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        My best friend killed me to protect me.

      

      

      Rising from the ashes of my own death wasn’t the epic event I pictured. It was painful and confusing. After the hazy cloud of my rebirth lifted, my first thoughts were of Lucent. He’d slammed death fire into me and teleported me away from the crime scene.

      Why? So he could take the blame and spare me from final execution at the hands of The Phoenix Council.

      And I couldn’t live with that. So, of course, I turned myself in.

      But reform school is no joke, and every assignment tests my already thin patience. I may be making new friends, and collecting bodyguards I never expected to need, but someone is sabotaging my attempts to succeed. And since they clearly want me dead, I’m on a mission to find out who they are and show them why The Phoenix Council is terrified of me.

      Even if it means revealing a secret I’ve guarded for all of my lives.

      

      REBORN: HOUSE OF PHOENIX is a reverse harem academy romance with a twist that is part of the Wicked Reform School series! Each book in this shared-world has its own, all-new characters set in the wicked reformatory, so don't miss one!

      At this reform academy, you’ll discover wicked paranormals, wicked punishments, and wicked pleasures like you’ve never read before!
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      “Are you ready for everything to change?”

      I turned to face my best friend from birth as I walked backwards on the path through the jungle behind our houses. It took me a few moments to realize what he was talking about. “Nothing is changing.”

      “A lot will change,” he muttered. It was low but I still heard it. However, I didn’t comment. Louder, he asked, “Are you ready to rule the clan?”

      Was I? No. It scared the shit out me. I just turned nineteen a few months ago and even though phoenixes weren’t considered adults until their early twenties, it was tradition in my family for the heir to step into her position before the age of twenty to work closely with the Alpha to learn everything she needed to know before fully taking the reins as clan leader.

      “It’s a case of ready or not. Mom took over the clan at sixteen. So I got this!” I tried to sound confident, but Lucent saw through my shit. Every. Fucking. Time.

      He gave me a grin and looped his arm around my waist. “I’ll be at your side every step of the way.”

      And he would. I had no doubt about that. We’d never talked about taking our relationship to the next level and out of just friends, but I did feel a draw to him. My phoenix wanted to claim him. Like most shifters we had our legends and tales of having fated mates. The one true mate that completed us, our second half. The only difference was, phoenixes often took multiple mates. I wasn’t sure if Fate had paired us with our predestined partners or it was something my ancestors had chosen, making it a tradition to be passed down.

      While my phoenix was on board with taking Luce as my mate, my human half wasn’t sure. I cared for him enough to say I could love him more than a friend. Doubt and uncertainties about what the future as a clan leader would do to us. Because clan leaders took multiple mates. My mom had three besides my birth father, who was banished from our island and our lives shortly after I was born.

      Mom and her mates were a complication that I didn’t want to think about. Their situation was something I never wanted to repeat. So I had to be selective in choosing my mates. I wasn’t sure I wanted anyone else besides Lucent. Although I never told him of my fears.

      I stepped out of his embrace and linked our fingers as we walked deeper into the jungle—our tropical paradise. Azorea Cay was the uncharted island my phoenix clan had lived on for thousands of years.

      The climate was tropical with a few months of a mild winter, which the ice phoenix half of me loved. We had some of the rarest species of plants and animals that were unique to Azorea Cay. So it was natural for us to protect the island from human and other paras who wish to destroy the beauty.

      Lucent and I were on our way to see the hatchlings of a dragontail couple. Dragontails were often mistaken for smaller versions of phoenixes only their tail feathers looked like three dragon tails. They weren’t shifters but could communicate with us telepathically.

      Before we reached the small cave they chose as their nesting ground, a screech and caw echoed through the jungle, making me freeze in place. Cold fear and dread rushed through my veins. It was a distress call—a cry for help. By the sound of cawing, it was a youngling. One of the phoenix kids was in danger.

      Without hesitation, I released Lucent’s hand and raced through the jungle, leaving him to chase after me. Lucent didn’t ask where I was going, nor did he hesitate. I know he heard the call for help. We’d always been able to sense what the other was thinking or what we would do. We moved as a unit. Many people had commented that we moved and acted like a bonded pair.

