magic class, my throat raw and my thirst for blood so high that it was making me dizzy. After training Darius in dark magic down at the cave last night, I was drained as fuck. I should have drunk from him last night when I had the chance, but instead I’d passed on the opportunity, thinking of Darcy’s blood instead. I’d been holding out for it, I knew that in my gut. I’d been up half the night dreaming of it too, my mind becoming more animal by the hour until this very second as I shoved the door open to the classroom and my gaze fell on her.

I shot forward with a burst of speed, hunger and lust colliding inside me as I dragged her out of her seat, my gaze locking on a vein in her neck, practically salivating for a taste of her as my fangs burned with need.

But before I could pierce her flesh, she slammed the heel of her palm into my chin to throw off my bite, and my heart leapt in exhilaration. A laugh erupted from me as I locked an arm around her waist, not letting her go as I went for an easier target and grabbed her wrist, dragging it to my mouth and sinking my fangs in deep.

Fuck, she tasted like ecstasy. The rush was almost too much as her blood washed along my tongue and the sweetness of it undid me. I pulled her flush against me, and a noise left me that was almost a groan. Darcy’s hand lay against my chest, barely applying any pressure as she gave in to this, and my heart drummed furiously beneath her palm while I could hear hers fluttering in time with it.

I wanted more, so much goddamn more, but as my cock began to harden in my pants, clarity snapped my thoughts together like an elastic band. I was in the middle of my star-damned classroom with a hundred students’ eyes ready to see me get a fucking boner over a Vega if I didn’t stop.

I yanked my fangs free, brushing my thumb over the pinprick wounds to heal them, and stole a glance at her flushed expression before shooting away to the head of the classroom, feeling altogether too hot.

I shed my jacket, tossing it over the back of my desk chair, giving myself a moment to recover from being that close to her, tasting her.

The buzz in my veins was still so high that I was floating in ecstasy, and I cleared my throat as I composed myself, a grin pulling at my mouth as I remembered what I was teaching today, and I turned to the board.

Nova had told me to schedule in this lesson early considering the upcoming Lunar Eclipse, and I couldn’t wait to taunt the entire class when they became too awkward to function over today’s subject.

YOU ARE ALL A BUNCH OF HORNY TEENAGERS.

“Yes!” Tyler bashed his palm on the table excitedly as I turned to look at the class with a smirk.

There were a lot of flushed faces already, and it was really kind of amusing how much more uncomfortable they were going to get.

My gaze flicked onto Blue as she sank a little lower in her seat while her sister gaped at the words on the board like she couldn’t understand the reasoning behind me writing that.

“Please tell me this isn't a sex ed class,” Darcy said under her breath, my Vampire senses picking it up. I tuned most Fae out, but my ears always seemed to stray to her.

“This is sexual education for Fae,” I announced, watching as she sank even lower in her seat, looking anywhere but at me.

I’d already set up for this class yesterday, so the peaches and bananas that were needed were laid out around the watermelon wearing Diego’s hat, alongside a pineapple that I often kept around in case Seth Capella’s nose needed breaking.

There was something so satisfying about smashing his face in with fruit whenever I had the opportunity lately.

I folded my arms, moving to stand in front of the fruit selection as I looked from one uncomfortable expression to the next. “With the coming Lunar Eclipse-”

“It's coming so hard!” Tyler Corbin cried out, and I shot a blast of water at him that sent him crashing to the floor, his seat flipping over with him and a groan leaving him as he twitched there in the mess.

I looked back to the class with a challenge glittering in my eyes.

“Anyone who makes a joke in this class will get wet. Just like Tyler got wet. So, is anyone else getting wet?” I baited them, looking directly to Darcy who had hidden her face behind one of her hands, and a dark satisfaction rolled through me at her coyness.

Tory blinked sleepily, looking exhausted and like she wanted to be anywhere else but here. So I’d be sure to make her suffer through this class, and maybe next time she wouldn’t turn up looking like she’d been out partying from dusk ‘til dawn.

I waited as everyone worked to stifle their giggles, not wanting to fall to the same fate as Tyler, who was only just scrambling his way back into his seat after my attack. But as everyone managed to contain themselves, I didn’t need to dole out anymore punishments just yet.

Darcy peeked out from behind her hand, and my gaze slid onto her as a grin curled up the corner of my lips.

Shy, Blue? Well, it’s only going to get worse.

“As I was saying,” I went on. “With the Lunar Eclipse coming on Monday, we will all be under the powerful influence of its sway, which tends to bring out the more carnal side of our Orders. Principal Nova has deemed it necessary that you are all prepared in case your libidos get out of control. And I'm sure none of you want any accidental pregnancies before the first term is even up.” I tapped the board and the class sat up straighter as the title sprang onto the screen.

Sexual Education for Fae.

“This is so not good for my hangover,” Tory groaned quietly, and I whipped around to face her.

“Hungover, Miss Vega?” I growled, my suspicions about her clearly spot on, and she sighed, realising her mistake in forgetting that I could hear every word she muttered in my classroom.

“Yes, sir. If you fancy sending any of your healing magic this way, that would be swell.”

I gave her one of my darkest smiles, allowing her to see the monster in me and the threat of what she was in for. “Oh, I won't be doing that. If you turn up to my class hungover, you can deal with the consequences.” I shot to her side at a fierce speed and bellowed, “CAN'T YOU?!” in her ear, making her wince in pain.

“Ah no shhhh.” She covered her ears and I stalked back to the board, hearing her erratic, hangover-fuelled heartbeat stumbling chaotically. I released a low laugh, enjoying this game for too much. Torturing my students really was one of my few joys in life.

I tapped the screen of my Atlas, bringing up the first slide of the class on the board.

Let’s find out exactly how ignorant everyone in this room is.

Pegasus Glitter

Pink Crystals

Moon Rock

Enchanted Birthstones

“My cousin said Pegasus glitter is the only way to kill Werewolf sperm,” Kylie Major piped up, and I gave her a hollow look. Something about the girl’s voice scraped at my eardrums, and I always had to tune her out a bit more firmly than the other students.

“Well, your cousin is a moron,” I deadpanned.

“It works for me,” Kylie insisted. “Me and Sethy have never had any issues.”

“Ew, where does she get the glitter from?” Sofia Cygnus whispered, gathering her hair over one shoulder and wrinkling her nose.

Stars, give me strength.

I pressed my fingers against my eyes, surprised at Capella’s recklessness in letting her believe that. The Heirs had been well versed in this shit even before their balls had dropped to ensure they didn’t cause any kind of scandal when they started sleeping around, so why he was being that careless was beyond me.

I dropped my hand as I looked to the girl in question, knowing it was my duty to drive the point home on this. “Miss Major, that is a myth. I assure you, the reason you're not pregnant is because Mr Capella is protecting himself from any accidents, but it isn't a hundred percent effective unless you protect yourself too. So listen attentively, unless you want to be carrying a litter of puppies the next time I see you.”

Tyler started laughing, turning to look at her with his eyes glinting. “Kylie's got a glitter muff!” he shouted across at her, and I smacked him over the head with a slap of air, though that shit was kind of funny.

I gestured to the board again, figuring it was best to get back on track and start teaching this spell. “What do these all have in common?” I pointed at Miss Harbreet in the front row, but she shook her head and buried her face in her Atlas. What a pointless interaction. So glad I’d wasted my time on it.

Miss Cygnus raised her hand, but I pointed at Diego who looked like he was tempted to slip away beneath the desk and disappear forever. I wouldn’t have stopped him either. In fact, I’d give him a good shove to send him on his way if that was what he wanted.

“Mr Polaris?” I asked, giving him an opportunity to redeem himself for the millionth time. Though the fact that his hat was still keeping the watermelon warm on my desk meant I had very little hope he would have anything to offer me now.

“Um, they don't work?” he said, and holy fucking shit, the kid had gotten it right.

“Correct,” I said brightly, half a percent less invested in despising him than I had been a second ago.

Last year, Max Rigel had convinced a kid in his House that shoving moon rocks up your ass was what everyone did for contraception. He’d put four up there to be extra safe and had ended up in Uranus Infirmary with his ass cheeks held wide by a clamp and a healer’s hand firmly up there getting them out. I knew that colourful little shit nugget of a detail because Max had snuck in there with Seth, and they’d taken photographs of the whole thing and splashed them all over FaeBook.

Darius had told me it was in retaliation after the kid had stolen Max’s Atlas and sent the press screenshots of his private messages – including ones with the daughter of a very famous actress. It had been all over the newspapers for a week, and though there hadn’t been anything incriminating amongst his messages, he was hardly going to let that go lightly.

“In fact, there's only one spell you need for contraception.” I grabbed some peaches and bananas, passing them out to everyone, and I tossed a peach to Blue with a smirk.

She fumbled the catch, but managed to hold onto it and place it down on her desk with a blush lining her cheeks.

“You need to perform it every thirty days to keep the spell working. Boys must face the direction of Mars and girls the direction of Venus, which you can calculate on your Atlases. It is only one hundred percent effective if both parties – or more - are protected by the spell. I highly suggest you don't rely on your partner to maintain contraception as the spell will also protect you from STIs like Faemidia, Centyphilis, Grifforrhea and Manticrabs.”

A few whispers sounded around the classroom, and I wasn’t quick enough to focus in on the one that got giggles in response to it, the noise all tumbling together, so I was forced to forgo punishing anyone. When I was done handing out the fruit, I picked a banana off of my desk, and everyone fell quiet as they watched me curiously.

“What's the pineapple for?” Darcy muttered to Tory, and I grinned as I overheard her, our gazes locking. “That, Miss Vega, is to go with my lunch.” Or to smash in Seth Capella’s face when he pisses me off in my next class.

“Oh,” she laughed, and that sound made me burn inside.

Ah fuck, I was doing it again. Staring, my gaze always lingering on her far too long. I had to get a grip on myself, but as my gaze slid over her waterfall of dark hair, my ongoing question gnawed at me and kept me enraptured. Was she going to dye the ends blue again? Was she going to turn up to class one day marked for me?

When I’d sent her that message last night, I knew I was playing a fool’s game. ‘Blue means you like me.’

Fucking idiot. What if she kept it dark, never let a lick of colour near it again? What if she wanted to put blue in it and now I’d given her a damn good reason not to?

What was I even asking for anyway? Even if she gave me that admission, told me she liked me with that statement worn in her hair, then what? I couldn’t have her. Having her would have been equal to hitting the self-destruct button on my life, but by the stars, was it tempting.

A knock came at the door, jarring me out of my thoughts, which was probably a good thing seeing as they’d been heading towards a forbidden destination.

I placed the banana down and headed over to answer it, opening the door and blinking in surprise as I found Francesca there in her FIB uniform.

“Hi, Lance, sorry to disturb you. I need to see those memories of yours from the Nymph attack – it really can't wait any longer. Can I borrow you for ten minutes? Professor Washer agreed to cover for you.”

Washer stepped up behind her as Francesca moved into my personal space, resting a hand on my arm.

“Is that your girlfriend, sir?” Tyler Corbin hollered. “I hope she knows her way around your banana.”

I knocked him out of his chair with a gust of wind, not even glancing his way as my teeth ground together. I was going to put that asshole through a wall one of these days.

Francesca's gaze slid across the fruit on everyone's desks then to the title on the board, clearly realising what class I was teaching. I remembered sitting in this very room beside her when Washer had taught us this class, and we’d all been suitably horrified by his teaching methods.

“Oh, sorry guys, I'll bring him back to you as soon as I can.” She beamed, taking my hand and tugging me out of the room.

“I'll only be ten minutes, Brian, it's not necessary for you to oversee my class,” I growled at him, not wanting to inflict him on the class. In particular, Blue, because fuck if I wanted him waving his dildo collection in her face.

“Nonsense, it's my pleasure,” Washer said, shaking the big bag in his hand which hinted to the dildos in question. “Franny told me she'd be stopping by this morning, so I came prepared to cover for you. I used to teach Sex Ed long before you worked here, remember? I taught you all the ins and outs of the physical act, so I'm sure you have a lot to thank me for.”

Yes, unresolved teenage trauma mostly.

Washer swept into my classroom and shut the door firmly behind him before I could reply and I snarled as my fangs extended. I reached for the door, preparing to storm back in there and force him to leave, but Francesca still had hold of my hand and she tugged firmly to get my attention.

“Ten minutes,” she promised. “How much harm can he really do in ten minutes?”

I arched an eyebrow at her, giving her an expression that told her exactly how much damage I thought he could do in that time.

She laughed, pulling me away from the door, and my palm began to itch where it lay against hers. “Come on, leave it.”

I gave in, subtly sliding my hand out of hers as she led me down the corridor, focusing on what I’d been working on ever since I found out I was going to have a Cyclops Interrogation. Memories could be carefully reconstructed given time, parts of them left out, such as errant thoughts and feelings which shouldn’t have been present in me at all. The kind that told of my infatuation with Darcy Vega. And of all the people to do this, perhaps Francesca was the worst, considering how well she knew me. She might sense that desire in me even as I worked to shield it, but I was fairly good at this, and I’d had some time to prepare.

“You’re doing it again,” she sang as we made it downstairs, and she led me towards a room across the atrium which the FIB were using for some of their interrogations.

“What?” I grunted and she turned to look at me, cocking her head to one side.

“Being all quiet on me. What’s on your mind?”

“How those Nymphs got onto campus,” I said, which was true enough. “Someone must have helped them.”

“Yes,” she agreed in a whisper. “We believe that too.” She shifted closer as we walked into one of the smaller offices with a table and chairs waiting for us. She shut the door and cast a silencing bubble around us while I moved to take a seat, wanting to put a little distance between us. But as I sat down, she moved to sit on the table in front of me, reaching out to brush her thumb across my temple.

“What are they saying? Have they found any clues as to who helped them that night?” I asked, leaning back in my seat and breaking the contact between us.

“We have a few lines of inquiry to follow, but so far, we haven’t found any hard evidence to go on.”

“Who are the suspects?” I pressed, but I could see she wasn’t going to tell me even before she shook her head. I didn’t want to put her job on the line, but the Nymphs were on the rise, and something had to be done. I couldn’t just sit back and let another attack happen. “If you give me a name or two, I can always keep my ears turned their way. Vampire hearing, remember?”

“I can’t, Lance,” she sighed. “But look, there’s something else I’m interested in. The Vegas.”

My heart jolted, but I kept my features neutral as I waited for her to go on.

“I’ve seen a lot of memories of what they did in the fight. And you were with one of them – Tory, I think?”

“Darcy,” I growled a little more firmly than intended. “I was with Darcy Vega for some of the altercation, yes.”

“So you must have been right beside her when she cast that fire,” she said keenly. “Imagine if we could harness a weapon like that against the Nymphs…”

“The Vegas aren’t weapons,” I said. “And the less involvement they have with Nymphs, the better. If their power was ever taken-”

“Yes, but perhaps their fire is something that can be wielded separate to them. If we could contain it in a vessel, arm ourselves with it-”

“No,” I hissed, and her lips parted at the ferocity with which I spoke that single word. I wasn’t entirely sure where my anger over that suggestion had come from, but it was pulsing through me now and I wasn’t letting it go.

“What do you mean ‘no’?” she said, laughing as she tried to lift my mood, but I wasn’t having it.

“It is the opposite to yes. They’re freshmen, not to mention princesses. We don’t need their power to handle this situation.”

“With all due respect, Lance, that isn’t up to you,” she argued, and I stood from my seat, glaring down at her.

“It is. Because I’m one of your secret weapons against the Nymphs, alongside Darius Acrux. We don’t need help from the Vegas. We are managing the problem just fine. And I will not see untrained Fae used in this war.”

“This is political, I assume?” she rolled her eyes at me. “Your bias against the Vegas means you can’t accept how useful they could be to us in this fight. I’m not suggesting they go out on the firing line, in fact, I would refuse any such thing, but if we can get a hold of that fire from them-”

“No,” I snapped again. The two of us rarely argued, and I didn’t want this to descend into an all-out fight, but I wasn’t going to be persuaded on this.

“Why not? You’re Tory’s Liaison, aren’t you? You could just see if you can harness it-”

“Darcy’s,” I spat, my spine prickling with heat.

“Whatever,” she said in exasperation. “All you’d have to do is tell her you want to study her fire to figure out her Order and ask her to cast some into various vessels to see what can hold it.”

“So, trick her?” I scoffed.

“Why are you getting so upset?” Her tone softened. “You hate the Vegas, and it’s not exactly any shadier than you going out hunting Nymphs with the fire Heir.”

“I don’t hate them, I’m just anti-royal,” I said, unsure why I was determined on making that clear.

“Same difference,” she said with a smile as she tried to goad some softness out of me, but I couldn’t relent to it for some reason.

“I don’t want this to go any further, Francesca,” I said, looking her directly in the eye. “Promise me it won’t.”

She chewed the inside of her cheek like she wanted to insist, but as I stepped closer to her and her gaze dipped to my mouth and back up to my eyes, she nodded, submitting to me.

“Alright,” she said breathily and she lifted a hand, her fingers knotting in my shirt as she drew me in.

I could see the lust in her gaze and her hunger for a kiss that I didn’t want to give. My mouth still felt branded since I’d kissed Darcy in that pool, like it had left a burning mark on me that I couldn’t dig out.

