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Author’s Note

 Just a
couple of things before I let you go and get your read on. While I
am doing my best to work with better editing and proofreading
software, all my books are solo, independent works. I write my
books, proofread my books, edit my books, create the covers, etc. I
have one beta who gives me feedback on my stories, but other than
that, all my books are independent projects.

 


That being said, I apologize, in advance, for
the typos, grammar inconsistencies, or any other mistakes I may
make. Since writing is strictly a hobby for me, I haven’t looked
into commitments in regard to publishers, editors, etc. My hope is
that my stories are enjoyable enough that a few mistakes, here and
there, can be overlooked. However, if you’re a stickler for
grammar, my books are probably not for you.

 


Also, I am an avid reader-I mean an
AVID reader. I love to read above any other hobby. However,
the only downside to my reading obsession is when I fall in love
with a series, but I have to wait for the additional books to come
out. So, because I feel that disappointment down to my soul, when I
started publishing my works, I vowed to publish all books in my
series all at once. No waiting here…LOL. Now, the exception to that
will be if enough readers request additional stories based off the
standalone, such as in Facing the Enemy. At that point, if I decide
to move forward with a requested series, I will make sure all
additional books are available all at once. As much as this is a
hobby for me, I am writing these books for all of you, as well as
myself.

 


Thank you, for everything!


Contact Me

 I really
appreciate you reading my book and I would love to hear from you!
Now, unfortunately, because I do have a full-time job and one
part-time job, plus a family that I love spending time with, at
this time, I’m afraid it would be very hard for me to maintain a
multitude of social media sites. However, for the sites I do
participate in, here are my social media coordinates:




 


Website

 


 


Facebook

 


 


Instagram

 


 


Pinterest

 


 


Email

 


 


Newsletter
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Academy
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Prologue

 Even though I
was used to parties like these, I still wasn’t. Apart from my
family, I didn’t connect with people because they were too much
responsibility once you did. It was also doubly worse when you were
surrounded by rich, spoiled, weak, entitled assholes. Now, while I
could be considered rich and entitled, I wasn’t spoiled or
weak.

Never weak.

Looking around the
backyard, I saw nothing but a bunch of assholes with too much money
and no parental supervision, and that made for one hell of a
dangerous combination. If the girls’ last name wasn’t McIntire, I’d
be worried about them being here, but everyone knew better than to
mess with anyone with the last name McIntire. For that matter,
everyone knew better than to mess with anyone with the last name
Reed, Marlow, and McCellan, too.

With a beer in
my hand, music thrumming in my eardrums, and my mind calm,
my only saving grace was that Lennon
wasn’t interested in any of this shit. Though Regal Academy was
considered one of the most elite prep schools in the nation, the
students were all horrible people, us included if we were pushed to
that point. The fact that my baby sister wasn’t interested in
partying yet was a good thing. There’s no way that I could handle
her getting caught up in the bullshit that was happening here, even
if Lennon was proving to be as ruthless as the rest of us, if not
more.

Taking
another sip of my beer, it’d
be a while before I polished it off. While most the people here
were free to indulge in their chosen vice, I didn’t have that
luxury. While my protective instincts prevented me from getting
drunk because the girls were here, my self-preservation prevented
me from getting drunk because I wasn’t emotionally stable enough to
let my guard down.

Making my way closer to
the poolside, you’d think that the naked girls in the pool would do
something for me, but they didn’t.

No girls did.

I
was immune to them all, and that was
fact. With my last name being Marlow, I’ve had more than enough
girls try their hand at getting my dick hard, but I’ve never been
interested, and I still wasn’t. It was all a part of that emotional
instability that I’ve always had to wrestle with.

Well, not
always.

Once upon a
time, my demons had slept. They had existed quietly
in the back of my head,
allowing us to live peacefully for a short time. I’d never known
that kind of peace before, but once I had, it had felt like a hit
of heroin to my bloodstream every morning.

Now, I worked
day and night to keep those fuckers from surfacing because it didn’t take much. I had three moods:
content, indifferent, and unhinged. Mostly, I was depended solely
on the energy surrounding me, and right now, the energy was good
enough that I was here, trying my best to have a good
time.

Going to
check on the girls, knowing
that they were probably playing pool inside, my feet came to a stop
when I heard a laugh that’s haunted me for over two
years.

My heart sped
up.

My breathing
shortened.

My stomach
clenched.