      The sounds of the call stopped, then started again a little more east from where we were? Fuck. “Can you tell which kid it is?”

      Lucent shook his head. “No, but he or she sounds like they’re on the move.”

      Yeah, I noticed that too.

      How the hell did the kid get this far out into the jungle? Unless he or she was carried off. That was possible. A clan of harpies lived on the north side of the island in the Pacific Ocean. My clan claimed a large span of the southern part of the island.

      The harpy clan was small with only about fifty or so members and pretty much stayed to themselves. But every once in a while, they were known to come to our territory and steal food. In recent months, the fly-by thievery had become more frequent. Lucent and I, along with the royal guards patrolled the skies and scared the bitches away.

      There was one bitch in particular I’d like to stab through the heart and light on fire—the harpy princess, Stacia. She’d been the bane of my existence since we were preteens. Our tiffs had started off as innocent pranks but over the years had turned into battles of a great war we were fighting. I didn’t even know why we hated each other so much.

      Taking one of our kids, would a way for the bitch to get under my skin, again. And piss me off.

      However, I saw Stacia with kids. She loved them, no matter what the species. In fact, the only person she seemed to love to hate was me. It could be something else entirely who carried the child off. That last thought sent cold fear down my spine.

      Fury fueled my inner fire and I push my legs to move faster. Sure I could shift, but the burn in my muscles from running would calm me and keep me from killing whoever was making the child cry. I hoped it would anyway. I wasn’t making any promises.

      The cawing grew louder, indicating we were getting close, so I slowed down. Several more yards and we exited into a small clearing that I was sure where the crying had come from. Then it stopped. So did Luce and me.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      Scowling as he turned in a circle, taking in our surroundings, Luce shook his head. “I smell a trap.”

      Yeah, me too.

      A blur of black wings flew overhead just as three harpies stepped out of the tree line. They were sisters, or at least I thought they were. Their features were all similar, so they were related in some way. The one in front of the other two was the ringleader.

      Stacia.

      Long black hair flowed around her shoulders of her very nude body. Harpies spent more time in their bird-like forms then their human forms, so it was rare to see them with clothes on unless they were in meetings with other clan leaders or trying to blend in with humans.

      Stacia’s dark gaze locked onto mine and her lips twisted in amusement. So glad I could be her entertainment. “I was sure your mother would join you seeing how she adores your young so much.”

      Oh, I knew my mother—the Azorea Cay Clan leader—was on her way. Luce and I were closer, so we beat her and the guards. Luce stiffened beside me as if having the same bone-freezing realization. The trap was to draw the guards away from the clan.

      I focused on my mother and sent her a telepathic message. “Mom, it’s a trap set by the harpies. Tell the guards to go back to the clan.”

      Mom replied, “I’m not a fool. I only have four with me. Don’t do anything until I get there. I mean it, Ember.”

      I worked my jaw, ignoring my mother’s scowling tone. Her lack of trust that I could protect my clan didn’t go unnoticed. Just because I wanted to claw Stacia’s eyes out and her insides while her body burned didn’t mean I was a loose cannon. Besides, I hadn’t let the harpy princess bait me in a long time. I had done the grownup thing and walked away, not giving Stacia the satisfaction to pick a fight.

      Mom’s lack of convenience in me made my heart ache. Whatever. Sometimes I wondered why she was pushing me to step in as clan leader so soon.

      Focusing on the harpy bitch in front of me, I asked, “What do you want?”

      “Why would we want anything from you?” Stacia advanced closer to Lucent and I tensed. So help me if she touches him…

      Lucent may be my best friend, but he was so much more. In recent years, I’d discovered that the thought of another female touching him gave me murderous intentions.

      He was mine.

      Although I would never let him know that. Or anyone else. The fear of losing what we had weighed heavy on my heart. So I was happy with being his best friend. For now.

      “Cut the shit, Stacia. You faked the cry of child to lure us out here. You want something.” I glared at her as she stepped into Luce’s personal space.

      Luce snarled at her but didn’t back off. He wouldn’t give her the satisfaction of affecting him. Even if that affect caused him to want to rip her head off her shoulders. The visual that thought formed in my mind made me smile. I didn’t care if it made me a little blood thirsty.