Francesca closed her eyes, leaning up as she tugged insistently on my shirt.

“We shouldn’t do this here,” I muttered, standing upright and she opened her eyes, looking to me in confusion. But I didn’t know what was confusing about it. We always went back to being friends outside of the bedroom, it had never been more than that.

“Yeah, sure,” she said, clearing her throat, and I stepped back, trying not to think into my actions too much. Had I just done that out of loyalty to a girl who was absolutely not mine in any way?

“We should get on with the interrogation,” I said. “Washer probably has a student trying on one of his strap-ons right about now.”

Francesca laughed and I smiled, glad the tension was finally broken between us, and I took my seat again, letting her reach out to press her fingers to my temples.

“Just relax.” Her two eyes slid smoothly together into one large orb of an eye in the centre of her face, and I felt her gifts butt against my mental shields. I let her through them, and darkness swept over me as she took control of my mind, digging into my thoughts and picking through them. I managed to remain conscious through the intrusion, keeping all taboo thoughts of Darcy Vega locked tightly down while she watched the events of the Nymph battle play out in my mind.

When she finally released me, sickness washed through my gut, and Francesca passed me a bottle of water as I blinked away the darkness around my vision. I’d never gotten entirely used to the vile feeling of Cyclops Interrogation, but at least it didn’t make me throw up anymore. I nodded in thanks before drinking half the bottle in one go, watching her expression as she thought over what she’d seen.

“Well?” I said at last as I placed the bottle down on the table and she picked up her Atlas to write down some notes.

“That Vega girl saved your life,” she said at last, looking at me with a deep frown. “Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

I shrugged. Fucking shrugged. Like it wasn’t even worth mentioning, even though it was a pivotal moment to me, because I owed Darcy everything for it.

Francesca studied me for a second, then laughed, shaking her head. “By the stars, you can’t bear it, can you? That a Vega saved your ass.” She kicked me lightly in the shin, and I latched onto my get out of jail free card as I nodded.

“Yeah, it fucking kills me. Don’t tell anyone,” I demanded with a fake smile.

“Damn, looking that girl in the eye every day has gotta be eating you alive,” she said, pushing to her feet and leaving her Atlas on the desk.

“It really is,” I said and that was the star’s honest truth at least.

The door opened as I got to my feet and an FIB agent walked in, leading a pale-faced student along by the arm called Cassy Holliday. “Calm down, you’re not in trouble,” he was saying to her.

“I just want you to know, if you see any memories of me, um, doing something to a pillow that’s been enchanted to look like, um, Caleb Altair, then, um-”

“Good luck with that,” I said with a smirk, then shot a two-fingered wave to Francesca in goodbye before shooting way with my Vampire speed, taking their arrival as my ticket to freedom.

My Atlas started ringing in my pocket and I took it out, coming to a halt on the stairs and flicking up a silencing bubble as I answered the call from Gabriel.

“Hey, Lance!” Leon’s bright voice carried down the line instead of Noxy’s.

“Give me back my Atlas,” Gabriel’s voice sounded in the background.

“I will as soon as I’ve asked him my question – ah, stop casting vines at me, that tickles,” Leon laughed.

“What is it, Leon? I’ve got a class to teach.” I kept walking in the direction of my classroom.

“As you know, I run a merchandise store online for all kinds of stuff, like Lion Shifter plushies that look like me, and little pins with my name on them, and-”

“I didn’t know this, but go on,” I said dryly.

“Sure you did. I sent you that gift basket full of prototypes, remember? It came with a note that said I’d love to have a line of merch dedicated to you, but I just couldn’t do it on account of you being a washed-up Pitball player who no one cares about anymore and all.”

“It’s coming back to me now,” I growled, vaguely recalling the range of Lion toys I’d dumped in the trash while I’d been hammered on bourbon.

“The dolls would just be grumpy little Vampires that said something like ‘I wish I was Leon Night’ whenever you pulled a cord on its back,” he laughed. “Who’d want that? Anyway, I’m starting up a new line, and Gabe thinks it’s a bad idea because he’s seen that it’ll get into the news and send this rumour spiralling like crazy – even more so than it already is.”

“What rumour? What are you on about?” I frowned.

“Caleb Altair, of course. I want to start a merch line called ‘Horny for the Horn’ - isn’t it great? I’ve already got miniature statues of Caleb fucking a tiny blow-up Pegasus, and when you press a button on the side, his hips start thrusting.”

“That’s fucking weird, man,” I muttered.

“Nahhh, it isn’t. I’ve already got two thousand pre-orders for it from my mailing list,” he said brightly. “So, you think it’s a good idea? I figured as you’re his professor, you’re on a front row seat to my market for this, so you’d know if it’d be a hit. And if you say yes and let my merch glide through your corridors without banning it, I’ll send you a Horny for the Horn t-shirt for free!”

“Well-” I was about to say no when I thought of how the Vegas had set Caleb up, and a slight grin lifted my lips. Alright, that shit had been hilarious, and I still laughed every time I saw that video circling on FaeBook, but was I going to actively give a crazy Lion Shifter my approval on a whole merchandise store based around this humiliating rumour?

Yes, it seemed I was.

“Send me it in a large,” I said, and Leon whooped as Gabriel started laughing in the background.

“Will do,” Leon agreed, cracking up too before hanging up, and I shot towards my classroom, flattening my smile away before reaching for the door handle.

“Now, I'll teach you how to do that contraceptive spell for all your naughty escapades on the Eclipse,” Washer’s voice carried to me as I slipped my Atlas into my pocket and shoved the door open.

Washer stood there with a banana held to his crotch, rubbing it up and down while the whole class stared on in abject horror.

What in the fuck did he think he was doing?

I strode towards him, spitting a snarl. “Take your sex toys and get out of my classroom.” I pointed at the various dildos and toys laid out on students' desks, and Washer rolled his eyes as he moved to gather them up.

“Oh, you need to loosen up, Lance. Your students would benefit from my years of experience. I can just finish up here for you.”

“Out,” I growled, my gaze finding Blue, who looked both relieved by my return and thoroughly disturbed by Washer’s teachings.

My heart thumped with the urge for a fight as Washer gathered his toys away, and I wondered if it would be worth giving him a beating before he left. Though the last time I’d gotten into a Fae on Fae fight with him, he’d rubbed himself against me every chance he got and had seemed to thoroughly enjoy me blasting him with my power.

Washer finally left with a huff of disappointment, and exhales rippled through the room as everyone was relieved of his company.

I slammed the door behind him with a blast of air, facing the class with a deep scowl.

“I got back as quickly as I could,” I sighed. “Let's move on to that spell.” I scooped up the banana Washer had left on the desk, holding it in front of me, nowhere near my damn dick. “Don't let your magic take any form. Especially if you have fire,” I warned, and some nervous laughter sounded around the room, but it was no joke. When I was at Zodiac, a kid had burned his whole cock off trying to do a contraception spell before he’d grasped it properly. His. Whole. Fucking. Cock. Billy No-Cock, they called him after that. And he wasn’t even called Billy, though fuck if I remembered Billy No-Cock’s real name now, it was like it had been burned out of existence with his cock.

“Face Mars if you're a guy which is that way… and Venus is that way for the girls.” I pointed, knowing the directions by heart in this room, though the students could use their Atlases if they needed to check it. “Cast your magic into a shield like this.” I let the magic slip from my palm and a glow ignited beneath my palm as I ran it along the banana. Easy. Except, I knew right now it would not go so easily for this lot. It never did. “And you're done.” I placed the banana back on my desk and folded my arms. “Now you try.”

And so the chaos commences.

I immediately watched Darcy as she picked up the peach with a frown, looking to Tory for backup, but her forehead was pressed to the table, clearly still subdued by her hangover.

“Ohhh it's so cold and nice,” Tory sighed.

“You need to cast a shield on your peach,” Darcy encouraged, nudging her, but it was far too late for Miss Vega already. I couldn’t punish her immediately though because Tyler suddenly cast his banana in tight vines, squeezing it in a vice until the fruit looked like it was about to pop. Tyler’s face paled, and I shot in front of him, shaking my head.

“That’s the kind of magic that will ensure you end up in the infirmary,” I said.

“Help me,” he rasped in desperation.

“Don’t shape the magic. You don’t want your Element to be involved, that’s where accidents happen.” I was tempted to tell him about Billy No-Cock, but the way he was staring at that banana in terror made me take pity on him.

“Like this,” I said, taking the fruit and showing him again. His eyes brightened and he took it back, attempting it again, only to wrap it in even more vines and make some of the banana squeeze out through cracks in the skin.

“Sir, please don’t let this happen to my cock,” Tyler begged.

“Just keep practising,” I insisted. “No one is to cast this spell on themselves until you can do it on fruit,” I added loudly to the class, and everyone nodded quickly.

Darcy started laughing, and I fought the urge to look over at her, that sound setting heat blazing through my veins as always.

“Sir?” she called and I looked over, raising a brow. “Can Tory have another peach?”

I spotted the pit in Tory’s outstretched palm and was glad of the chance to make her pay for turning up to my class hungover. I headed to my desk, picking up another peach and shooting over to Tory's desk at high speed.

“HERE YOU GO, MISS VEGA!” I boomed and she covered her whole head with her arms as she tried to shut me out.

“Whhhy?” she moaned.

Darcy broke a laugh at my game and I threw her a wink, unable to resist it as she lit up for me. And now I had her full attention, I was going to keep it and see how much I could make her blush.

“Let's see it then,” I said, and Blue’s smile vanished just like that.

I chewed the inside of my cheek, my eyes firmly on her while she shifted in her seat, looking ready to refuse. But I wasn’t going to back down on this. She was going to cast the contraceptive spell in front of me, and we’d see if she could hold her nerve.

She sighed, dropping her eyes to her peach and looking like she was debating the meaning of life.

Come on then, Blue, stop procrastinating.

She took a breath, held her hand over the peach and shut her eyes.

“You're not facing Venus,” I pointed out and she opened her eyes again, biting her lip as she glanced up at me. I liked seeing her down there beneath me, it gave me a power trip that went to my head, especially when she looked at me like that.

“Right...yeah.” She brought her star chart up on her Atlas and swivelled in her chair, placing her peach at the edge of the desk and holding her hand over it once more. I watched patiently, wondering if she would pick this up easily enough or if she was about to send that fruit into the afterlife.

She flexed her fingers and the peach pinged off of her desk as air exploded from her palm and it smacked right into the centre of the board, bursting into a cascade of orange pulp.

“Whoops,” she breathed while Tory cracked up beside her.

“Oh my God, Darcy, do not try that on yourself,” she laughed.

“Again,” I commanded, speeding back to my desk before returning to her and placing another peach down. “Concentrate.”

She swallowed as she looked at me, and I watched the rise and fall of her throat while my fangs tingled in my mouth.

“Could you just look away or something?” She ushered me back and my brows lifted in surprise. Am I bothering you, Blue?

“No, I'm happy right here.” I smiled cruelly and she clenched her jaw, clearly frustrated with me. I loved affecting her like this, knowing I was getting under her skin, perhaps even as much as she got under mine.

“Fine,” she said, pushing her shoulders back as determination filled her expression.

That’s it, Blue, bite back. Show me what you can do. Prove your point to me.

She focused once more, her eyes fixed on the peach while my gaze remained firmly on her face.

A light shimmered in her hand and floated down around the peach, and for a second, I thought she’d grasped it already. Then fire exploded from her palm and disintegrated the entire thing.

I barked a laugh, racing off to get her another peach, while tossing out more fruit to other students who'd destroyed theirs. When I got back to her, Diego sent his banana shooting out of the skin and flying over my head, but I ignored him, my focus rooted on Blue.

I folded my arms, gesturing for her to try again, and she narrowed her eyes at me. I felt her scrutiny, her seeking out the reason why I was so interested in her progress instead of anyone else’s, and as I started to wonder on that too, I realised I was going to start drawing attention from the other students if I didn’t help them with this spell as well.

I left her to practise, heading off to offer out advice to Elijah Indus, whose banana was dripping from his hair. The class didn’t start making any real progress until towards the end of the lesson, but there was finally a turning point where everyone managed the spell at least once.

The classroom was a complete mess when the bell rang and everyone started filing out of the door. My gaze hooked on Darcy as she headed for the exit with Tory, and knowing I probably wouldn’t see her again until tomorrow left me hollow inside. I hesitated for half a second longer before making a reckless decision and shooting toward her, capturing her wrist before she made it out the door.

“Miss Vega. Stay and help me clean up.”

Our eyes met, a secret there between us that spoke of that kiss in the swimming pool, of all the lines we’d crossed and still wanted to again and again. She nodded and I released her as she turned to her friends to say goodbye, while I backed up and fought down the knot in my stomach that told me this was a dangerous idea, the thrill of it wining out instead as I secured a moment alone with her.

The door swung shut, and silence descended as we were left in the classroom with each other.

Darcy slipped her peach into her pocket before moving to pick up the trash can and started cleaning chunks of fruit off of the board.

I observed every movement she made and listened to the frantic beating of her heart that carried to me through the silence, the truth of that sound all too telling of how I was making her feel.

Then why won’t you look at me? Why are you pretending I really wanted you to stay and clean up when you know I could do it in a fraction of a second?

“You didn't reply to my message,” I said.

“Is that your new catchphrase?” she asked airily, placing the can down but not turning to me.

I shot up behind her in a flash, laying one hand on her throat and one on her stomach as I tugged her back against my chest. This thing between us was getting out of hand, I knew that. And maybe it was just me who felt helpless to it, but as my fangs grazed her ear and her whole body shivered with pleasure, I had the feeling I was wrong about that.

“You're supposed to fight back,” I growled, wondering if she might.

“I will if you try to bite me, but that's not what you want.”

My heart all but stopped at those words, the way she called me the fuck out and laid me to ruin. I guess I wasn’t exactly hiding my intentions with her now, always flirting, always stepping a little further over the line drawn between us.

She turned in my arms, gazing up at me under her lashes and leaving me awed by her beauty and how good she felt against me.

“Is it?” she pressed.

I swallowed as a lump built in my throat, her green eyes so bright they seemed to glow.

“The Lunar Eclipse is approaching. All Fae act crazy when that happens. I can't be blamed.” A smile danced around the corners of my mouth, and her gaze fell to my lips. I ached to give her another kiss. To forget everything I’d said before about the rules, and consequences be fucking damned.

“That sounds like a very convenient excuse to break the rules,” she accused, her eyes flipping to the door and back. I hoped she wasn’t thinking about leaving. “And what would your girlfriend think?” She gave me a stern expression, a flicker of hurt dancing in her eyes that was very damn interesting to me.

“What girlfriend?” I asked, enraptured by the redness rising in her cheeks and the angry little creases forming on her brow.

“Francesca,” she said, trying to step away from me, but I held on tight.

I grinned wickedly, getting off on seeing her so pent up. “You're jealous.”

I scooped her up in a flash of Vampire speed, and she gasped as I flipped us around and planted her on the edge of my desk, right where I’d wanted her a thousand times. I stepped between her knees, her thighs parting for me as her breaths came quicker, and I got all kinds of sinful ideas that would have me arrested if I ever acted on them. Even this position we were in now could have me in serious trouble if we were seen, but the danger of it and the unending temptation of her was the best thing I’d experienced in such a long time, I simply couldn’t resist.

“She's not my girlfriend.” I grazed my thumb across the silken smooth skin of her inner thigh, sparks of energy igniting in my veins and making me harden for her.  

“She's not?” she asked and I shook my head, my gaze falling down to where her skirt rode up over the deep bronze skin of her thighs, to where my fingers lay against her flesh.

I wanted more, so much more. I wanted to press her down on this desk, work her panties down her legs and spread her wide for me. I’d drag my mouth over all that perfect skin and find out how wet I made her while she moaned my name. My real damn name, not professor, or sir, or even Orion. I wanted her tongue wrapped around the name Lance while I tasted her climax and felt her submit to me at long last.

I blinked out of that perfectly sordid fantasy, remembering where I was and how risky these thoughts were. Because thoughts could lead to actions if she wanted this too, if she was willing to roll the dice with me.

I glanced at the door with a taut frown, all the reasons why we should stop this right here filing my head again.

“You should go,” I said, when what I really wanted to say was, ‘Stay here with me, Blue. Stay until we discover why we keep finding ourselves drawn together like this.’

She nodded, though a flicker of disappointment crossed her features as she leaned forward to get up, but I didn't move, meaning she was only closer to me than she was before, the sweet scent of her carrying to me and making my throat raw with hunger.

My hand was still between her thighs, and I knew if she gave me a word of encouragement, I’d cast caution to the wind and unleash this want in me for her. I’d claim this girl who haunted my dreams as often as she did my waking reality. I’d figure all the rest of it out later, because I had never wanted something so intensely in my life, and I was tired of living my life like a zombie with its heart torn from its chest. I wanted to feel something again, even if it was selfish and could cost me everything.

She pressed firmly against my chest, and I almost groaned at how well she moulded against me, finding myself unable to move as she pushed me back.

“This is a bad idea,” she warned, her voice husky and her eyes locked with mine.

Yes, and it’s also the best one I’ve ever had.

Her hand ran down my chest, taking her time as my muscles coiled and flexed beneath her fingers, and my throat tightened as lightning scored a passage through every part of me she touched.