My hands shook.

My blood began
to ice over in my
veins.

I
stared at the rim of my beer
bottle, trying my best to focus on something tangible, something
that could keep me tethered to what was real. However, when I heard
that laugh again, my left hand clenched hard enough around the beer
bottle to cause it to splinter into a thousand pieces.

Ignoring the
gasp somewhere behind me, and ignoring the blood running between my
fingers, I lifted my head and
listened for that laugh again. When I heard it, nothing mattered
but seeing the proof with my own two eyes.

Heading back around the
side of the house, I didn’t stop until I was standing only a few
feet away from a group of people, two girls and three
guys.

While the girl
with waves of platinum blonde hair had her back to me, I’d know who
she was anywhere. I knew her
in my dreams, and I visited her often in my nightmares.

Athena fucking
Ashford.

Yeah, the night just
got a lot more interesting.


Chapter 1


Crew~

I stood on the fringes
of the group, not daring to get any closer, and I had to
battle down the urge to kill her
where she stood. My hands were still shaking with the impulse to
tear this entire house down, but I’ve learned to curb those
destructive compulsions.

Barely.

When it came
to controlling my emotions, there were only two options: ice them
into nonexistence or let the
fire burn bright. There was no in between when I found myself in
the middle of my emotions, and most people knew it. When I was
younger, those two options hadn’t existed. The only one that had
existed for me back then was letting the fire burn. While I hadn’t
felt hostile often, when I had, it hadn’t been pretty. For whatever
reason, I had a challenging time processing my emotions, and no
amount of therapy or violence helped. My only saving grace was that
my mother was a criminal defense attorney.

So,
standing only a few feet away from
Athena Ashford, I had a decision to make, and I had to make it
quick. Plus, even if I did want to turn this into a bloodbath, I
knew that it wouldn’t be long before Zane and the girls discovered
that she was here. Once they did, I knew we’d all be
leaving.

Fairly certain
that I could handle this without any bloodshed, I said, “Well,
isn’t this a nice surprise?” I
watched her entire body still, and I got some petty satisfaction
out of that.

Slowly
and carefully, Athena turned
around, and when those light grey eyes of hers met my green ones,
my hands curled into fists at my sides, and blood started rushing
through my ears in a wave of white noise. I could feel my breaths
stutter in rage, and the flood of emotions was threatening to erupt
all around me, bystanders be damned.

Athena looked
two years older, but exactly the same as the last time
that I’d seen her. Standing at
only five-foot-three, her platinum blonde hair hanging down to the
middle of her back, her grey eyes so big that they made her look
like she had a doll’s face, and that petite body that was slim in
design, but had hidden curves that sucked you in once you got her
clothes off.

Two years
later, she was still the most beautiful thing that I
have ever seen, and I wanted nothing
more than to ruin that beauty and crush every emotion that she has
ever had.

“Crew,” she
whispered, and if saying my
name like she had the right to wasn’t enough to push me off the
edge, seeing the guy standing next to her, watching me with hooded
eyes, was enough to.

At
six-foot-two, whoever he was, he was a couple of inches shorter
than me, and though he looked
like he had enough muscle to make his punches matter, I wasn’t
worried about that. I knew what my hands were capable of, and I
wasn’t afraid to use them on anyone. I liked pain, and I liked
blood, and I liked using both to exercise my demons. While my
preferred method to tame them was the violin, violins weren’t
always available. However, luckily for me, assholes
were.

I eyed
him, taking him in, and while he
looked familiar, I couldn’t place him. He definitely wasn’t a Regal
student because we knew every name attending Regal Academy. He had
brown hair and blue eyes, but that didn’t tell me shit. A lot of
people had that color combination. However, it was the way that he
was standing so close to Athena that told me that we’d never met.
If we had, he’d know better.

“I think you
must be lost,” I told her, my voice deceptively even.
“Or did you not get the
message?”

Never one for being a
coward, Athena’s back snapped straight. “What message is
that?”

“You’re no
longer welcomed at Regal Academy,” I replied. “And since this party is for Regal students
only, you should probably be on your way.”

I watched her
chest move with deep, steady,
concentrated breaths. I watched the way her eyes ran over my face,
searching for a hint to what I was feeling. I watched her jaw tick
with the clenching of her teeth. I watched as she did her best to
figure out her next move.

Finally, she
said, “I’m enrolled at Regal
for my senior year.”