      Stacia had always enjoyed baiting me. She was, after all, her clan leader’s daughter just as I was. So we had a future of agreeing to disagree.

      And I’ve had about enough of her attention-getting crap for the night. I walked over and took Luce’s hand and pulled him away from her. “Whatever you want can’t be that important. I’ve called off the guards and Pyra was never coming. So go on home.”

      I turned and started walking off, but her words stopped me cold in my tracks.

      “But you invaded our territory and killed my personal guard.”

      What the… Slowly, I glanced at her from over my shoulder in time to see the crazy-ass harpy form a fireball and threw it at her guard. By the open mouth shock on the guard’s face, I was guessing that wasn’t in the plan.

      Stacia really was crazy. And to prove my point, she started screeching to alert her clan and screaming at the other two harpies with her to capture me.

      “Fuck,” Luce said, his eyes darting from the harpy on fire to the three charging at us.

      Twisting around, I kicked out, hitting one of the harpies in the chest. Taylor was Stacia’s younger sister and just as mean. All harpies were mean, but Stacia’s family was the royalty of cruel harpies.

      Taylor stumbled back a few feet before regaining control and rushing back at me. I was ready. I punched her in the jaw, making her head snap to the side. Without hesitating, I kicked her knee. She crashed to the ground and I was over top of her instantly.

      I raised my fist to hit her again, to knock her the fuck out, when someone jumped onto my back. Debra. Stacia’s cousin or another sister. I didn’t know, nor did I care. It was clear that Stacia planned to either kill me or pin a crime on me that would get me killed.

      Not happening.

      Debra wrapped an arm around my throat and squeezed, cutting off my airway. I relaxed my body and let it fall backwards until we hit the ground. The force of impact knocked the wind out of Debra. Her grip on my loosened and I rolled off her.

      I called to my inner fire. Flames covered my hands and I raised one fist over Debra, about to deliver her the death she was begging for. I was beyond pissed and beyond reasoning with. It was what my mother hated about me. The side of me that was too much like my father.

      “Enough!”

      Stacia’s scream made me glance over my shoulder at her. My blood froze and my fire shifted to the ice flames I got from my father. Stacia had one hand wrapped around Luce’s neck with her claws cutting into his flesh. Her other clawed hand was positioned over his heart.

      I locked gazes with my best friend, and he started shaking his head, knowing all too well what was coming. He knew I wouldn’t let Stacia get away with hurting what was mine.

      Luce was mine.

      “Let him go and face me like the strong warrior you pretend to be.” I straightened and faced her, not releasing my ice flames.

      Lucent cursed and he started to struggle. “Em, don’t do it. You’re feeding into her bait.”

      Then he called to his own fire, making it cover it his body. It wasn’t the death fire that our kind used to die and be reborn. The flames were enough to make Stacia release him with a yelp.

      She backed away from him cradling her hand. “You won’t get away with killing my sisters and my guard.”

      I wasn’t buying her poor-me cries. She was speaking loud enough so those who were headed in our direction would hear her. So I spoke just as loud. “You killed your own guard to pin it on me.”

      A smirk formed on her face before she conjured a staff with a razor-sharp point and threw it at Lucent. I screamed, teleported to stand in front of him, and threw a spear of ice into her heart all at the same time. Stacia’s staff pierced my heart at the same time my ice spear went right through hers.

      Stacia gasped in shook and stumbled back a few feet before dropping to the ground. Her body covered in ice as my magic spread through her system.

      I fell to my knees and Lucent caught me. “Fuck, Em. Why?”

      “I can’t lose you.” I touched his face as my vision blurred.

      “You are crazy. I would have survived. Well, died, but I’m a phoenix and I would rise again.” He gripped the end of the staff and pulled it out, then placed his hand over the hole left there. His head snapped up as if hearing something. “They’re coming.”

      Who? Oh, yeah, the harpies and Mom.

      “She set us up.” I coughed and closed my eyes.

      “Doesn’t matter. We’re on their property and the harpy princess is dead. The evidence is against you.” Luce cursed again and met my stare. “I’m sorry. It has to be this way.”

      What? Understanding dawned on me as he conjured death fire and pushed it into my chest. I shook my head and tried to speak but no words came out. In the next moment the world faded around me. The shithead teleported me away.