“I'm going to go now,” she said weakly, barely meaning the words at all.

“Are you?” I asked, my free hand sliding around her waist and my fingers curling, reeling her in as I stepped further between her legs. I was so hard for her, if I got any closer, she’d feel how much she was affecting me, how fucking badly I was aching for her.

“I am,” she said, breathless as she gazed up at me with a world of want in her eyes. “Yes.”

Still, she didn’t move, didn’t try to push me back. Instead, her back arched a little more and the distance was swallowed up, my fingers slipping a fraction higher between her thighs, and she parted them wider for me without even realising she was doing it.

She was so inviting, every part of her drawing me in like she was an Incubus shifted into my perfect desire. She should have been my rival, but instead she was becoming my addiction. This girl with her hopeful ardour for life and her intrigue about our world of magic and the possibilities that had been stolen away from her. I wanted to feel that again, that fucking zest for living which had been lost to me for so long. She embodied it, this creature who seemed to be made of nothing but light, even though her life had been full of trials, and still, it hadn’t stolen that from her like it had from me. She was stronger than I was, holding onto the good, even when only bad surrounded her. And by the stars, I was the kind of bad that she didn’t deserve, the kind that could fuck up everything for her, and yet I was still pressing forward, still greedily trying to take a piece of her. Because she awoke something in me which I missed, and that part of me was begging for another day in the sun.

She shifted her hand to my bicep and let it ride the swell of my muscles all the way to my throat, which bobbed in response to her touch. She reached up to the crook between my neck and my ear where skin met rough stubble, a small frown forming a v between her eyes as she did that, like she’d thought about doing it before. She gently bit her lip, and the sight drove me to the brink of insanity, the desire to close this distance between us becoming a carnal need.

“If you don't kiss me, I'll go mad,” I told her, my voice rough with lust as I let her know I was all hers if she wanted me, and a dilemma shone in her eyes as I left that decision in her hands.

A knock came at the door, and Darcy scrambled backwards over the desk to get away from me, dropping down over the other side of it while I remained in place, knowing I could move at the speed of light if I needed to. Instead, I stood there with anger igniting within me and the urge to grab her and dive out the damn window presenting itself like a reckless little will-o’-the-wisp in my head, enticing me towards my certain demise.

Blue flattened her skirt, her cheeks flushed as she tried to hide any evidence of what we'd just been doing, and I finally found the sense to stand upright and straighten my tie. I took in a steadying breath as I composed myself, aware my cock was rock-solid and might as well be waving a red flag to whoever was about to enter this room.

I cleared my throat, doing the only thing I could do and dropping into my desk chair.

“Come in,” I called, levelling my voice so I sounded bored instead of ragingly high on my student’s presence in this room.

The door swung open and Principal Nova stepped in, making my heart lurch violently. I prayed she wouldn’t suspect anything and, thankfully, she ignored Blue as her eyes fell on me instead, my shoulders dropping a fraction when I didn’t find any accusation in her gaze.

“I've called a faculty meeting in my office about enforcing curfew. The students are totally ignoring it. You don't mind giving up your lunch to sit on it, do you?”

My jaw ticked, and my refusal lay on my tongue in an instant, but I needed to get Darcy out of here before any more attention fell on her. Besides, Lionel always found out whenever I didn’t play my dutiful professor role, and at least this way I could suggest firmer punishments for the students breaking curfew, which I could then take some amusement in enforcing.

“Very well. Miss Vega was just leaving.”

Nova nodded, glancing at Darcy with the barest hint of acknowledgment, and I was thankful that none of this was ringing alarm bells. Nova was under a lot of stress right now, the press breathing down her neck alongside the FIB to get statements about how Zodiac was going to protect its students from further Nymph attacks.

She nodded to Darcy, turning and hurrying back out of the door, and I moved to follow, sweeping Blue along with me by pressing a hand to the base of her spine.

I wished I could have a moment to say something, to promise this wasn’t over, because if anything, I was now more inspired than ever to keep fighting for her attention, no matter how insane that was. My fingers circled against her back for a moment, hoping she understood what my stance on all of this was now. Because as I shot away from her after Nova, I knew I was corrupted by my want for Darcy Vega beyond the point of no return. And one word from her would spark an affair between us that I was willing to risk everything on.


PART FOUR

ZODIAC ACADEMY 4: SHADOW PRINCESS

DARIUS ALTERNATE POV

THE SHIMMERING SPRINGS
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All night, I lay in my bed with Roxanya Vega curled in my arms, her head on my chest, her leg curved over the top of mine, and my heart racing for a multitude of reasons.

The sound of the clock ticking in the corner of my room had kept me company into the small hours, the knot of regret and what I had to admit felt a whole lot like self-loathing building with every passing second.

I felt like a sack of shit. But there really wasn’t anything I could do about it now. The article was out there. There was no turning back, no changing my mind. This moment with her in my arms was a stolen one which I knew she would only hate me more for when she realised what I’d been a part of last night. Yet I couldn’t bring myself to wake her and admit it. I couldn’t even bring myself to get out of the bed and allow her to sleep in peace without me.

I was entirely helpless to my own impending destruction, and I was too selfish to give up these stolen hours with her before it came to claim me.

Roxy murmured something sleepily, moving against me, making my hand slip from the small of her back to the curve of her ass as she shifted her thighs, her leg brushing over mine.

A low rumble sounded in my chest as my cock throbbed with want, my heated blood stirring fitfully like it had from the first moment when I’d allowed her to pull me down into the bed at her side.

Lying beside her like this was a special kind of torture. My body ached for her like it had never done for any other woman before. My mind shifted from regrets over what I’d done into the realms of sordid fantasies about all the ways I wanted to ruin her over and over again while I lay there with her. I’d imagined having her in my bed all too often, had pleasured myself to the thought of her every fucking day for so long that I’d lost count. She was my forbidden obsession, my secret desire, and the one thing I knew I could never even attempt to claim for my own. Yet here I was, my cock rigid in my pants, my body aching, and I was so overtly aware of her that I could probably recall each and every breath she’d taken since the moment I had drawn her into my arms like this.

If I hadn’t known she wasn’t, I would have sworn this girl was the most powerful Siren I had ever come across, the effect she had on me seeming all kinds of magical and unnatural, not to mention utterly impossible to resist.

She murmured something again and I swallowed thickly, my hand shifting to her hair, my fingers brushing through it and my head turning so that I could lay a kiss against it.

“What is it?” I asked in a low tone, unsure if she was truly waking or not.

She moved again, her hand flexing against my ribs, the touch eliciting even more need in my flesh while she got herself comfortable, her leg curving across me more firmly, like she was trying to get closer to me despite how entangled we already were.

She said nothing, falling back away into sleep and I released a long breath, my skin heating as my emotions slid into my magic and fire twisted within me.

My muscles relaxed as I kept my attention fixed on this moment, on how it felt to hold her in my arms and the deep contentment I found there with her.

It made no sense. I probably should have been more suspicious of it, in fact. But as the darkness pressed in around us and I kept my gaze fixed on the little I could see of her sleeping face while holding her there, I felt something that was usually so very elusive; peace.

Despite all of the warring regrets and frustration I was feeling, I let myself fall into the spell of that moment, my grip on her tightening and my eyes falling closed. I allowed sleep to take me, enjoying the pretence that she was mine, knowing that would never even come close to the truth.

***

I felt her shifting away from me as the morning finally came to claim our stolen moment back from us, and I bit down on my tongue to keep myself from groaning.

I knew what this morning would bring, the revelation of the truth and the return of the hatred which she held so much of for me. It was an unwelcome agony, and last night was already beginning to feel like some crazy, pretty dream, even though I hadn’t even opened my eyes yet.

I ran through the few options I had now. I could let her leave, discover the article for herself and remember precisely who she was and why she hated me. And I should have wanted that. I should have been excited to see her downfall, eager for the humiliation which would be forced upon her, and hopeful that this would finally break that defiance which caused me so many fucking problems.

But instead, my tongue thickened with an apology which I was almost tempted to utter, the words of explanation forming on my lips as I wondered if telling her and trying to convey my regrets over what we’d done would do anything at all to mitigate the intensity of what she was bound to feel towards me after this.

Had I lost my damn mind? Was I seriously aching for the touch of a Vega so much that I was considering just blurting out apologies and begging forgiveness for a plan which I had been all for only yesterday?

We needed her and her sister to fall in line. My father wouldn’t allow this to go on much longer. In a way, it was a kindness for us to break them instead of him doing it himself. I knew that. I believed it fully. So why was I getting myself so worked up over the realisation that she wouldn’t look at me the way she had last night again after this?

I could hear her writhing around, feel her movements on the bed where she jostled it a little. I had little more than seconds to decide on what I was going to do and how I was going to deal with this mess I’d landed myself in, but all I could think of was dragging her back into my arms and stealing a kiss which we both knew I didn’t deserve.

My eyes opened, and I looked at her in the hazy light of the morning which burned in through the orange tinted windows, making her look like something from a dream, even with her hair tangled and last night’s crumpled dress clinging to her frame. I wanted her. Fuck, I wanted her unlike I had ever wanted anything, and yet I knew that made no sense.

I dragged my eyes from her to take in what she was doing, a cold, slicing sensation burying itself in my chest as I realised that she had opened the drawer in my nightstand, a letter clasped in her fingers that she had no right to be reading.

My pulse began to hammer with something far too close to fear for my liking, knowing what she was seeing and hating the way it peeled back a layer of my flesh for her to gawk at oh so easily.

The list of charities I had been donating to recently were practically an admission of the sordid, fucked up truth of what went on behind the closed doors of Acrux manor, and I felt bloody and exposed by the way she read over them like she had some right to know what I tried to do to help other families like my own, people who might have some chance of actually escaping their fates, unlike my mother, brother and I could.

Why had I been so fucking stupid?

What the hell had made me believe for even a single second that she had come here for me, that she might have actually wanted to spend time with me?

Had I seriously spent the night warring with myself over my actions towards her like a fucking fool when this was what she had been planning all along? To come here and rifle through my things while I slept, to hunt out secrets and try to use them against me?

Embarrassment, shame, rejection, and rage all flickered through me so fast that I lost it before I even had time to consider my actions.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I snapped, my hand locking around her wrist in an iron hold, forcing her to drop the pages she’d been reading as she gasped in alarm.

Roxy tried to yank her arm out of my grip, shifting back and twisting to look at me with a mixture of emotions on her face which only felt like more lies.

“Ow,” she hissed, meeting my furious gaze without flinching and only serving to rile me more. “Let go, you’re hurting me.”

“Is this why you stayed here last night?” I barked, keeping hold of her as I saw the desire to run flashing in her green eyes, knowing she would much rather do that than own the truth of why she’d stayed here. “So that you could snoop through my things while I was sleeping?”

I was so fucking stupid. How could I have believed anything other than this of her? Was I so desperate for her attention that I’d let myself be blinded to the truth of who she was so easily? Had I really tried to convince myself that she might have been able to see anything other than an enemy when she looked at me?

“What? No!” she gasped, shaking her head and making her still rainbow coloured curls bounce as she lied. “I was looking for painkillers for my hangover and-”

“What the fuck is a painkiller?” I asked, my brow pinching as she just blinked at me, caught in her lies and spouting nonsense like she seriously thought I would believe anything that spilled from her poisonous lips now.

“It’s a mortal thing,” she muttered, not even bothering to try and come up with a better lie as she yanked on her arm, trying to run yet again.

“Bullshit,” I snarled, my gaze dropping to the papers which were scattered all over the carpet, that exposed feeling rushing all over my skin as I realised that not only had I been stupid enough to let her get this close to me, but that she had managed to achieve what she wanted in this deception too. She could use the information she had found to sell a story on me, imply all kinds of things about my father and the way my family lived which could tarnish his reputation, even if there was little proof to any of it. But he would know. It wouldn’t take much for him to check my accounts and see the truth behind those donations. He would see that weakness in me, the softness, and he would punish me for it. Worse than that, he would punish them, my mother and brother taking the brunt of his rage as they did all too often and all because I’d let my desire to fuck this girl make me into a fool. “I should have known you wouldn’t have been spending time with me without a motive.”

Fuck, those words actually twisted inside me like a blade tearing into my organs, the reality of how stupid I’d been carving its way through me as I fought against the feeling that was building in my chest, refusing to admit that it was anything other than anger at myself over how easily she’d gotten close to me.

“I didn’t have a motive,” Roxy snapped, having the audacity to glare at me while still wearing that tiny dress, sitting in my bed and looking like a trap designed entirely to capture me. It was all too fucking clear to me now. Why would she suddenly have started acting the way she had last night? Why go to the pool and pretend like she had gotten over what I’d done to her there, why smile at me and laugh and touch me like I didn’t make her skin crawl and she didn’t hate me with the intensity which she had proved all too often? Because she knew what she was doing. She wanted to find something to turn on me, she wanted to fight back, and I was just the idiot who hadn’t realised he was being played.

“You’re the one who asked me to come back here,” she went on, still trying to trick me. “I didn’t want to look at any of your fucking stuff. I just-”

“You probably should have put out if you wanted to wear me out enough to get away with this shit,” I said coldly, sneering at her as if I hadn’t been tempted by that very thing, as if I hadn’t been wanting her endlessly for months now, as if I wouldn’t have given in to her advances if she had made even the smallest of them.  

My grip on her arm tightened as she stared at me, the truth so clear now and cutting so deep. It hurt far more than should have been possible, but I buried that pain, locked it away and forced it right down until I couldn’t even feel it anymore and there was nothing but cold, hard rage left in me as I stared right back, seeing her at last.

“You’re hurting me,” she said, her tone bitter and the slight curl of her lip telling me that she thought me no better of me than the man who had raised me, thinking me capable of doing so much more than holding her too firmly.

My hand snapped free of her, and I pushed her arm away from me, the bite of that accusation sinking in deep as my own fears about my nature were reflected back at me in her pupils. My desire to prove that I wasn’t like him by releasing her backfired as she lost her balance with how suddenly I’d done so, and she almost fell off of the bed, my heart lurching with the desire to reach out and steady her.

I snapped my fist closed as I resisted the urge, certain she was just trying to play me again, looking to appear weak so that my resolve would crack. But I’d seen the truth now. I knew her game, and I could tell who had been the target of it.

Roxy backed away from me, not like she was afraid, but like she was trying to put distance between us in case she decided to strike at me with her power. Her pupils darkened to soot as she called on the shadows, and my jaw ticked as my own power rushed through my limbs, ready to defend myself if she gave into the dark urges I could see dancing in her eyes.

My gaze clung to her as she made it to the door, taking hold of the handle behind her back. She was going to leave. And she was going to think she had succeeded in manipulating me and playing me when she did, but fuck that. If she really thought she had found a way to pierce my blackened heart then she needed a reminder that I didn’t have one, especially where she was concerned.

“Don’t come looking for me the next time you get too drunk to take care of yourself,” I said bitterly, grimacing at her like she disgusted me while trying to fight off the feeling in my chest which had me half convinced that I was bleeding out right there at her damn feet.

I wasn’t going to let her believe in her narrative though. I refused it. I didn’t care if I had been the one to seek her out, because I now knew that she had been working to lure me in the whole time. A perfect trap for an arrogant Dragon. But it had all come to light now.

“Fuck you,” she hissed, and something in her eyes dug into me even deeper than the realisation that she had been toying with me, a brief moment of raw pain that seemed so real I almost bought into it.

But before I could say a single thing more to her, she slammed the door between us and left me staring at it in the wake of her.

By some miracle, I manged to flick my fingers out and snap a silencing bubble into place half a second before a furious roar escaped me and I leapt from my bed. My flesh trembled with the desire to shift and I was at the door in moments, my fist slamming into it so hard that a huge crack splintered right down its centre.

I turned my gaze on the rest of the room, the urge to rip and tear and destroy every fucking thing in it clawing at me as my sight shifted and I found myself looking through the reptilian eyes of my Dragon.

That girl. That fucking girl.

Never in my life had I met anyone who could rile me the way she could. Never in my life had I found anyone so infuriating and aggravating and fucking hateful. She brought out all the emotions in me which I fought so hard to hide, then banished them with little more than a smile, and now I saw it for what it was; a fucking game. She had been pulling me along like a dog on a leash, tempting me closer while looking to stab me in the fucking back the entire time.

Well, the joke would be on her when she read that damn article today.

I shoved my sweatpants and boxers off, striding to the window and wrenching it open before leaping out into the sky and shifting in the blink of an eye.

My Dragon burst from my skin, golden scales replacing the flesh which had been pressed against the lying body of that fucking Vega princess all night long and gifting me the opportunity to unleash my rage upon the heavens.

Fire billowed from my jaw as I raced towards the clouds, a roar loud enough to rattle the windows of Ignis House bursting from me as I gave myself over to the beast. I let my anger, rage, hurt, and fury pour from my soul as I sped across the sky, leaving Roxanya Vega as far behind me as I could manage and forcing every thought from last night out of my skull until there was nothing left but the cold, hard detachment I should have felt towards her.

She was a problem I needed to rid myself of. Nothing more. And I wouldn’t be returning to my room until I had myself convinced of that firmly enough to face her again.