The news hit
my chest like a twenty-gauge
firing directly in front of me. Unfurling my fists, I quickly ran
my thumb over my bloody palm, letting the red wetness soothe me as
best as it could. Focusing on pushing down that torrent of anger
that was threatening to appear, I started pushing on my palm,
forcing more blood free.

When
Athena’s grey gaze landed on
my hand, I saw her face pale a bit, but I knew that she wasn’t
going to address what was happening. She knew better than anyone
not to provoke a feral animal. Plus, it looked like her boyfriend
was the type to try to step in should shit go south, and Athena
knew better than to let something like that happen.

Feeling a bit
steadier, I decided to break the news to her. “Not for long.”

“Crew-”

“What
does that mean?” her boyfriend asked,
but before I could rush him, Zane and the girls were already at my
side, and it was enough that no one was stupid enough to mess with
just one of us, but four of us? Yeah, that wasn’t
happening.

Even though Zane was two
years younger than I was, he was still six-foot-one, and looking
just like me with our black hair and green eyes, there was no
mistaking that we were brothers. In fact, all my siblings looked
alike. We’d all taken after our father, and even Lennon had black
hair and green eyes, though her features resembled our mother’s
pretty face.

Then you had
D.J. and Maggie standing on
the other side of me, and there was no mistaking that they were
sisters. While D.J. was eighteen and Maggie only sixteen, they’d
both taken after Uncle Ace and had dark brown hair with these
bright amber eyes. They were the only people in the entire school
who had those strange, amber-colored eyes, so it was an easy guess
to assume that they were sisters.

Still, Athena knew all of
this. She knew that Zane was my younger brother, and that Delaney
Jr. and Maggie were my sisters, though the girls weren’t related to
me by blood. Athena also knew just what Zane, D.J., and Maggie were
capable of. While I didn’t need anyone’s help to fight my own
battles, D.J. and Maggie were always available to handle any female
problems that might arise. The only thing that was probably saving
Athena right now was that Lennon wasn’t here.

I felt Maggie
grab my bloody hand, and I
smirked as her thumb replaced mine in smearing the blood around.
She was doing her best to calm me down, and I truly did appreciate
it. My entire family was used to my episodes, so they all had their
own way of helping me. However, as strange as it may sound, my baby
sister was my best friend, and she was the only person who was able
to see me through my episodes once they got out of control. Luckily
for Athena, I wasn’t out of control.

Yet.

“Well, I never
thought I’d see you again,” D.J. casually remarked. “Did you get lost on your way to wherever
the fuck it is you belong? Because you sure as hell don’t belong
here.”

While Athena
wasn’t a coward, not many
girls could hang with Delaney or Maggie. With four father figures
and eight pseudo-brothers in the mix, D.J. knew how to fight. She
was skilled and there was no hair pulling when D.J. was taking
someone down. Though she usually preferred to have a valid reason
for putting her hands on someone, she knew what she was doing when
she did.

As for
Maggie, Maggie needed no
reason. The girl was so damn bloodthirsty that she only needed a
name and an address, and she was all about it. While the girl
didn’t go looking for trouble, she had no problem if it came
looking for her.

“Like I just
told Crew, I’m attending Regal
again for my senior year,” Athena repeated.

“That’s what
you think,” D.J. replied coolly. “We’ll see about
that on Monday.”

It was
only Friday, and Regal had a
tradition of sorts when it came to the beginning of the school
year. The entire last week of summer was riddle with house parties
every night, and the parties were a testament to just how vile and
corrupt young rich kids could be. While Regal Academy wasn’t as bad
as Windsor Academy, it was a close second. You had undisciplined
teenagers with too much money, no supervision, and absolutely no
concept of accountability. You just had to look around the party to
see that. There was alcohol, drugs, and nudity as far as the eye
could see, and it was the same thing anytime someone from Regal
threw a party.

“I’m
not looking for trouble,”
Athena said, replying to D.J.’s threat.

“Of course,
you are,” I argued, squeezing
Maggie’s hand. “Why else would you have come back?” Athena looked
like she didn’t want to have this conversation here, but that was
too bad for her. I stopped giving a fuck what she wanted a long
time ago. “Why Regal? With the exception of Windsor, you could
finish your senior year anywhere else in the country, so why come
back here?”