      There was nothing I could do because the death fire consumed me, pulling me into the ashes of death. The ashes I would rise from in a few hours. After Luce was executed for a crime I committed.

      Sorrow filled me and I wasn’t sure I wanted to rise from the ashes if it meant Lucent wouldn’t be there when I woke.
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      Seagulls called out to each other, sounding like they were laughing. They probably were with me being the butt of their joke. Ocean water lapped at the shore a short distance away, telling me I was on the beach.

      Fucking Lucent.

      Slowly I opened my eyes and sat up. A low hum of a headache echoed in my skull and I smelled like ash. I never knew what to expect when I woke from my first rebirth. Mom said it was different for each person and got easier as we grew older. Since I was only half fire phoenix, we never knew what would happen.

      I’m glad this little test run resulted me being reborn. But why wouldn’t it? Because my father was a god? In my book that would ensure I would wake from death fire.

      I’ve watched a phoenix die and then rise from the ashes before. It was during a battle with a rival phoenix clan. One of mom’s guards was attacked while she was flying in her bird form. Her attacker broke her wings, making Judy drop from the sky and land on the ground. Moments later she was covered in fire while several of our clan members circled around her, forming a barrier to protect her body while she regenerated.

      They were able to move her to the medical center once the fire was out. While the fire only burned for a few minutes, it was hours before she woke up from the deep sleep we fell into so our bodies could heal.

      I rolled to my knees and stood up, slowly. The ache in my head eased, but the world was still hazy and spinning. There was something I needed to do…

      Lucent! He took the blame for killing the harpy princess. But my mom would have known it was me. Damn what a fucking mess.

      Pushing away the dizziness and the low-grade headache, I rushed through the dense jungle, heading to my village. I needed answers and Mom was the only one who could give them to me.

      After all, I did call her to come to scene when I heard the cry of the child that turned into a trap. Or was she already on the way? Hell, I didn’t remember. It was all a blur.

      I slapped large leaves away as I ran and jumped over brush. My village came into view, but I didn’t slow until I was inside my house. Even then I power-walked to Mom’s office.

      I opened the office door without knocking and skidded to halt. Two large males stood to one side of the office. Their dark eyes landed on me and their lips curled in wicked smirks. They were phoenixes and huge-ass fuckers, but not from my clan. There weren’t many males born to our kind. Most of them worked as enforcers for the council, like the two standing in Mom’s office watching me like I’d run out the door.

      Giving them a sickly-sweet smile, I moved to stand in front of Mom’s desk. Her three mates—Gauge, Flint, and Cross—gave me sympathy looks from behind Mom. They couldn’t help, although I guessed they tried. The three of them had been more like dads to me than my absent sperm donor.

      Mom didn’t look up from her tablet as she said, “Took you long enough.”

      “Well, it was my first death and rebirth. Things were a little weird. Plus I had a hole in my chest that needed to heal first.” I glanced down at myself and winced. My clothes were burnt and blackened. Even my fingers were dark from the ashes.

      When I looked up it was to meet Mom’s stare. There were so many emotions swirling in her blue eyes—anger, concern, sadness. “You had a hole in your chest?”

      “Stacia stabbed me with a staff. She missed my heart, though. Then she went after Lucent.” My tone turned dark and growly as I spoke the latter. I wanted to kill the bitch against for going after Lucent with the intent to kill him.

      “I see,” Mom said. To anyone else she sounded annoyed or maybe tired. To me, she was pissed. Then her eyes flicked to the enforcers and returned to me. “I can’t let this go unpunished. You and Stacia were warned too many times to come to some kind of consensus. Killing her was going too far.”

      I nodded and lowered my gaze. Despite the fact that I was set up, I lost control and exposed myself as well as killed a person. There were so many other ways the situation could have been handled. Walking away was the best thing I should have done. For Lucent and I both. At the time, I only saw vengeance. The bitch pushed me too far with the fake cry of the child, then taunting me with Lucent, knowing good and well how I felt about him. Yeah, she knew. There was a time—years ago—that we were friends. Then the bitch accused me of betraying her. I still don’t know what I did, and she refused to tell me.

      My thoughts turned to Lucent and my heart ached. “Luce?”