***

By the time I had flown off the worst of my foul mood, returned to my room, showered and dressed for the day of lessons in my academy uniform, I was running much later than usual for lunch. No doubt the Heirs would all be grilling me on where I’d been at breakfast too, but I found myself reluctant to tell them who I had been sharing a bed with, not least because that would lead to a bunch of inaccurate accusations about what we’d done in that bed, and Max would probably be able to read every fucked-up desire and bite of rejection that she’d left lingering on me.

Better I say nothing and carry on keeping my feelings about Roxy Vega to myself in all of their fucked-up glory.

I pushed through the doors of The Orb at last, striding across the space towards the red couch where the other Heirs already sat waiting for us, Seth’s excitement a palpable thing as he practically bounced in his seat, his eyes fixed on something across the room.

I followed his line of sight, feeling like I’d been sucker punched as my eyes fell on Roxy. She was sitting bolt upright in her seat, her fingers gripping an Atlas so hard that it looked in danger of cracking without her even seeming to notice what she was doing to it. There was no doubt of what she reading; the article printed in The Celestial Times.

She looked fucking furious, her jaw grinding as she spoke with her friends and Darcy, heat practically radiating from her, and for a moment I wondered if she might lose control of her Order form.

The corner of my lips twisted in satisfaction at the sight of her rattled. It was the least she deserved after what she’d tried to pull in my room by going through my things, but even as I tried to feel good about that, a weight settled in my gut. I remembered the way she’d been with me last night, the hours I’d stolen in her company where she had acted so differently. Where I’d almost let myself believe in a different narrative for the two of us. One which I was so fucking stupid to crave, and yet couldn’t stop wanting, all at once.

Max leaned forward as I approached. “You almost missed the show,” he chastised and Seth pointed across the room, aiming my attention at the Vegas once more.

I turned to look, finding Roxy already glaring at me, our gazes connecting and a bolt striking me right in the centre of my chest as I took in the hatred and disgust on her face. She was stunning in her fury, the fire of her Order blazing in her green eyes, and despite knowing how fucked up it was, I couldn’t help but enjoy the feeling of her attention on me like that. I just wanted her attention any way I could get it, and even her hatred was worth the ire in her eyes just to know that I was in her head and on her mind. It was the least she deserved for consuming my thoughts after all.

I offered her a dark smile, letting her know that I had been a part of this and stamping down the memory of me trying to call it off. It didn’t matter now anyway. After the shit she pulled last night, working to make me let my guard down around her so that she could rifle through my things, I wasn’t going to let myself feel guilt over my part in it.

“Let me see it. I left my Atlas charging in my room,” I said, dropping into my seat heavily and holding my hand out as Max passed me his Atlas with a copy of the paper already open on the screen.

“Where have you been?” Caleb asked, and I glanced up to find him looking less than happy, his lips turned downward, which was pretty unusual for him.

“In bed. Then I went for a fly,” I said, not lying, but not really giving him the truth either.

“Who was she?” Max asked, a knowing look in his eyes, but I ignored him, slamming my mental walls up as hard as I could to keep him out of my fucking head and dropping my gaze to the newspaper instead.

“Oh my stars,” Seth breathed excitedly. “I think I just watched Darcy’s little heart break right in two. Do you think I can get closer so that I can lick the taste of it from the air?”

“Just enjoy the show,” Max said, nudging him to make him stay in place.

“Did you at least feel it?” Seth shot at him. “Tell me how it felt, Max, tell me how much it hurt.”

Their words fell away from me as I fixed my attention on the front-page article which had been printed about the Vega twins, any kind of pleasure I’d been trying to take in their downfall over this souring as I looked at the various pictures which had been printed alongside it.

Roxy was there, dancing in her underwear with multiple men surrounding her, their hands on her flesh, their bodies pressed up against hers and the lust in their eyes making me want to hunt down each and every one of them and rip them from their fucking faces.

Smoke rolled across my tongue as I forced myself to read the words that went with the damn photographs, trying to at least see this clearly, figure out if it would be enough to ruin them, to force them into submission at last.

Rumours of the Vega Twins’ Instability and Sex Addiction Confirmed.

By Gus Vulpecular

Reports have been confirmed tonight that the return of Gwendalina (Darcy) and Roxanya (Tory) Vega has been blighted by the truth of their mental deficiencies.

Though the Fae of Solaria rejoiced at the return of the lost Royals earlier this year, it turns out that their arrival may be nothing more than the appearance of two damaged and unstable girls.

In the attached images and footage, you will see that Gwendalina is indeed convinced that she can converse with inanimate objects. Eyewitnesses said she was heard offering a non-existent raven a piggyback, and at another moment, she tried to buy an invisible crow a bow tie. By the end of the night, she had entered into a full-blown argument with a rock who she claimed stole her sombrero and tried to set the imaginary creature alight.

Meanwhile, in more footage from the same party, Roxanya (Tory) Vega can be seen gyrating against two of the six men she took back to her room that night. While polyamory is widely accepted amongst Werewolves and other pack Orders in our society, this constant change of sexual partners and reports of her demanding wildly outrageous acts from the men she seduces under threat of her using her royal name to slander them if they don’t participate, is more than a little abnormal.

My jaw ground as I forced myself to watch the videos, heat building within me like a furnace as I endured as much of it as I could take. Roxy looked like a damn goddess, luring mere mortals to her as easily as breathing while she danced in a way that was near pornographic.

I was going to need to hit someone. Most likely that fucking hat kid and Justin Masters first, because the way they were touching her made me want to castrate both of them and display their balls in my fucking treasure trove like they were some of my most prized possessions.

I could feel Max looking at me curiously as a bit of my fury slipped past my mental walls, so I opened a video of Darcy instead, trying to at least take pleasure in watching her converse with an imaginary crow, but it didn’t even help.

“Tory is feeling all kinds of heartbreak,” Max said, lifting my attention from the article and forcing my head around to look at Roxy. I wondered for some dumb moment if I might find her looking back at me and if whatever he could feel from her would pierce into my soul too.

But she wasn’t looking at us. Her gaze was fixed on her sister while Darcy kept her eyes on the table between them, murmuring something which seemed to be causing the reaction Max could feel.

“It’s breaking them apart,” Seth hissed gleefully. “Look at them. Darcy won’t stand with her – she’s giving in. It’s working, motherfuckers, it’s fucking working!”

Caleb remained utterly quiet on the whole affair, and I wondered if he was still unhappy about it. He hadn’t wanted to go through with it after all, but he had always stood by us any other time we’d outvoted him on a decision.

“Why do you have a face like a slapped ass?” I shot at him, wondering if I could goad him into a fight to get some of this energy out of my limbs. I still fully planned on beating the shit out of every fucker who had danced with Roxy last night, but none of them would be able to give me a real fight. Besides, he’d been dancing with her too, and no matter how much I was telling myself that I didn’t give a fuck about that, I had to admit that I would take some pleasure in smacking his pretty face for it all the same.

“Tory dumped him,” Seth sniggered and despite everything, a knot uncoiled in my chest and lightened my mood endlessly at that simple statement.

“Fuck off,” Caleb barked. “She didn’t dump me – as she pointed out so clearly, we were never even together in the first place; so it wasn’t even a break up. We just aren’t hooking up anymore.”

Laughter boomed from me before I could stop myself, the pissed off look on his face making it more than clear that he was unhappy about that turn of events, and despite me knowing that I was an asshole for laughing at his situation, I couldn’t help it.

“Was it because of the article?” I asked, tossing the Atlas down on the coffee table before us so that I didn’t have to look at the fucking thing anymore.

“No, it was before she saw that,” Seth said, shooting Cal a look that landed somewhere between sympathy and righteousness. “It’s probably for the best though. Sleeping with the enemy was never going to end in a happily ever after.”

“He’s right,” Max agreed, and Caleb sneered.

“I wasn’t looking for marriage,” he snapped. “I just liked the way she was with me. She’s not a simpering fangirl or a wannabe Mrs Altair. Plus, she’s hot and she fucks like a heathen so-”

“No one wants to hear about you sex life, Caleb,” I barked, making all three of their eyes snap to me in surprise.

“O…kay,” Seth said, shooting Max a sideways look that was all drama. “Well, the Vega in question just stormed out of the room, so whatever way you cut it, it seems like she’s having a pretty shit day.”

My eyes wheeled towards the door just as Roxy shoved out of it, and I watched it swing slowly closed behind her, the ridiculous urge to go after her filling me and a huff of smoke escaping my lips.

Darcy shoved out of her seat and headed in the opposite direction to her sister, taking a different exit and leaving their friends all sitting around their usual table looking utterly uncertain of what they should do. More than a few hateful looks were shot our way, and I forced myself to relax back into my chair, letting them think I was enjoying this win, even if it tasted sour on my tongue.

It didn’t matter now anyway. This was how these games were played. We were politicians before we were anything else, and we needed to maintain the support of the people so that we could rule the way they deserved. Two girls raised in the mortal realm were never going to be able to do that. They didn’t know the smallest amount of what they would need to to govern this kingdom, and it was our responsibility to ensure that Solaria never fell into their incompetent hands.

“You scandalous cads!” Geraldine yelled, and I sighed as I dropped my head back against my seat, my eyes turning her way as she strode across the room towards us, wagging her finger while her A.S.S. badge shone brightly on her chest. “You unscrupulous nincompoops!”

“What’s wrong, Gerry?” Max asked lightly, taking a sip of his coffee like he had no idea what had her all riled up, while simultaneously reminding me that I hadn’t eaten yet today as he nudged the plate from his lunch aside with his toe on the edge of the table.

“Do not feign innocence with me, you bothersome barracuda, you know full well the cause of my scorn, and your low tactics will not convince anyone of anything. My ladies were born for power, their dignity and beauty shining far too brightly to ever be tarnished by some paltry lies.”

“Tory didn’t look all that dignified when she was dry humping half the men on that dancefloor,” Seth pointed out with a taunting grin, and Geraldine shrieked in defiance.

“If my lady wishes to express her sexuality and the freedom of her flesh, then she shall do so! The pot calleth the kettle black with you, Seth Capella – it is well known that you have dipped your long Sherman into more bushes and bramble patches than any Fae could easily count. The difference is simply that no one would wish to see images of you gyrating against anyone and have them seared into their eyes for all of time.”

“Wait, are you trying to say that you don’t think anyone would wanna see pictures of me and my pack going at it?” Seth asked, looking all kinds of scandalised as he gaped at her.

“Of course they would not. That is why no such story has ever been printed – the stars know it wouldn’t be difficult to gain footage of you humping something like the unneutered mutt you are.”

Seth’s lips parted in outrage, but before he could think of something to say to that, the doors swung open and Kylie swept into the room with Marguerite at her side, their group of fangirls hard on their heels, all of their eyes moving to us instantly.

“Seth Capella,” Kylie snarled, starting towards us with intent, but as I looked back to Seth, I found him out of his seat and leaping over the back of the couch.

“I just remembered I have somewhere to be,” he said. “But I could make a fortune selling footage of the things I get up to with my pack, Grus. A fortune.”

Geraldine scoffed at his claim. “I would sooner watch a Griffin getting amorous with a sponge cake than endure the sight of your sweaty buttocks attempting to plough the lawn.”

Max sniggered and I caught myself before I joined in, but Seth only glared at her as he hurried away, making his escape before Kylie could reach us, and taking the door that Darcy had used on the far side of the room.

“Is that all you’ve got?” I asked Geraldine blandly. “Questioning the likelihood of anyone wanting to buy our sex tapes?”

Geraldine’s lips thinned and she pointed at me. “I am interested in no such thing. But the truth of the matter is that a video of my lady dancing with the freeness of the ample moon and her choice of eligible suitors has gotten over a million comments in a single night – the true reality is that your petty games will always backfire as such, because no matter how you try to paint them, the true queens will always shine brighter than the four forgotten turds who simply need wiping from the boots of our kingdom.”

Geraldine turned and swept away without waiting for any kind of reply to that, and a growl built in my throat as I glanced at the article which was still open on Max’s Atlas, a few more than appreciative comments from Fae about the way Roxy looked or wanting to help her with her sex addiction making my blood heat once more.

“Hey, I wasn’t done with you,” Max barked, shoving to his feet and charging after Geraldine, but I couldn’t summon the energy to join him. The A.S.S. club were all batshit anyway. I wasn’t going to waste my breath trying to argue with them.

Cal seemed to be in agreement with me on that and he’d dropped the pissed off look, but I could see it was a front, the mask he always put on when we had to make official appearances.

“You alright?” I asked him, flicking a silencing bubble up around us and making some attempt at being a decent friend despite my own personal feelings on him and Roxy calling time on their arrangement.

He gave me a rueful smile. “It’s not like it was ever going to last, was it?” he said, deflecting. “We don’t get the luxury of picking just anyone for ourselves.”

“Mmm,” I agreed, my mind moving to the unappealing prospect of a future with my fiancé and my mood pitching further.

“Why are you looking so pissed anyway?” he added.

I considered telling him the truth of it, but I was going to guess that admitting to having Roxy in my bed all night right before she cut her connection with him wasn’t what he would want to hear. She wasn’t his, never had been, but that didn’t mean I had to rub salt in his wounds.

“Just questioning all of my life choices,” I said with a shrug. “And hoping to fuck that this will be enough to end the shit with the Vegas. I need to move on with my damn life.” I swiped a hand over my face, wondering if I really had any hope of that while Roxanya continued to race back and forth across my mind at every given opportunity.

“Nothing too dramatic then,” he teased, and I breathed a laugh.

“Where is Seth?” Kylie barked, stopping before us and planting her hands on her hips as she glared at me in demand of her answer.

I shoved myself upright, disbanding the silencing bubble which surrounded us and glaring down at her, reminding her exactly who she was talking to as she was forced to tilt her chin back to hold my eye.

“What was that?” I asked in a low tone, and her throat bobbed as her little band of followers recoiled behind her.

“I…I just need to speak to him,” she said, the fight going out of her. “He owes me an explanation, and I thought you might know-”

“Do I look like his messenger boy?” I asked.

Kylie shook her head quickly and I tsked, moving to walk around her, but I found Marguerite barring my way before I could leave.

“Hey, baby,” she said, biting down on her bottom lip and giving me a hopeful look. “I was thinking we could go somewhere and…talk?”

The look in her eyes said she was offering to do something entirely different than talking with her mouth, but she didn’t spark so much as a flicker of interest from me despite her low-cut shirt and perfectly made-up appearance. Roxy Vega pushed into my mind instantly, and I hesitated for a moment as a growl rose in my throat. My damn cock was going to fall off from lack of use if it continued to insist on showing interest in no one other than her, but I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know if it was the challenge she presented, the way she ignited such furious emotion in me so easily, or just how hung up I was on the need to force her into submission, and the thought of doing that with my body was somehow even more tempting than the thought of doing so in any other way.

I probably should have taken Marguerite up on her offer, taken her somewhere and let her have what she wanted from me while using her to push the thoughts of Roxy Vega firmly out of my mind, but there was nothing at all appealing to that idea.

“No,” I said dismissively, stepping around her and bobbing my chin towards the exit as I met Caleb’s navy blue gaze. He nodded in agreement, shooting away before Kylie could bother him with her questions about Seth, and I headed for the door without a backwards glance.

“Max?” I called, spotting him amid the crowd of A.S.S. members where he seemed to have gotten into a heated debate about bagels somehow while Geraldine held one up between the two of them like it was a shield.

I strode through all of them, causing them to scurry aside as I came, none of them ever so willing to share their anti-Heir opinions so forcefully to my face as they did behind my back.

“You’re insane,” Max growled at Geraldine, and she scoffed loudly.

“Said the whelk to the moon. Do not think for one moment that I value your crustacean-loving opinion, flipper boy.”

“What did you just call me?” Max balked and I shook my head, grasping his arm while simultaneously shoulder checking the hat kid hard enough to knock him on his ass.

“Watch yourself, Derek,” I said, the dark look I gave him letting him know that I wasn’t referring to this moment but to last night, and he nodded, scrambling to his feet again while I steered Max away from Geraldine.

“I wasn’t done,” Max growled, but he made no attempt to stop me from drawing him away.

“You know there’s no point engaging with Geraldine,” I said just as her voice called out loudly behind us.

“That’s it – run away you shrivelling shrimp! The truth is an impossible mistress to deny!”

“Did she just say I was shrivelling?” Max tried to turn back, but I tightened my hold on him and shoved him outside.

“Not worth it,” I insisted. “Just come hang out at the Hollow. We could all do with some time away from the world.”

Max eyed me curiously, his gifts brushing against my walls as he tried to get a read on me, but they were locked up tight, and my easy smile was set to disarm.

Caleb appeared in a blur of speed, tossing me a grilled cheese in a paper bag along with a bottle of cola, and I thanked him as I ripped into the food with my teeth.

“Where is Seth anyway?” Caleb asked as we began walking up the path to The Wailing Wood. “He ran last night and, seeing as biting my Source officially just became awkward as fuck, I thought I might try my luck with him, unless one of you is offering?”

I sighed, shaking my head. “I forgot to sleep with my gold last night,” I said. “I should have topped up, really.”

“Because you were up late with someone?” Max asked, quickly latching back onto that subject at I took another bite of my grilled cheese in place of answering, but the two of them only waited, forcing me to reply.