The only
reason that Windsor was the exception was because its enrollment requirements were stricter
than those of Regal. Plus, you had to be beyond rich to attend
Windsor. While you had to be rich to attend Regal, Windsor was a
different kind of animal. To get accepted into Windsor Academy, you
had to be in the One-Percent of the One-Percent of the One-Percent
of the nation. The only reason we attended Regal was because we
lived in Port Lucia, and Regal Academy was the best school in the
city.

“She can go
wherever she wants,” her boyfriend stated, finally chiming in. “You don’t own the
school.”

I
honest-to-God laughed at
that.


Chapter 2


Athena~

“It’s
okay,” I quickly rushed out,
praying that Levi would take the hint. While I appreciated the
gallant gesture, it was no contest on who would win between him and
Crew.

Crew.

At
six-foot-two, Crew Marlow was
still as beautiful as he’d always been. Though two years older, his
black hair still looked like spun silk, and it was still styled
like he didn’t give a shit about it. Short on the side and long up
top, it fell haphazardly around his head, and I knew exactly what
it felt like to slide my fingers through it.

Those matching
black brows of his sat over a
pair of green eyes that had always reminded me of emeralds shining
brightly in the sun. Those green orbs of his were surrounded by a
forest of long, thick, full black lashes, and they just made the
color of his eyes pop out more. Crew’s eyes were the most startling
thing about his appearance, and they drew you in like the lure of a
siren.

Then there was
the overall makeup of his
face. He had a straight nose, a strong jaw, plush lips, and it all
came together to remind you of a Roman soldier. Crew looked just
like his father and brothers, and if you’ve ever seen all the
Marlow men together, it made you appreciate being a woman like
nothing else could. Even now, with Zane standing next to him, they
were undeniably the superior species.

Plus, if it
wasn’t enough that his face
was pure masculine perfection, Crew’s body was the stuff of
drool-worthy calendars, every month, every year. Built like a
warrior, Crew also had tattoos, and I could remember being there
for his first one ever. I couldn’t know how many he had now, but
the last time that I’d seen him, he’d been up to fifteen, and he’d
only been two months shy of his fifteenth birthday.

Staring at
him, my heart wept with how stunningly gorgeous he was, even with
hate firing from those emerald eyes of his. Looking at him, no one would guess that Crew was also
a musical genius. He could play any instrument you placed in his
hands, and pure magic flew from those fingers of his, musically and
physically. Last that I knew, the violin had been his favorite, but
I had no idea what he was about these days.

I watched
as Zane, Maggie, and Delaney
all smirked at what Levi said, Crew actually chuckling like a
jackass. While they didn’t legally own the school, they did own it,
and everyone knew it. The school board, the dean, the teachers,
even down to the landscape company, everyone knew that the Marlows
and McIntires directed everything that happened at this school.
Hell, even the Reeds and McCellans had a say in what went on at
Regal if they wanted to, and they didn’t even attend the damn
school.

With his gaze
on Levi’s, Crew said, “Well, maybe I will let you guys continue to
attend. It would definitely
liven things up a bit.” When his eyes looked back over at me, it
was hard not to look away. “I’m curious at how long you think that
you’ll last.”

In all the
years that I’ve ever known Crew, I’ve never had a reason to be
scared of him. Fear hadn’t
been a part of our relationship, though Crew certainly instilled
that feeling in a lot of people. Even at a young age, he had a
formidable way about him.

Still, as I
watched him now, I realized that I was a little bit scared of this
Crew. Even though Maggie was
holding his bloody hand in hers, probably doing her best to anchor
him to the here and now, this Crew had a better lock on his
emotions than the old Crew, and that was worrisome. With the old
Crew, he’d never held back. Even if he’d been in the middle of one
of his episodes, you’d still been able to see it all; you’d see it
coming your way. The old Crew reminded me of a tornado. Watching
him lose it had been like getting captured in the destructive
beauty of a tornado, though you still had time to get out of the
way. That’s what his eruptions had been like. You’d see the signs,
see the destruction happening, but you always had time to get out
of the way. If he loved you, if he cared about you, you always had
time to get out of the way.

This
Crew?

This Crew was beginning
to remind me of an earthquake, never seeing it coming. One minute,
you’re standing firmly on your feet, then the next, the ground’s
shaking, everything coming down, crumbling all around your head,
leaving nothing but the heartbreaking rubble of what’s left of your
life. With no warning, this Crew was definitely more dangerous than
the one that I’d last seen two years ago. This Crew could sneak up
on you, and that wasn’t good for anyone.