“Well, yeah,” I admitted. “But not like you’re thinking. After we gave the twins the antidote, you know I had to-”

A howl interrupted us, and I looked up as Seth came sprinting down the path in our direction, his hands cupped around his mouth and his long, dark hair flying out behind him.

“This might just be one of the best days of my life,” he announced as he skidded to a halt before us.

“Why?” I asked and his grin widened.

“It’s a secret,” he said, clearly thinking that was even better. “A super-secret, secret which is going to make getting rid of the Vegas even easier than we thought because-”

A prickle of magic rushed through my skin and I slammed to a halt, Caleb almost walking right into me as I felt my own power flare, letting me know that someone had just broken one of the magical alarms I had set on my possessions following that fucking fire in my room.

“Fuck,” I said, the last of the grilled cheese falling from my fingers as my Dragon burst to life inside my flesh, a deep growl tearing from my lips.

“What it is?” Max asked in alarm, no doubt feeling the utter fury burning off of me as I realised someone was attempting to steal from me.

“Someone is trying to steal my bike,” I snarled, my head snapping around in the direction of the parking lot beyond the trees and fire burning through my limbs as I realised that I already knew exactly who it was. “Roxy,” I hissed, and the others all stared at me in alarm.

“You’re sure?” Caleb demanded, his head whipping around in the direction of the parking lot too.

“Certain,” I admitted, and Seth whooped with excitement.

“Then let’s go hunt ourselves a Vega!”

There wasn’t a single objection to that, and I nodded, breaking into a sprint while ripping my clothes off as I ran, the monster beneath my flesh begging to break free and the shift coming upon me the instant I threw the last of my clothes aside.

My golden wings beat powerfully, launching me towards the sky as I burst out from the tops of the trees, and my gaze locked on the right of the parking lot on the far side of them.

The others were all whooping and hollering beneath me, Seth stripping down to shift too while Max moved forward to climb onto his back, but I didn’t wait. I took off toward the parking lot with a furious roar, my prey locked in my sights and my rage burning as hot as the flames which burst from my jaw.

Roxanya Vega had gone too fucking far this time, and I was going to show her precisely what happened when you poked a sleeping Dragon.
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I flew hard and fast, my heightened sense of hearing picking up the roar of my bike’s engine as that little thief sped through the parking lot, circling down the ramp and heading towards the exit as fast as she could.

I put on a burst of speed, flying faster and faster, racing her to the barrier which blocked her way out, aiming to get there first and land before her, forcing her to face me and the consequences of what she was attempting to do.

The trees whipped by beneath me, my pulse hammering as my wings beat so hard that the top branches were buffeted as if a storm billowed through them.

An explosion of fire tore from the parking lot exit and Roxy burst through it without slowing at all, shooting onto the road and turning the bike away from me as a furious roar escaped my lips.

She was fast on that thing, but I was faster, and now that I had her in my sights, there was no chance of her escaping.

She looked up, her hair whipping back over her shoulders from the speed of the bike as she turned it towards me instead of racing away like I’d expected, the engine snarling wildly as she yanked the throttle back and flew towards me at full speed.

My gaze was locked on her, the fury inside me making my blood burn as hot as the fire which grew in my chest, and the predator in me rose its head with the need to feed.

I expected her to turn aside, twist away and try to run, maybe even stop and give herself up, begging me for mercy, but of course, she did none of those things. I had never met a woman as stubborn and infuriating as her, and she looked me in the fucking eye while tearing straight for me, heading for the entrance to The Wailing Wood even as I closed in on her from above.

She was going to try and lose me in there, her plan suddenly becoming clear to me as I realised why she was risking this approach. If she made it into the trees, I would lose sight of her, and she was clearly so certain of her skills on that bike that she believed she would be able to out manoeuvre me if she could only make it out of sight.

I roared again as we closed in on each other, baring my teeth and daring her to keep up this foolish game, because if she pushed me much further, then she really would find out what happened when a Dragon gave into his nature.

Of course, she didn’t heed my warning or take any notice of the danger she was inviting as she shot closer, her chin high and her defiant gaze meeting mine while a wild smile drew her lips up in a solid ‘fuck you’ right before she shot beneath the cover of the trees.

A violent roar ripped from my mouth as she escaped me, the entire wood seeming to tremble beneath the weight of it. The desire to set the whole thing alight and burn her out clawed up my throat as I was forced to bank hard and wheel around.

A note of her laughter mocked me as I turned, the sound swallowed by the bellow of the bike’s engine as she tore away like into the depths of The Wailing Wood. I twisted in the air, the tips of my golden wings brushing the tops of the highest trees as I made the turn as tightly as my huge form could manage before beating them furiously and taking chase once again.

I roared another warning after her, fire tearing up my throat and rippling across the tops of the canopy above her, letting her know exactly what kind of monster she was playing with as she insisted on being the mouse to my cat.

I couldn’t see her beneath the trees, and the sound of the bike suddenly cut off as she tossed a silencing bubble up to conceal herself further, only raising my temper and making me more determined than ever to track her down.

I flicked my head left and right, hunting my prey and cursing as I tried to decide which way she had gone.

The piercing howl of a Wolf snapped my head around in the direction of Earth Territory, Max’s amplified voice calling out loudly a moment later.

“She’s heading for Aer Tower!”

I flew hard and fast, using the advantage of not having to follow the turns in the path as I fought to gain on her once more, flying in a straight line towards the slowly rotating turbine at the top of Aer Tower.

I caught sight of her as she sped out from beneath the cover of the trees, the sound of the engine reappearing as she dropped the silencing bubble, letting the roar of the engine warn the students on the path ahead of her of her approach and making it more than simple for me to focus on my prey once more.

Screams filled the air as she shot between them, weaving back and forth at high speed and riding right past Aer Tower while they called out and pointed, some of them spotting me too.

“Was that a Vega?” someone yelled.

“Shit, Darius looks like he’s going to eat her whole!” another called as I swept over their heads.

Seth tore out of the woods beneath me, Max on his back whooping and yelling encouragements as they raced to keep pace with me, the three of us working together to round her up.

I’d gained back much of the distance she had stolen in the woods, and I bellowed fire at her with a brutal roar escaping me, the huge ball of Dragon Fire shooting over her head in warning.

Roxy twisted in her seat to look over her shoulder, her defiant gaze meeting mine as a wild kind of energy seemed to burn right off of her and through me too. She wasn’t going to back down, I could see it in those blazing green eyes of hers, but she had nowhere left to run and no chance of escaping us now, so what was her plan?

Seth and Max kept up with me, the huge white Wolf’s paws thundering up the path behind her, eating the distance that separated us from her and making my chest swell with the feeling of my pack closing ranks.

Roxy turned back to face the path, her speed increasing once more as she rode the bike like they were one entity, her body moving fluidly on the powerful machine, her skill undeniable even in my rage.

She shot around the corner beyond Aer Tower, opening up the throttle as the crowd of students disappeared and surprising me as she took the path which led straight to the cliffs above Air Cove.

I had her now. There was nowhere for her to run to up there, no chance of her escaping with all four Heirs closing in on her. I may not have seen Caleb yet, but I knew him well enough to be sure he’d shot ahead of us, circling around her and closing the trap. By the time she spotted him, there would be no way to avoid us, and we would have her at our mercy, ready to face the price of what she’d done by daring to steal from me.

A roar echoed from me again, my flames crashing against the air shield she’d erected around her, flames curling over it in a dome while she didn’t so much as slow at the assault.

Roxy broke from the path, reaching the flatter ground at the top of it which ran along the edge of the cliff, her only option now to turn and follow it, but a flash of movement let me know precisely who she would find when she attempted that.

Victory called my name as the four of us closed in on her, our perfect unit unstoppable and the end of this game in sight. I hadn’t yet decided what I would do to her once I found her, but the way my blood was pumping through my limbs and heat was coursing through my veins was enough to let me know that whatever it was wouldn’t be easily forgotten by either of us.

Caleb appeared in a flash of movement, blocking the path ahead of her, his hands spread wide as he wielded the earth beneath her wheels to do his bidding.

The ground quaked and trembled beneath her, the bike bucking on the uneven terrain as an earthquake shuddered through the ground and satisfaction sped through my limbs.

The bike lurched to one side and my heart leapt in anticipation of a crash, panic biting into me at the thought of what damage that might do at the speed she was travelling, but Roxy managed to cast air at the last moment, forcing the bike upright again and keeping her seat.

I roared loudly, closing in on her further while my head snapped to Caleb in warning, letting him know that I would hold him fully responsible if he made her fall and break her fucking neck. I might have wanted her begging and at my mercy, but if he hurt her, I would make him pay for it.

As my gaze was locked with his, Roxy turned the bike sharply, a breath catching in my throat as she aimed it at the horizon beyond the cliff, not slowing down in the least as she raced towards the edge, throwing her hand out to force the earth to create a smooth path ahead of her.

No!

Realisation dawned on me all too late as her plan suddenly snapped together in my mind – she wasn’t trying to steal from me; she was trying to destroy something of mine beyond repair.

Roxy loosed the throttle, and the engine bellowed as she shot straight towards the edge of the cliff, my anger building beyond anything I had ever known before as I saw fate unfurling before me and no way to twist it in any other direction.

Caleb fought to regain control of the earth while Seth howled furiously and Max threw air magic at her shield, trying to break it open, but it was already too late for all of that.

She’d won.

Caleb’s magic finally tore through hers at the final second, the ground bucking beneath her back wheel just as she reached the edge of the cliff and the bike took off.

I fell utterly still as I stared at what she’d done in horror, the bike soaring out into a void of nothing, her shield stopping Max or Seth from saving it with their air magic, and there was nothing at all that I could do but watch.

Roxy whooped in celebration as she soared out over nothing, her arms raising above her head as her jump turned into a fall, the bike tipping towards the rocks far below and terror striking me through the heart as she fell with it, still in the saddle despite the certain death which waited her if she didn’t escape it.

I dove for her, my wings snapping in tight to my body as I focused entirely on her, intending to rip her back from the jaws of death no matter what it took as I sped after her.

But before I even came close to rescuing her, she leapt out from the seat, golden wings bursting from her back with Phoenix fire burning blue and red along the length of them, shock and relief tumbling through me as she beat them hard and the bike continued to fall away beneath her.

An enormous boom sounded as my pride and joy was dashed on the rocks below, and I could only stare at her as I continued to close the distance between us, my own wings snapping wide once more to stop my descent.

My relief at her survival was dashed instantly with a flick of her fingers as she sent a fireball chasing after it and a huge explosion tore from the machine as the flames found the gas tank, making absolutely certain that the bike was destroyed beyond repair.

A roar of utter fury tore from my throat and a wave of Dragon Fire washed from my mouth, shattering her shield and barrelling straight for her. Fire may not have been able to burn her, but she would feel the fucking force of my power in it nonetheless.

Roxy yelled out in surprise, throwing her arms up and casting a wall of red and blue Phoenix flames between us just before my fire could reach her.

The Dragon and Phoenix fire burned gold as it merged, shock rippling through me as the power of her flames consumed mine with a flare of white-hot energy, revealing her beyond it, a wild, savage look on her face which dared me to do my fucking worst, as if that had been nothing at all to her.

She turned and shot away from me before I could launch another attack, flying fast and casting air magic at her back to speed her on.

I glanced at the other Heirs, all of us exchanging a mixture of shocked and furious looks before we took chase again, keeping in formation as we went, the power of our bond coiling through the air as thickly as my anger.

Caleb and Max were shouting to each other, making plans on how they were going to cage her in and the four of us raced after her as I flew away towards Fire Territory.

Where the fuck did she even think she was going now? She had to know she couldn’t escape us. She had to know that she was going to face the consequences of what she’d just done, one way or another. And I was going to make sure the punishment far outweighed the crime.

The barren landscape of Fire Territory passed by beneath me, the other Heirs having to zigzag through the rocks and crevices of the terrain while I kept my gaze locked on her as she continued to run from me.

It soon became clear what her plan was as she turned hard, diving into the clouds of steam that rose above The Shimmering Springs where Water and Fire Territory merged.

The fire of her flames extinguished as she dove into the clouds, blinking out of sight instantly and inciting my rage even further as she continued to run from the inevitable. She knew I would catch up to her sooner or later. All she was doing here was dragging this out and inciting me further.

I roared as I followed her into the cloud of steam, the other Heirs a little way behind me as they fought against the turns in the rock terrain, and I was left in the lead. Not that it helped me much now that she had landed. There were rock ridges and pools of water everywhere here, the whole area full of hiding places which were far too narrow for me to navigate in my Dragon form.

I tucked my wings and aimed for the ground, leaving the shift until the last moment as I headed for a narrow pathway, my skin rippling as I made it back into my Fae form and landed with a crouch amid the burbling pools of water.

I fell still, casting an amplifying spell as I tried to listen for her, but I had to assume she’d cast a silencing bubble to hide herself now.

My skin tingled with the feeling of her closeness though, like I could sense her and knew that she was nearby even though it was just as likely that she could have run on, heading deeper into Water Territory and working to escape that way.

The other Heirs appeared, their eyes bright and breaths heaving from their lungs at the effort of chasing us half way across campus.

“Any sign of her?” Max asked, leaping down from Seth’s back and tossing me my clothes, which I pulled on quickly, my senses still alert for any signal that she was near. There was nothing, but I still felt her close by all the same.

“No,” I growled, my anger making it impossible for me to spit so much as another word out. Roxanya Vega was a dead girl walking.

“You think she kept running or tried to hide?” Caleb asked while Seth shifted and got himself dressed again too.

“She ran,” Max guessed. “She would have to be a fucking idiot not to.”

I jerked my chin towards the path closest to us, striding up it and looking all around as we began our hunt anew. She was here. I could practically feel her eyes on me.

Seth shoved past me as I spent time searching every possible hiding place we passed, his jaw locked with tension as he focused on the hunt.

“She probably ran straight out into Water Territory!” he called back to us as he stepped onto another path and we strode closer to keep up.

“She’s probably run back to the Ass Society at The Orb,” Max guessed, turning to look in that direction, and that did make sense. At least it did for any sane Fae, to hide themselves among others who would stand beside them, but Roxy didn’t strike me as the type to draw her strength from others. She was the kind who would stand and fight to the bloody end even when she knew she would lose, simply because she was too stubborn to ever just admit defeat.

“I’ll head there and check,” Caleb said, shooting away before we could say anything to stop him.

“When I find her, I’m gonna fucking destroy her,” I snarled, looking around once more and finding I didn’t want an audience for this. There was a feud between the Heirs and the Vegas, but there was something particularly vicious between Roxanya and me, and we needed to deal with it ourselves. Alone. Just the two of us, Fae on Fae.

“What do you want us to do?” Seth asked, looking between the rocky passages which surrounded us and the larger path which led out of here.

“Go and hunt in Water Territory and check back at her room in Ignis House if you don’t find her there,” I growled, still certain that she was here somewhere and wanting to find her myself. “And if you do find her, hold her until I get there. This is personal.”

“Oh, this is gonna be good,” Seth said excitedly before turning and running with Max at his side.

Silence hung heavily as I waited where I was, turning slowly my gaze tracked around the maze of paths which led between the hundreds of little pools and waterfalls surrounding me. The sound of the hot springs bubbling and splashing was the only noise to reach me, but I could feel her close by. My skin prickled with the sense of her, my flesh lighting with the knowledge of her presence and this feud between us begging for a collision.

“Roxy!” I bellowed suddenly, sick of playing cat and mouse, knowing she was no creature born to play prey. She was as savage as her father had been before her, and there was no part of her which was born to skulk in the shadows and hide from anything. “I know you’re still here somewhere. Come out and face me like Fae!”

Her footsteps drew me around to face her, a growl rumbling through my chest as my eyes locked on her, and she strolled out from between two pillars of rock looking casual as fuck. She didn’t look in the least bit afraid despite the obvious rage rolling off of me and her knowledge of precisely what brutality I was capable of.

“Are you looking for me?” she asked innocently, tilting her head as she studied me, a brief flash of uncertainty in her gaze quickly stamped down and hidden away as she kept coming.

“You must have a death wish, Roxy,” I bit out, striding forward and closing the distance between us, the toes of my shoes hitting hers as I forced her to look up at me while I inhaled her oxygen and dominated her space, only managing to stop myself from grabbing her through pure force of will.

“I’ve just got a no more assholes wish,” she taunted, his chin rising defiantly. “And I’m not going to put up with your bullshit anymore.”

My anger flared at her words, but something even more powerful than that pressed into me too as I was forced to appreciate how fearless she was, how brave and stubborn and utterly…Fae.

“Well wishes like that don’t come true in Solaria, Princess,” I sneered, my fingers flexing with the desire to take hold of her and force her to bend to my will. “And if you’re going to stand up and fight me, then you’ll be the one paying the consequences.”

She snorted lightly, either unafraid of me or acting so well that I actually believed it, and there was something about that which made energy rush through me, my awareness of her intensifying with every moment we stood there glaring at one another.

Roxy tiptoed up, her voice lowering to purr as she spoke again. “I think you’re the one who’ll end up paying, oh mighty Fire Heir,” she mocked. “Because your flames can’t hurt me, and your power can’t match me. So why don’t you just give up now before I end up dragging you through the dirt in front of the entire Kingdom?”

I snarled darkly, the beast in me stirring with the desire for blood as I leaned in close, demanding she bow to my power with every inch of my being.

She didn’t so much as flinch, her own fury flashing in her eyes as she slammed her palms into my chest, knocking me back a step with the force of her hatred, her teeth baring at my challenge as yet again she refused to just accept her place and back down.

The strike was meant to break the loose hold I had on my temper, to force me to expose myself for the venomous creature she believed me to be and to get this over and done with, but it had a wholly different affect.

My blood burned at the contact of her flesh against mine, my heart leaping and my anger and frustration with her mixing with the unwanted lust I’d been feeling from the very first moment I’d laid my eyes on her.

She’d crept into my head with that first look, had slipped into my dreams with the first hateful word, and had lodged herself beneath my skin like a splinter I couldn’t draw free. This girl consumed me from one moment to the next, my emotions flaring between hatred, desire, fury, lust, and everything else besides, but there was one thing they never did and that was turn from her. She was there, inside my head day in and day out, and the feeling of her palms smacking against my skin was like a bucket of cold water crashing down over my head and forcing me to face what I’d been trying to hide from for far too long.

I snapped, stepping close and shoving her in return, my steps hounding her as her back collided with the rock wall behind her, and my body caged her there, making certain she couldn’t run from me anymore as my eyes burned into hers and the stunning green of them devoured me. She saw me. I felt it. Felt her, all around and lodged in my skin and only finding her way deeper every time I saw her. I didn’t understand it, didn’t know what it meant, only that if I didn’t do something about it, I knew that this feeling would burn me from the inside out and consume every part of me which still fought to resist it.

Roxy glared at me, raising her chin defiantly, a dare in her eyes which I was helpless not to answer as my gaze fell to her mouth and I lost all sense of control.

I snatched a handful of her hair in my fist, tugging on it hard enough to draw her head back, bearing her to me as my heart galloped in my chest and I crushed her back against the wall.

This was madness, insanity, a reckless kind of bedlam, and yet I felt like if I didn’t surrender to it, I was going to shatter into a thousand pieces which would scatter on the wind and never again fit back together. A burning, possessive need rolled through me and I broke, giving in to it and falling into the frantic pounding of my heart as it took what it had been aching for.

A gasp parted her full lips and my mouth collided with hers in the next breath, taking what I knew she wasn’t offering. My anger turning to passion, my need to punish her becoming a need to own her instead.

Roxy drew in a breath which devoured my own as I sank my tongue between her lips, getting her to part them for me as the heat of her body blazed against mine, and all I could be certain of was that I needed more.

Her response was slower than I wanted, my mouth moving over hers, the fire between us burning only at my command, but it blazed so furiously that I knew she felt it too.

Her fingers fisted in my shirt, her body curving to mine even while I felt her soul resisting, but as I kissed her more forcefully, demanding she admit to this too, a moan finally rolled from her mouth and she tipped against me, leaning in instead of drawing back.

Our kiss devoured me, the feeling of her mouth pressed to mine seeming so utterly right, even though I knew deep down that it had to be wrong.

I hated her. That had to be the truth, I had no choice in it. But if hate tasted like this, then it was too perfect to resist, because she was the oxygen I hadn’t realised I needed to be breathing, and I was nothing but a flame dependant on her to survive.

I could feel her beginning to submit to this, falling into it the way that I needed her to, giving in to what I demanded and bending for me at last, but as I began to let myself believe she might be doing just that, she jerked away and broke our kiss.

I blinked down at her in surprise as her hand struck my face, the sting of the smack shocking me back to reality and forcing me to face the truth of what I’d just done.

She was a Vega. A princess born to the Savage King and here to bring about the downfall of all that was supposed to matter to me. Yet in that moment, none of it did matter. There was only her.

A growl rose up my throat as I glared down at her, fury at myself for allowing her to blind me like this pinching at me just as fiercely as my own rage over her behaviour and what she’d done to my bike. It wasn’t even simply about destroying something of mine; she had done so publicly, stood against me and made me look like a fool in front of countless others, and I had a duty to put her back in her place now and squash any rumours which might slip out suggesting she had gotten the upper hand.

Tension filled the air, the spiteful, bitter, expectant kind which I normally only felt on the battlefield when I was fighting for my life against monsters determined to destroy me.

Steam from the hot pools billowed between us, eclipsing my view of her and making my mouth dry out as the tension only grew, my entire body buzzing with it, demanding a resolution to this, which I knew couldn’t happen. But that didn’t stop me from craving it beyond the point of reason.

The mist blew away again and I found a heat in her green eyes which burned into me, her gaze shifting to my mouth and making my breath stall as I waited there, trapped between my own desires and the demands my duty placed on me.

Roxy snapped first, her hand moving suddenly, grasping the fabric of my shirt and tugging me into her as she pushed up onto her toes and took my mouth with hers once more.

Magic pulsed between us, pressing to the edges of our bodies and buzzing against one another in a way that lit me up and had my heart hammering with an urgent kind of need.

I kissed her brutally, savagely, the same way I did everything when it came to her, and all of our hate and anger passed between our lips and twisted into the most intense lust that I had ever experienced in my life.

I drove her back against the wall again, needing to feel more of her body against mine, the urgent swell of my cock driving against her as my tongue rolled over hers, and I felt her shiver in my arms.

My hand locked around her jaw, pinning her at my mercy while I took what I needed with that kiss, falling into it and her, and forgetting all the reasons I had to stop this, because I was powerless to do so anyway.

But, of course, Roxy didn’t just succumb to my demands, nothing about her was soft and pliant, and her kiss was just as brutal as my own. She tugged her hand down my chest, still gripping the fabric of my black shirt and tearing it open down the centre, offering her more access to my body.

Heat rippled through me as she pushed her hands inside the torn fabric, and I growled against her lips, forcing a moan from her as the vibration of it echoed into her too. Our kiss was bruising, the faint taste of blood was in my mouth as my tongue fought with hers, and my dick ached with the need for more of her. Her hands explored every defined line of my chest, shifting lower with a promise which had my chest heaving for air and my body hurting for more.

My hold on her jaw tightened as she explored my body and my hand lowered to her neck, fingers wrapping around my throat while I got off on the feeling of her surrendering to my power, marvelling at how fearlessly she embraced my touch. 

Roxy inhaled sharply, breaking our kiss as I tightened my grip, but the flare of desire in her gaze let me know she liked it. She might not have been submissive by nature, but I could show her just how good it could feel to let herself be owned by me.

I pinned her in place, my fingers flexing on her throat, dancing over the thundering beat of her pulse as I shifted my attention from her swollen lips to brand a line of kisses down her neck. For every soft touch of my lips to her skin, I nipped at her with my teeth too, feeling the reactions of her flesh as goosebumps peppered her skin and her hardened nipples pressed through her shirt, damn near making me groan.

She was a forbidden desire, something I never should have allowed myself to want, let alone take, but I was lost to any form of sense now, captured by the lure of her and helpless to the intoxication of her flesh.

Roxy leaned back, uncertainty dancing in the air between us, but I wasn’t letting her go now that I had her at my mercy, now that I could feel her body reacting to mine and was so close to hearing her moan for me in earnest.

Her head tipped back, offering me more of her throat, even though the wariness in her eyes said she was on the verge of lurching away altogether, but I knew she didn’t really want that. Her body was coiled tight with tension that consumed both of us, and I knew exactly what we needed to do to rid ourselves of it. She could meet the challenge of me and she knew it, she just needed to give in to how sinfully right this was between us.

I tightened my grip on her throat, biting down right below my thumb, just hard enough to make her moan for me without quite tasting her blood.

She squirmed in my hold, clearly not used to relinquishing control, and I shifted my other hand in her hair, knotting my fingers into it to keep her where I wanted her while sucking on her throat and marking her as mine.

Her body arched back, her nipples hard and puckering her shirt while I kissed and sucked at more of her neck, marking her over and over again, wanting every Fae in this school to see them and know who had left them there. Wanting to brand her as mine for all to see and keep her as such for more moments like this.

It didn’t matter that that was insane or impossible or riddled with problems, because right here and now, it was all I wanted, and sanity didn’t come into it.

Roxy groaned as I held her where I wanted her, seeming caught between submission and fury as the movement of her hands against my chest shifted from exploration to anger, her fingernails raking across my skin and drawing blood, which roused the beast in me to no end. 

I growled at her, feeling her shudder at the sound as she tugged against my hold on her, her demand clear. She wanted my mouth on hers, and as my gaze fell to her lips, I found it impossible to resist.

She moaned as my tongue passed between her lips once more, and I released my grip on her throat, dropping my hand to her breast, roughly grasping it through the thin material of her sweater and toying with her hardened nipple, loving the sounds she made as I did so.

My grip on her hair tightened, the demand in me to own her forcing another moan from her lips which made my dick throb with need once more.

Roxy pushed at the remains of my ruined t-shirt, shoving the material up in a firm demand which I gave in to purely out of the need to feel my skin against hers.

I released, her moving back a step and staring at her as she panted against the rock wall for me, ripping it over my head and tossing it away without further thought.

The moment my shirt hit the ground, I moved to her again, pushing her skirt up, my fingers scoring up the backs of her thighs before hoisting her up into my arms.

Roxy parted her legs for me to step between them, and I drove her against the rocks again, the force of my passion sending a cascade of gravel tumbling down over us. 

I gripped the perfect roundness of her ass as I held her against me, rolling my hips so that every inch of my cock ground into her, and she locked her ankles behind my back.

I kissed her again, unable to get enough of her mouth, enough of her, and the thought of burying my cock inside her blinded me to all doubts and sense and responsibilities, because this right here between us felt inevitable. I was helpless to fight against the destiny of her.

I pinned her in place against the wall and slid my hand beneath her skirt until I found the lacy material of her panties, a groan tumbling from me as I found them soaked for me, the evidence of how much she wanted this setting my blood pumping even faster than before. 

My fingers twisted into the thin material, needing it gone so that I could feel her at last, my fist tightening before I gave them a sharp yank, ripping them clean off of her.

Roxy gasped in surprise, but I didn’t waste any time in getting to the point of this, my hand moving between her thighs once more, slicking through her wetness until I pushed a finger straight into the heat of her flesh.

I groaned hungrily as I felt how much wet she was, pushing a second finger into her and starting to fuck her with my hand, her pussy tight around me as I pumped in and out of her, making her pant and shiver in my hold.

She raked her hands through my hair as she kissed me again, dragging me closer and pulling a smug grin to my lips as I felt how wet she was for the man she claimed to hate so much, feeling how close she was to coming for me already with a smug kind of satisfaction.

Had Roxanya Vega spent nights with her own hands between these perfect thighs thinking of me the way I so often did when my hand was fisting my cock? Had her spite and loathing been hiding this want for me all along? This need to succumb to the power of my body taking charge of hers?

She bit down on my bottom lip suddenly, making me curse as the taste of my own blood pooled in my mouth and I yanked my head back in surprise, pushing my tongue against the bite as I took in what she’d done.

I met her gaze, seeing the defiance there, the denial of what I’d been thinking and the challenge which said she thought I wasn’t already the ruler of her flesh even as her pussy tightened around my fingers and the need for release coiled through her body so tightly that I could see it with my own eyes.

But if that was how she wanted to play this, then I wasn’t one to disappoint.

I tugged my fingers back out of her, making her whimper at the denial while I considered all the ways I wanted to put out that defiance in her eyes, deciding how best I could show her what it was to submit to me and let me give her body what it needed.

Her hands moved to my biceps, her heated gaze dipping down to take in my muscular frame and the ink which decorated it while she fought to regain her composure for a moment.

She moved her hand to the twist of black flames which ran over my shoulder, scoring the line of the tattoo with her thumbnail as I watched her, captivated by her and wanting to know what she would do next.

My shoulders tensed at the small pain, and my resolve snapped as my cock throbbed desperately. We weren’t playing cat and mouse anymore, and I needed to feel the heat of her pussy wrapped tight around my cock before I lost my fucking mind.

I dropped her to her feet abruptly, stepping back as I hooked my thumb into my belt, making her watch me as I began to pull it loose, wanting to see the need her in eyes brighten as I showed her how much I wanted her, but of course she didn’t just submit to that plan.

Roxy stepped forward, knocking my hands aside, taking the belt from me instead before yanking on it, slipping it free of its buckle and dragging it out of its loops. I couldn’t even find it in me to care that she was still fighting for dominance with me, wanting her too much to let it bother me, just desperate to get inside her and show her exactly what we both needed.

I caught her waist, pushing my hands up beneath the base of her sweater, my fingers exploring the expanse of soft skin beneath it with a groan of longing passing through me. I fisted the hem into my grip with an impatient growl before yanking it over her head, needing to see more of her, wanting to spend hours studying every curve and line of her flesh, even though I knew that that wasn’t what this was.

I groaned at the sight of her tits pushed up in a black lace bra, the hardened peaks of her nipples pressing through it, and grazed my hands over them, cupping and grasping them roughly.

Roxy dropped my belt, undoing my fly and kissing me again just as she pushed her hand inside my jeans. I growled as she took the full, hard length of my cock into her grip, hardly even noticing that she was forcing me to back up, walking me towards the pool as she began to move her hand up and down, making my entire body light with need for her.

My mouth dipped to her throat once more, her responsive body arching into my touch while she continued to pump my cock in her hand, but that wasn’t going to be anywhere near enough for me.

I caught her wrist suddenly, yanking her hand out of my jeans before spinning her around so that her back was pressed to my front. I kept hold of her wrist as I took control of her once more, pinning her arms across her body while I shoved my jeans and pants off, not wanting a single bit of fabric left dividing me from her.

Roxy pushed her ass back against me, and my dick pressed into her rounded flesh, making her groan as she felt me, the anticipation between the two of us damn near unbearable now.

She tugged an arm free of my hold and reached back over her shoulder, gripping my neck and turning her head so that she could kiss me again while I roughly pushed at her skirt, needing it gone.

It finally fell down her thighs, and she stepped out of it, kicking her boots off in the same movement, while the need to take her consumed me unlike anything I had ever known before.

I needed to feel her now, my cock desperate to get inside her and my pulse thundering so loudly that it drowned out any objections I might have had if I’d been capable of clear thought.

I gripped her hips and pushed her forward, aiming to bending her over the rocky ledge of the pool, wanting her beneath me while I fucked her hard and deep and showed her just how sweet submission to me could feel.

But Roxy wouldn’t ever do something as simple as giving in to my desires. She twisted in my arms, smacking my hand off of her as I tried to push her into position to take her like I wanted.

She whirled on me, her hand raising to strike me again, and I snatched her wrist into my grip to stop her, growling in a low warning as my eyes flashed with frustration.

“No,” she snapped, the word lashing against me and stilling me with the force of her anger, the thought of her denying this now enough to make every piece of me shatter and break, because I was certain I wasn’t imagining any of this. She wanted it just as much as I did, so why the fuck was she stopping now?

“You want me to stop?” I asked, my voice rough with need as I fought every urge in me to close the distance between us once more, forcing myself to halt at her words, no matter how desperately I needed her not to mean it. If she ended this here and now, I was never going to be able to get her out of my head, this unfulfilled promise between us would eat me alive and haunt my every waking moment with what had almost been.

Roxy’s heated gaze travelled over my naked body and she bit her lip, her eyes burning with as much need and desire as I felt, steadying at least a little of the panic which was raising at her words.

“Don’t stop,” she replied finally, her chin lifting stubbornly and her eyes flashing in warning, letting me know clearly enough what her objection had been.

If this was going to happen, then she wasn’t going to let me bend her over and fuck her into submission like I had thought to. She was going to meet me on the battlefield and fight for dominance the way she had in every moment since the first time we’d met. And despite me knowing that I should have been angry at the thought of that, I couldn’t help the way my blood heated at the challenge in her green eyes, nor deny how much I liked the idea of doing just that.

I gave in instantly, not fool enough to fight it as I closed the space between us, kissing her roughly and driving her back towards the pool.  

She relented this time, though she jerked my hand from her wrist before clasping the back of my neck, driving her fingernails into me and marking me just as I had her.

The pain only drove me on, making me want more of it, of her, and I kissed her harder as I backed her up towards the water.

I caught her waist, gripped her roughly as I lifted her over the rocky wall and carried her into the bubbling pool, the hot water lapping over my calves as I stepped into it.

I carried her into the blue water until it washed around my waist before setting her on her feet and backing her up more.

My pulse was hammering with the need to claim her, to feel her body wrapped tightly around mine. I hounded after her, kissing her more desperately, needing to be inside her, my hands moving over her body as I explored every inch of her, just as she did me. I pushed my hands beneath her bra, groaning at the feeling of her full breasts and tight nipples in my palms as I tugged and teased at them, making her moan for me again.

I hooked an arm around her back, drawing her flush against my body while still forcing her backwards, needing to just feel her against me like I was drowning and she was all the air in the world.

At the back of the pool, a small waterfall tumbled down a glistening rock face, and I pushed her against it, gripping the backs of her thighs tightly as I hoisted her into my arms, giving me better access to her as she hooked her legs around my waist. 

My cock ground against her core, the nearness of oblivion calling to me with an urgency which I was desperate to sate as I drew back just enough to allow the head of my dick to line up perfectly with her opening.