“We just want
to get our diplomas,” I
replied, ignoring his taunting.

His brows jumped,
but I didn’t miss the way his hand tightened in Maggie’s. “We?”

I straighten
my back because this group
despised weakness. “Yeah, we,” I confirmed.

“I hope you
have a backup plan, Athena,” Delaney advised. “You’re going to need it.”

I looked over
at her, and while I wasn’t a
wimp by any means, there was no doubt that Delaney McIntire could
kick my ass. Hell, even at two years younger, Maggie McIntire could
as well. It wasn’t that I was afraid to fight, or even that I
didn’t know how, because I knew how to fight, something that I’d
learn how to do these past couple of years.

No.

It was that I
knew Crew’s family well enough
to know that Delaney and Maggie had been taught how to fight by
some of the most skilled fighters around. At age twelve, Chance
McCellan had started an illegal fighting ring, and I’ve seen the
men in Crew’s family fight. I’ve also seen Crew fight. So, I knew
that Delaney and Maggie knew how to
fight, and that was different from not being afraid to fight.
Delaney and Maggie McIntire fought like guys. They fought like
soldiers. Unfortunately for the victim, I’ve seen the girls fight
before. Delaney more controlled than Maggie, but still just as
effective. Where Delaney wasn’t a hothead for violence, Maggie was
a fan of it.

What was
really crazy about the entire scene was that Crew and his family
had no reason to hate me. I’d never done anything to any of them. If anything, I was the
injured party here, so I didn’t appreciate the threats when I
hadn’t been the one who’d ruined everything.

That line of
thought had me refusing to back down, even though I knew that I
couldn’t win against this
group. “I guess that we’ll just have to see,” I replied.

“Feeling brave
because of your pretty, little boyfriend?” Zane asked, finally throwing in his two cents.
“Got back up, is that it?”

Now, while
Levi definitely had the Hollywood look, I wouldn’t consider him pretty. He was good-looking in
that classic sense of ruggedly handsome men. Plus, he was hardly
little, though I could see why Zane might think so. At only
sixteen, Zane was two years younger than Crew, but he was already
almost as tall as him, making Levi shorter than Zane by an inch or
so.

Before Levi
could get into it with Zane Marlow, I stated the obvious. “I think it’s probably time for
us to leave, Levi.” While I was speaking to Levi, I was looking at
Crew. Never take your eyes off the animal, even if it’s the owner
who’s yelling at you, right?

“That’s
probably the smartest thing you’ve said all night,” Crew remarked, and it hurt.

This entire
encounter hurt.

Still, I had
my pride just like everyone else, and I should feel lucky
that it was Maggie and Delaney
standing with him and not Daphne Charles. My stomach turned at the
thought, and I was actually surprised that I hadn’t seen her yet.
Always the center of attention, even in a crowd like this, it was
hard to miss the beautiful girl. Though she’d been as shallow as a
mud puddle, there’d been no denying that she was beautiful. So
beautiful, in fact, that guys hadn’t cared about her easy
reputation the last time that I had attended Regal. They had
actually considered it a win if she’d slept with them.

Shaking my
head, I quickly forced thoughts of Daphne Charles out of my head. I
didn’t want to think about her
or what she might have been up to these past couple of years. I had
bigger problems, and I was going to have to focus if I was going to
make it out of this mess intact.

“Yeah, I think
you’re right,” Levi replied, ignoring Crew. Grabbing my hand
in his, he said, “Let’s
go.”

The second
that Levi took my hand in his, Zane, Maggie, and Delaney were
surrounding Crew, and I knew
that we needed to leave, and leave fast.

Rushing
through the crowd, weaving through the throng of people, I heard Crew loud and clear over
the music. “See you on Monday, baby!” he yelled.

I felt Levi
squeeze my hand, and it was all that I could do to not race back there and demand answers from the
psychopath. However, self-preservation was a serious thing and it
had me following Levi until we got to his car.

Once we got inside
and locked the doors, he asked, “Are you okay?”

I shook my
head. “Not in the
least.”

“It
could’ve been worse,” he
stated as he started up his car.

I looked over at
him. “How do you figure?”

“You didn’t
cry a tear, and that has to
count for something, right?”

“Not really,”
I countered. “I just happen to be all cried out,
Levi.”

He reached
over and patted my knee.
“It’ll be okay, Thenie.”
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