I broke our kiss, wanting to watch this moment as it happened, needing to see the look in her eyes as I finally claimed her body. I drove into her with a single, powerful thrust of my hips, making her cry out as the perfect tightness of her pussy locked around every solid inch of me, filling me with a sense of utter nirvana as I bit down on my tongue to stop from cursing.

Fuck, she felt like heaven wrapped around me, her body made for mine and her pussy the most perfect kind of death that I had ever known. And it was a death, at least for me, an end to all I’d been trying to pretend I’d felt towards her and a realisation of what had been lurking out of reach beneath the bitterness and hatred. She was the obsession I had been fighting to deny, and yet, in that moment, it was utterly clear that I had failed endlessly at that. Roxanya Vega was everything, pure and simple. There was nothing at all aside from her, and she was all the things I had no right to try and claim.

I lost myself to the feeling of her body owning mine, needing more and more of this, pulling back and slamming into her again, living for the sound of her cries of pleasure as I began to fuck her with the fervent desire of a man who was more beast, a creature designed purely for her destruction. 

I pumped in and out of her, the constant trickle of the waterfall tumbling over us, making our flesh slide against each other in the most intoxicating way.

Roxy moaned in need, demanding more from me even as I fucked her so hard it stole her breath, and I dropped my mouth over my collar bone, encouraging her to arch her spine as I lowered towards her breasts which were straining against the thin fabric of her bra, begging for my attention.

My mouth captured her nipple over the lace, my teeth raking at the material as I growled in frustration, wanting it gone, wanting nothing left between us as we finally faced up to the truth which had been taunting us for so long.

Roxy gasped as I slammed into her again, fucking her harder, taking and giving in equal measures as her hips lifted and drove up to meet every thrust, still fighting me even now, refusing to bow, and I loved every single second of it.

She was defiant and stubborn and furiously beautiful, and in that moment, I realised I didn’t want her any other way.

Roxy tilted back further, yanking the strap of her bra down to give me the access I wanted, and the next thrust of my hips was met with my mouth biting down on her nipple, the anger in me still potent, even as it was mixed with so much pleasure. She hissed at the small pain, dragging her nails across my shoulders, demanding more while drawing my blood.  

I growled again and thrust into her over and over, my head spinning with the taste of her, scent of her, feel of her. Everything. She was everything. 

Roxy cried out for more no matter how hard I went, her pussy tightening around my shaft as we kept up the relentless pace. She started cursing me as I forced her towards an orgasm which I was determined to ring from her body, and her nails gouged lines across my back, neck, and shoulders. I embraced every mark she left on me, feeling the way she claimed me with them, wanting to brand them on my flesh forever and never let them heal, just so that I could hold on to this moment.

My mouth was everywhere, kissing and biting every piece of flesh that I could, our hatred and lust mixing into this powerful force which neither of us could even attempt to deny any more as we gave in to it completely.

I didn’t want this to end. Not now or ever, just wanting to stay here like this in her arms, my cock buried inside her and my name spilling from her lips like a curse. I couldn’t ever get enough and I knew it, some part of me recognising that no matter how much I wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to keep it.

Desperation moved my mouth back to hers, claiming her lips again, pushing my tongue into her mouth so that I could devour the cries which were spilling from her lips as we fucked like animals, everything about it a mixture of pleasure and pain in the best way.

She felt like a taste of something I couldn’t let myself wish for. A want that I would never be allowed to acknowledge, a need I wouldn’t be allowed to claim, and a dream I should have been trying to wake from. My life was so bound in one place, my future mapped out, my destiny clear, and yet being in her arms made me want to throw it all away and start anew, venturing into the unknown and freefalling without anything to stop me from colliding with the ground.

Roxy gripped my shoulders as my fingers dug into her thighs, her pussy pulsing around me as I fucked her towards her climax, knowing she was fighting it, just like she always fought me on everything, but this was a battle I would win.

She broke our kiss, her head tipping back as I gritted my teeth to stave off my own release, refusing to end this until I ended her, and I was rewarded within moments as a cry of pure ecstasy escaped her and her entire body exploded around mine.

I lost the fight against my own body as her pussy throbbed around my cock, demanding my ruin alongside hers, refusing to be defeated even in this, and I followed her over the edge, groaning into her neck as I came deep inside her, thrusting in deep one final time and spilling myself into her.

I crushed her to the rocks as we finally fell still, our chests pressed together, rising and falling rapidly as I leaned my forehead to the rock wall beside her, my cheek scraping against hers.

I found…bliss in that moment. A contentment I swear that I had never known before, the scent of her surrounding me, the warm press of her body against mine and the utter devastation she had wrought on my flesh still humming through my limbs.

I held her legs up, keeping us close like that, our bodies still connected and the feeling of being inside her so utterly right that I was already dreading the moment when I would have to pull back.

I closed my eyes, drinking in the feeling that was passing between us, the way my entire being seemed to hum with satisfaction, and nothing outside of us even mattered anymore.

The water continued to tumble over us, the warmth of it welcome against my skin as she slid her hands from my shoulders, running them down slowly until her palms rested against my chest. 

She had to feel the way my heart was pounding for her. She had to feel the shift that had just taken place between us…didn’t she?

I turned my head on instinct and she moved to meet my kiss, the need for this one not a feral, carnal thing like those that had come before it, but something so much more.

I kissed her slowly, deeper this time, my lips skating over hers with a tentative question which she met as she leaned in for more.

I didn’t think I’d ever kissed anyone like this before, much less lingered in their arms after the deed was done. But Roxy wasn’t just anyone. And even though I knew she couldn’t really be someone to me, I couldn’t deny the part of me which had just admitted that I wanted her to be.

Vulnerability prickled at my skin as I deepened the kiss, losing myself to her and offering…something. Likely something unworthy and as tainted as the rest of me, but it was something real all the same.

She arched her back, reaching up to stroke her fingers along my jaw as we continued to kiss like that, my heart skipping at the gentle touch and the desire in me growing to encompass more than just her flesh, though I knew I was a fool for even thinking that. 

It seemed as if she wanted it too though, just for that moment, while her mouth was moving against mine and our bodies were locked to one another, I could have sworn we both ached for the same thing.

When I couldn’t take the uncertainty anymore, I pulled back, breaking the kiss even though I desired to linger in it for as long as possible. A foolish kind of hope sparked in me as I met her green eyes, the man I always hid so well surfacing as I tried to let her see the truth of me. For her to feel something other than hate when she looked into my soul.

There was truth in her too as I looked back. A lost girl who had been hurt so many times by so many people that she had long since learned to bury herself behind doors which no one but her sister knew how to unlock.

She brushed her thumb along my jaw, and I tilted into her touch, aching for more of that tenderness in her eyes, for more of her skin against mine.

Her thumb made it to my chin and she pulled back suddenly, frowning like she hadn’t meant to offer me the caress and leaving my skin burning in want of more.

But those doors were slamming shut again now, pushing me back and blocking me out and I could see the wariness returning to her gaze, as if I had imagined there ever having been anything else there in the first place.

I reluctantly withdrew from her, lowering her legs back down to the bottom of the pool as I stepped back, breaking the contact between us even though it went against every urge in me to do so. 

I looked down at her, questions burning on the tip of my tongue while my doubts forced them back and kept me silent, a hope which I refused to put a name to dancing around the corners of my mind.

She bit her lip, drawing my attention to it before a look passed over her face which made my muscles lock with tension and my own walls slam back up in an instant. Regret.

Anger built in me as I took in that look on her face, not at her but at myself. Why had I stupidly thought she might feel anything other than that once the urges of our flesh had been sated and the insanity of what we’d just done hit her with a slap of reality? She hated me. She’d told me that clearly enough to my face, and I knew full well that I had done plenty to deserve that hatred too, but seeing it raise its head once more felt like a sucker punch directly to my gut.

Roxy scowled at me, all softness fleeing her features as she yanked her bra strap back over her shoulder, covering herself like the thin material offered some kind of barrier against me.

I took another step back, the water lapping around my waist as she stayed where she was with the waterfall cascading over her shoulders, looking so endlessly beautiful that it stayed my breath in my lungs.

I wanted to say something to bring back the looks she had given me just moments before. I wanted to tell her that it meant something to me which I couldn’t really explain, and for some reason I felt like I wanted to admit to her how long I had hungered to claim this with her. My obsession with her hadn’t been sated by this act; it had only flourished, wanting more now than I had ever even fantasised over before, and I struggled for the right words to offer her to try and get her to understand even a little of that need in me.

I probably should have been apologising for all the things I’d done, but I knew no words could ever really make up for any of it. They were empty. Actions were what counted, and what had just passed between us proved that, but it didn’t make it any easier for me to get the words I needed to curl around my tongue.

What was I supposed to say? That I wanted her even though I knew it was impossible?

I opened my mouth to say something that might even begin to explain some of that, or to at least acknowledge the power of what we had just done and the shift it had caused within me, but she got there first, striding towards me through the water, her jaw ticking and no sign of any softness in her eyes.

“This doesn’t change anything,” she said aggressively, knocking her shoulder against my arm as she passed me, her words a far more potent strike than the act itself. They smashed through every thought I’d just head, spearing right into my chest and crashing over me like a storm breaking out of nowhere.

Every thought I’d had, every feeling I’d imagined passing between us burned to dust, and I was forcibly reminded or what and who we were. Enemies, rivals, opponents. Nothing more. And luckily for me, I had been trained a long time ago on how to hide my emotions and respond to threats swiftly and harshly.

“Thank fuck for that,” the reply whipped from my tongue, the scathing tone dripping from me, making it sound as though I was the one who was rejecting her and not the other way around. Regardless of the dagger which drove into my gut at the words, the stiffness to her shoulders said they had landed clearly enough.

She ignored me entirely, striding for the edge of the pool without so much as looking back, and the ferocity of my anger crashed into me once again like a battering ram reminding me of exactly who and what I was.

This insanity might have taken me captive for a moment, but the truth was all that mattered. I was an Heir and she was a Vega. Who cared if I wanted to fuck her or not? At the end of the day, I was destined to ensure she fell, nothing more.

My chest burned with a series of emotions which I refused to acknowledge, the beast in me rising to the surface and offering me the escape I so desperately needed.

I gave into it, letting the shift tear through me and taking off into the sky before she’d even managed to climb out of the pool, soaring straight above her head and wheeling away as fast as I could, aiming to leave everything about that moment behind me as I went.

The only problem with that was, Roxy Vega was the most unforgettable creature I had ever come across in my life. And now that I had sampled what it was like to meld her flesh with mine, I knew I wouldn’t be able to forget it. My obsession had just come into the light, which meant I was going to have to work harder than ever to get rid of her before I succumbed to it again.


PART FIVE

KINGS OF QUARANTINE

BONUS EPILOGUE
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I stepped through the front door and fell utterly still, every sense in my body prickling, warning me of something terribly amiss within my home. The night was pressingly dark, the air still, and everything was far too quiet.

“Tatum?” I called, dread slipping beneath my skin as there was no reply but a faint scuffing sound from upstairs, letting me know that I wasn’t alone.

I subtly shifted my weight, pulling my cell phone from my pocket and briefly checking the location trackers I had installed upon it.

Nothing seemed to be out of place, but my instincts had never failed me before, and I knew that there was something bad lurking inside my home. Something that didn’t belong here.

I placed my keys on the hook by the door, pausing to scowl as I found my correct place taken by a gawdy looking motorbike key with an ugly squid keychain attached to it, the creature’s beady little eyes mocking me with the knowledge of its meaning.

I breathed in through my nose, shifting Kyan’s keys to his own hook as I had done far too many times since allocating the correct positions for all of us before hanging my own keys in their rightful place. And I, as a grown man without the need for useless additions to my life designed with the questionable intent to be attractive in some way, had no keychains hanging from mine.

The feeling of unease grew within me as my sleek, black cat, Debussy, came hurrying towards me, a look of stricken alarm on her face as she mewed impertinently, confirming that something was most definitely wrong in this place.

I had long since forced myself to overcome the uncivilised reputation of a common gunslinger, and now I always kept my Wilson Combat Supergrade pistol in a shoulder holster beneath my suit jacket when I left the house alone.

Of course, I preferred to just bring Kyan or even one of the others with me so that they could take on the role of being a weapon and leave my personage free of that burden, but apparently, they had things they considered more interesting or important to do with their time instead of spending it with me so that I was relieved of the inconvenience of carrying a gun. Honestly, they were so stubborn at times.

I drew my weapon and moved further into the house, my eyes skipping over the open plan living area, trailing past the view of the sea beyond it, and taking in everything in the kitchen while finding nothing out of place.

Another faint sound reached me, only deepening my dread and Debussy mewed impatiently, taking off down the corridor and making air catch in my lungs as she headed straight for my music room.

“No,” I hissed impertinently, taking off at a fast clip as the feeling of dread only increased, all of my senses warning me not to enter that room, but I had to see. That place provided me with my solace, it kept my demons at bay if ever they raised their ugly heads, and it offered me a retreat from the world which all too often got far too loud for my liking.

I stilled outside the closed door to my little paradise, eyeing the fingerprint smudges which marred the doorframe, informing me that an intruder had indeed come to invade my haven.

I swallowed thickly, my grip on the gun tightening before I forced myself to holster it, knowing that bloodshed would come all too easily to me if it remained in my grasp.

I closed my eyes, Debussy’s mew mournful as she twisted herself once around my ankles before turning and darting away, like she couldn’t face whatever lay beyond this door, and the stricken expression I’d just witnessed upon her face cut into me deeper than any blade.

I drew my shoulders back as I wrapped my fingers around the door handle, exhaling slowly as I twisted it and allowed the door to swing open without turning on the lights inside. The monstrosity awaiting me in the dark required no illumination anyway.

Long, white tentacles spewed in every direction, a conical head tilted jauntily to one side, and a beady eye looked right at me as a shudder of pure horror raced down my spine.

The squid statue was huge, looking too big to even have made it through the door, and my horror only increased as I noticed the sandy footprints which led to the sliding doors that overlooked the beach. The acoustics of this room were impeccable. Everyone living under this roof knew never to open that door and breach them, let alone track sand through my sanctuary as if it were nothing more than a child’s play area.

A furious roar built in my chest, but I held it there, letting the rage of it distil inside me, spreading throughout my flesh and sinking in deep until the only sign of it was the faint tick of a muscle in my temple which pulsed in time with the enraged beats of my heart.

I crossed the room slowly, moving to stand before the monstrous thing which was as tall as me and twice as wide. I would have it removed and crushed tomorrow, every piece of it ground down to dust which I would scatter into the ocean while knowing it would still haunt my memories even then.

A note was crudely taped to one of its outstretched tentacles, my name scrawled across the front of it in the hideous writing of an oaf who could not be civilised by even the finest of educations.

Saint – do you even squid though?

My mind traced back and forth over the single line, the meaning right before me and yet, entirely elusive too. Why did this creature haunt me in emoticon form? Why was the world turning to unexplained animal symbols to express themselves? And why did my entire family insist upon keeping this secret from me?

Barely muffled laughter caught my ear, informing me of the arrival of those who I called my family, and I waited as they oh-so-unsubtly shuffled into the room at my back before Kyan’s booming voice called out in mock surprise.

“Holy fuck! Did you get a new statue for this place? It looks so much better in here now!”

I turned on my heel, arching a brow at him while the others all stifled laughter, my gaze catching on Tatum who was biting down on her bottom lip so hard that she looked close to drawing blood.

“It looks really great,” Nash agreed.

“Very you,” Blake said with a smirk.

“It’s the power to its meaning which really expresses itself throughout the space,” Kyan agreed. “It’s the perfect amount of pretentious for you.”

“You think a giant, crudely sculpted squid made out of polyresin is pretentious?” I asked, my voice tainted in danger, which made Tatum’s eyes flash with want, and I swallowed thickly as I considered that.

“Yeah, it’s very tasteful,” Nash agreed. “Where did you get it?”

My jaw ticked just once, their pathetic excuse for a ruse rankling me as I stepped towards them.

“We all know I had nothing to do with this monstrosity finding its way into my private space,” I said in a low tone, which let them know plainly enough that I found nothing about this amusing. “So, which of you will be the first to admit to it?”

I looked slowly between them, waiting for one to crack, but they all just gave me looks of false innocence, Kyan casually slinging an arm around Tatum’s shoulders as he drew her close to him.

My eyes caught on the dark blue dress she wore, the raised tips of her nipples making it clear she wore no bra beneath it and making me wonder about her panties for a moment before I drew my mind back to the more pressing matter.

“Do you have anything to say of this, Bowman?” I asked, my attention flicking to him.

“I knew nothing about it, brother,” Blake protested, raising his hands in innocence, but there was a gleam in his eyes which I knew all too well.

“Lies,” I hissed, looking from him to Kyan, the clear instigator in all of this, passing over Nash, who had an equally guilty look on his face, before finally landing on Tatum.

“Sweet, innocent, siren,” I murmured, closing in on her slowly like a wolf approaching a lamb, though we both knew she wasn’t as innocent as she appeared. “You, of all people, the love of my life, would never have helped concoct such a heinous plan, would you?”

Tatum shook her head, batting her lashes at me to finish off the act. “I was distracted while it snuck into the house. They took turns with me out on the beach, and I had no idea-”

I moved into her, my hand reaching up to brush the backs of my knuckles along her cheek before travelling down slowly, our gazes locked, souls bared.

“Tell me how they fucked you, sweet Tatum,” I purred. “Tell me how they filled you while your eyes were locked on the home we all share. Tell me how the curtains to my music room remained wide open as they always do, and admit how you came for them while watching this monstrosity arriving in my home.”

Her throat bobbed with the truth, and I smiled in satisfaction even as she held her silence.

“I see.” I dropped my hand to her throat, my fingers locking tight around her smooth skin, pinning her there while I slowly turned my head to look straight at Kyan. “I assume you are about to admit to this being your idea? It has the rough footprints of an overpaid tradesman all over it, so there is no point in lying.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it, Lord Squiddington. But Nash was the one who put up the camera.” Kyan pointed a tattooed finger up to the corner of the room where I noted the camera he referred to, primed to record my reaction as I discovered the crime that had been committed here.

“I mostly worked on fucking Tatum blind,” Blake confessed with a shrug. “It was hard work, but someone had to do it.”

I released Tatum as suddenly as I had grabbed her, the sound of her sharp inhale travelling straight to my cock as I allowed her to breathe freely once more, and I had to admit that I rather liked owning that kind of power over her.

I stepped around her, giving all of them my back as I slowly moved towards the large cupboards on the far side of the room, making my way to the wall safe beside them first and entering the twenty-three-digit passcode before allowing the retinal scanner to verify my identity.

The safe door unlocked as I completed the process and I opened it up, taking the small bunch of keys from the shelf and considering the ten of them slowly.

Kyan began to bounce on his toes behind me and I could feel the anticipation in the room growing as they awaited my choice. This was a dance we had long since learned the moves to. I did not punish them lightly, did not open my closet for just any crime, and certainly not because one of them requested it. These keys were locked away for good reason, only brought out in times of greatest need, when the monster in me roared with rage and clamoured with the desperate desire to work through its fury in the only way I knew how.

It took a lot to push me to this place, but once I fell into it, they knew what to expect. And if the looks on their faces were anything to go by, then it was clear that their anticipation was at least equal to their uncertainty.

I ran my fingers over the keys, selecting number seven before moving along the row of cupboards which lined the wall and unlocking the one corresponding to it.

I took the first set of leather restraints out, turning back to face the others and finding Taum on her knees, head bent, submissive, beautiful.

A little of the fury in me stilled at the sight of her like that, and I released a slow breath before turning my attention to Kyan.

“Are you ready to take your punishment?” I asked coldly.

“You’ll have to catch me first,” Kyan sniggered and shot out the door with an unbridled laugh.

Tatum glanced over her shoulder, watching him go with a snort of laughter escaping her, and I moved to stand in front of her, drawing her attention back to me while Nash and Blake shared a mischievous look.

“Well, siren, how do you feel about the deserter who has left you to your fate?” I asked.

“I think you’ll find a way to bring him to heel, sir,” she purred, the added effect of that final word stirring the attention of my cock. She knew exactly how to wrap me around her little finger, even when she was on her knees for me. And she may have willingly paid penance for this little hoax, but I wasn’t going to let her bear the brunt of it.

“Nash…Blake.” I looked to them where they lingered in the doorway like horses about to bolt, but I’d tamed these creatures a long time ago. They knew they were better to give in to my whims now, or else face a far more severe punishment in future that would likely involve a public humiliation, perhaps even a national one if I was feeling particularly vengeful. “Return Kyan to me if you don’t want my punishments to continue beyond tonight,” I said and they knew the weight of that threat, immediately darting out of the room and racing after the heathen who I had no doubt had orchestrated this entire debacle.

Tatum bit her lip as she watched me, and I was reminded of a time when she had looked at me with a flicker of fear in her gaze, though that defiance had never left her. I reached out to push my fingers into her thick blonde hair, finding sand within it and confirming exactly what she had been up to before I’d arrived home. 

“You always did like pushing my buttons,” I said. “Does my temper amuse you?”

“It’s thrilling, this darkness in you,” she admitted. “I love drawing it out.”

“You didn’t once,” I said, a thickness to my throat speaking of the regret I felt in how I’d treated her all those years ago. She had healed the wounded monster in me, collared and leashed it to her will, and now she could aim me at anyone she wished and I would gladly destroy them for her. We had built something pure between us on a foundation of ruin, and I was a better man for it. For her.

“The past is where the present was built. It might be tarred with our mistakes, our sins, but it’s still ours. And I wouldn’t change it for all the world,” she whispered beautifully, and I nodded in agreement to that, pressing my fingers under her chin and encouraging her to stand. She rose to her feet and I leaned down to kiss her, my fingers still pressing deep into her skin to keep her where I wanted, and she met the slowness of my tongue with deep strokes of her own. Everything between us was always so intense, wired up as if connected to an unending source of power, and I had once thought I would be destroyed by that energy, consumed in its potency. Instead, it had made me anew.

I broke the kiss before either of us wished to be done with it, but I had a punishment to get on with, and she was yet to repent.

“Strip,” I commanded her. “Down to your underwear, then go out to the beach and wait facing the ocean.”

A little smile played around the corner of her lips as she nodded and ducked away from me, pulling off her dress and using the doors beyond the hideous statue to exit onto the beach. My gaze skimmed down the deep tan of her back, over the little pink bikini she wore, the bottoms just a thong that perfectly outlined the roundness of her ass. I exhaled my lust for her as she went, turning back to the doorway and marching through it in search of the men who had proven once again they were nothing but boys.

The sound of a struggle caught my attention in the direction of the lounge, and I made my way there, finding Kyan on the floor on his back while Nash and Blake wrestled him into submission. Kyan didn’t go easy, throwing punches while laughing and cursing them out, and I watched as a flicker of amusement passed through me over their animalistic behaviour. I wasn’t beyond joining in with it when the occasion called, but right now, a much more pressing occasion was beckoning, and I didn’t want to delay any longer.

“Get him out onto the beach and line up beside our girl,” I commanded, and between Nash and Blake, they managed to haul Kyan to his feet and lock his arms behind his back.

“Traitors,” Kyran growled as Blake slid the doors open onto the patio and helped drag him outside.

“Last time I went against Lord Squiddington’s punishments, he hired a pack of gangbangers to tie me to a cop car with my pants around my ankles and my bare ass out,” Nash said, shooting me a glare as a slight smirk tilted my lips at the memory of that. There really was something to be said for having the local gang members feeding out of my palm.

“They let you off just fine as I recall,” I commented.

“I spent a night in a jail cell for public indecency, and they didn’t buy my shitty story about being the victim of a bachelor party,” Nash said.

“And what about you?” Kyan growled at Blake.

“Saint bought me that new jet ski I was dying for,” he said meekly, looking at me with a frown, as if disappointed in himself.

“Well, if you didn’t hand over your cashflow to him, he wouldn’t be your fucking sugar Daddy,” Kyan growled, and Blake hung his head in shame.

“I hate doing finances,” he muttered, and I smiled. Yes, Blake was all too easy to manage in that sense, preferring to relinquish his responsibilities to me instead of learning to harness them himself. A fool’s choice. Tatum allowed me the same privilege, but I could never say no to a single thing she wanted to purchase, and she knew it. If she demanded a boat shaped like a squid, then I would have one docked at dawn for her. My siren wanted for nothing, that was a pledge I would never renege on.

Kyan and Nash were less conforming, keeping hold of their own credit cards, and I knew for a fact that Kyan still stuffed wedges of cash under his mattress like a fucking caveman. They all came crawling back to me when it was time to file our taxes though, didn’t they? And frankly, I had tabs on all of their purchases regardless of whether they knew it or not. It was only in the name of protecting our family, considering some of the less than legal dealings we occasionally ran into, but Kyan was well versed in conducting himself subtly in that regard thanks to his upbringing. If there were any discrepancies, however, I made sure they were good and buried in case any lawman ever came looking too closely at our accounts.

I let the others get lined up on the beach while I returned to my music room and took out what I’d need for their punishment, the squid statue in the room looming behind me like an alien come to invade my home, my sanity. I was already calculating exactly how I was going to have it removed and destroyed by the end of the day. I would need Rebecca to come and do a full clean of this room and ensure not a grain of sand was left to tarnish the floorboards.

A clink of piano notes made me turn my head, and I found Debussy tiptoeing across the keys, seeming to press her small feet to only notes that were pleasing to the ear. She leapt lithely up on top of the piano and stalled as her gaze fell on the squid, her tail swishing back and forth in irritation at the monstrosity that now glared back at her.

“My apologies, Debussy,” I sighed. “I haven’t dealt with it yet; the others must be punished.”

She mewed in a sharp agreement of those words. Logically, I knew she couldn’t understand the full magnitude of this situation, and her grasp on human speech was likely lacking, but she was a smart creature, and tone was everything. She understood enough to be as upset by the new addition to the room as I was, but she also understood that I would deal with it.

I moved to stroke her head, and she purred as her concern was settled somewhat. When she seemed more content, I took the box I’d need for my punishment and headed from the room with Debussy following at my heels, silent as ever, but I could sense her presence.

I headed out onto the patio and Debussy curled up into a ball there, her preference always for the decking over the sand which got stuck between her toes. She had no fondness for the sea beyond, watching it from afar, and she had a point. It was why I preferred swimming lengths in the pool over the roughened waters of the ocean on our private beach. It was a much more civilised experience, though the others often opted for surfing the morning waves and…splashing. I joined them on occasion, but often preferred watching their debauchery over a freshly brewed cup of Columbian coffee. It was soothing to me in a way I couldn’t quite explain. Their chaos the answer to my orderliness.

I left Debussy to her lazing and walked out onto the beach where the moonlight spilled over my group of miscreants in front of me, the metal box grasped tightly between my hands.

I placed the box down in the sand and moved behind Tatum, skating my fingers up the length of her spine and enjoying the way she shivered for me.

“Strip,” I commanded the others without taking my eyes from her flawless skin which was kissed bronze by the sun.

She suited it so well, this oceanside life with all its colour and vibrancy, and I enjoyed the new routines we’d formed around it. Every morning, she came to kneel before me on the decking, freshly washed and perfectly naked. I’d apply sun lotion to every inch of her skin, and on weekdays, she let me pick her clothes for her, the ritual something I deeply enjoyed as I dressed her slowly and for my pleasure. At night, she would come to me washed and naked once more, and I’d massage aloe vera into her skin to keep the sun from damaging her. There were plenty of nights when touching her like that led to so much more, and I’d indulge in her body, claiming her in ways that made her shudder and moan for me so fucking exquisitely.

I placed a kiss on her shoulder and finally gave my attention to the others where they stood naked, facing the ocean. Kyan clasped his hands behind his back and started rocking his hips side to side so his cock slapped between his thighs. “I’m ready, Saintykins.”

“Dude,” Blake laughed, and the rest of them cracked up too, and while they were busy in their amusement, I walked to the box and took out the latest additions to my collection of items made solely for discipline.

“As you are insistent on playing hooligan tonight, Kyan, you can go first,” I announced and he stopped rocking his hips, looking over his inked shoulder at me with a smirk.

“Do your worst,” he dared.

“Oh, I will,” I promised, lining up the row of silver pinecones I’d had made, all with particularly sharp scales pointing outwards at their edges. I smiled, selecting a vicious looking one and standing upright as I moved up behind Kyan and he turned his head to try and get a look at what I had. I shoved the side of his face, forcing him to look back at the sea, and he sniggered.

“You can’t scare me, brother,” he said.

“I don’t intend to scare you, I intend to punish you.” I spread his ass cheeks and placed the cone firmly between them, making him spit a curse as the sharp cone pressed into his skin. “We missed the spring pine cleansing this year,” I announced, a lilt of amusement to my voice. “A tragedy, really. There are simply too few pine trees in this area, so I have gone to the effort of having some pinecones made that will last a lifetime.” I shoved another one of the sharp cones between Kyan’s ass cheeks, making his spine straighten. “If you drop a single cone, I will replace it with a sharper one, understood?”

“Fucking hell, where did you even get those made?” Nash asked as he looked over his shoulder at the row of them on the beach.

“There is nothing I cannot do, Nash, you would do well to remember that the next time you decide to bring some hideous statue into our home.” I strode back to the cones, selecting some of the less cruel ones and moving to Nash and Blake next, placing one each between their cheeks. I moved to Tatum finally, giving her the least sharp of all, but the cool metal was enough to make her gasp as I slid it into place.

The sound of something hitting the sand made my head snap around and Kyan growled in frustration as I strode over to the pinecone that had fallen from his ass.

“Unfortunate,” I commented, a wicked smile pulling at my mouth as he muttered angrily, and I fetched another cone, which was a lethal looking thing.

I took pleasure in making him bend forward for me while I slid it into place and the tension in his muscles told me he was toying with the idea of punching me for this. But Kyan knew this game too well. He had made his choice when he’d brought the statue into my music room, and he had known it would end like this, one way or the other. If he fought it, it would only end up far worse for him. Better to bleed for your sins now than die for them later.

Tatum started shaking her ass left and right like she was enjoying herself and I reached over to spank her hard enough to leave a print on skin. She hissed between her teeth, and the pinecone dropped smoothly to the sand.

“Fuck,” she cursed as Kyan laughed at her, though as I gave his pinecone a forceful push to drive it in a little deeper, his laugh turned to a snarl.

I picked out a slightly sharper cone for Tatum, replacing the one she’d dropped by tipping her forward, resting my hand on her back and slotting it into place.

“You’re fucking crazy,” she said through a manic little laugh.

“And you fucking love it,” I murmured, and she tossed me a heated look as she bit down on her lip.

“This thing is climbing into my ass, Saint, for the love of fuck,” Kyan snapped.

“It helps if you bend forward a bit,” Blake offered, showing him as he rested his hands on his knees and wiggled his ass side to side. “Like this.”

“You look like a sub waiting to be double-dicked,” Nash said with a snort, and Kyan roared a laugh that made his pinecone fall smoothly into the sand.

“Oh, for the love of fuck,” Kyan spat as I moved to fetch a pinecone which would teach him that all other pinecones had been child’s play up until this point. “Come on, Nash made me laugh. He should get a razor cone up the ass, not me.”

I answered that statement, by spreading his cheeks and shoving the viper of a cone between them, and he spat a noise like an angry tiger.

“Saint. Don’t you think you’re taking this a bit fucking far?” he demanded.

“On the contrary, I am considering whether I have done enough in payment for the statue.”

“You love a squid,” Kyan said through his teeth, his muscles bunching all over his body.

I clasped his ass cheeks and squeezed them together in response to that and he half swung towards me like he was going to punch me, but Tatum pressed a hand to his arm to warn him off.

“It’ll only be worse if you stop him now,” she said, and Kyan met her gaze, his jaw ticking like mad. I loved having this power over him, the beast in him under my control, or else things would get worse, just as Tatum said.

“What will it be, Kyan? Are you too delicate to go through with your punishment?” I asked tauntingly.

“Delicate?” he scoffed. “Fuck that.” He twisted back to face the ocean and cupped his hands around his mouth. “I am the dark in the dead of the night!”

“Hear me roar!” Tatum, Nash and Blake echoed, and a smile spread across my face as they all started howling like wolves. And as simply as that, my anger with them and that statue dissolved. Because my family may have decided to tease me tirelessly with any squid that they could get their hands on, but it was a part of us now, this foolish game which drove me to madness. And so long as I got to keep punishing them for it, then what better reason than that to keep allowing it?

I tipped my head back and released a howl that joined theirs, the sound of pinecones dropping around me before a band of naked beasts collided with me, knocking me down onto the beach. Tatum leapt on top of them as we started to wrestle in the sand and laughter tore from my chest as we fought to get hold of her like dogs with a bone.

In the end, she became squashed in the middle of us, and our mouths found her skin as she breathed our names into the sky. Our sweet, beautiful warrior, right in the heart of us, right where she belonged.


__Author Note__

Hey look at that! No cliffhanger! Isn’t that just a dream wrapped in a fox tail? And speaking of fox tails, you guysssss we are absolutely BLOWN AWAY by your generosity for this charity fundraiser for The Fox Project. When we set up the auction and wrote these little bonus chapters (alright, hunky chunky bonus chapters), we expected to raise perhaps one or two thousand pounds, and would have been absolutely over the moon with that. But no. NO! You amazing, wonderful, huggable people had to BLOW the moon out of the sky with your giant canon of generosity! Kapow!

As of writing this we’ve raised over £60,000 pounds (approximately $75,000!!) to help build a wildlife hospital for The Fox Project, and we cannot even believe it. You’re not only the best community of readers out there, you’re the most generous, lovely, scrumptious ones too. So give yourselves a big squish and a huge smooch on the lips as well, because YOU made this happen, and we are endlessly grateful to every single penny, cent, dime, dollar, and pip donated to the fund.

Thank you from the bottom of our souls, and thank you from all our of characters too! Seth sends you snuggles, Caleb shoots you a wink, Orion pretends he doesn’t care, then grins at you when no one’s looking, Darius takes you for a ride in his Dragon form, Max feeds you some happy energy, Geraldine exclaims ‘Good gobbling ganderbushes!’ and tosses buttery bagels your way, Darcy squeals and gives you a hug, and Tory pats you on the back and passes you a shot of tequila.

Lots of love from Caroline & Susanne xxx
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