      “You will be joining him.” A chocked sob escaped me right before her words sank in. But it wasn’t her words that made me pause and scan her features. It was her tone.

      “Joining him where?” I glanced to each of the dads and frowned. They remained quiet behind Mom. Thanks for the help guys.

      “Wicked Reform School.” Mom rose from her seat and rounded the desk to stand in front of me. She pressed her lips into a thin line as she studied me, then started shaking her head. “Ember, this is serious. You killed the harpy princess.”

      “She gave me no other choice.” Even when the words left my mouth, I knew it was an excuse.

      “We all have choices. You chose wrong, and you let Lucent take the fall.”

      I shook my head. “He pushed death fire into me and teleported me away. All before I could stop it.”

      “That is why I was able to get Regina to send both of you to the reform school. You have one term to be reformed. Stay out of trouble, do as they tell you, pass your classes, and learn to control that temper of yours.” Mom pulled me into a hug and whispered, “Lucent is there to help you. Please don’t make me select another heir.”

      My heart sank to my feet and damn if tears didn’t form, stinging my eyes. This was my last chance to get my shit together. It was time for me to grow up. Besides my powers are still growing, which means my temper would be harder and harder for me to rein in. Killing Stacia was pure instinct. I didn’t think, I just reacted. That alone was something a ruler could never do.

      “I won’t let you down. I know this isn’t going to be easy, but I’ll come back.” I had Luce with me, like Mom said.

      The dads picked that moment to surround me. Each one kissed my forehead and drew me into hugs while speaking encouragements softly.

      I faced the enforcers and straightened my spine. “Do I have to be handcuffed?”

      They glanced at each other than to Mom. The one on the left, the blond, said, “As long as you don’t give us shit.”

      “Cool.” I gave Mom a kiss on the cheek and moved to the door. “Let’s go.”

      The faster I got to Luce, the faster I could punch him for killing me, then hug him for not being permanently killed.

      

      I dozed off at some point during the flight over the ocean to the United States’ coast where they switched to a rented SUV for the rest of the journey.

      About a half hour later they pulled up to a large gate. The pulse of magic from the wards surrounding the place tingled my skin. I glanced out the window and saw cyclops patrolling the outer border. “Damn. They have cyclopes as guards?”

      The blond enforcer, who I learned was named Frank, chuckled. “Yeah and they are mean fuckers. They’ll eat you if you escape.”

      I eyed him for a long moment. When he didn’t give me any indication that he was teasing me, I blew out a breath. “I bet a phoenix can’t be reborn from being eaten.”

      Frank rolled his eyes, but his friend, Chad, laughed. “No we wouldn’t. But he’d have heartburn from Hades.”

      “Definitely,” I agreed. For enforcers who were taking me to my prison home for the next few months, they were good guys.

      Frank pulled into a small parking lot just inside the gates. I waited for them to get out and open the door because I was sure that me just exiting the vehicle would set some alarms off or something.

      Chad opened the back door and raised a brow. “You comfortable?”

      “Yep.” I flashed him a smile and hopped out.

      “I should have known you’d arrive soon.”

      A familiar voice drew my attention to the female phoenix standing a few feet away with her arms crossed. “Cordea?”

      We went to high school together but were never close friends. In fact, she hated me just because I was heir to Azorea Cay Clan. Well, I didn’t have proof of that. “So what did you do to get in?”

      Cordea rolled her eyes. “None ya.” I walked to her and she racked her gaze over me. “I don’t have to ask because Lucent already told me.”

      I grinned. “I couldn’t let my BFF do time without me.”

      Chad moved up beside me and handed Cordea a tablet. She signed her name across the screen and handed it back, then motioned me to follow. “I’m the Head of the House of Phoenix.” She glanced at me and grinned. “That means you answer to me. I make the schedules based on your punishment and the things you need to work on to be reformed. I also deal out the punishments for any rules you break.”

      Oh this was going to be fun. My inner phoenix and the godly part of me hated rules. We hated to follow anyone’s command but my mother’s. “I’m determined to pass.” Even if that meant submitting to Cordea, so be it.

      We crossed the campus to large mansion-like house with a sign over the door that said, “House of Phoenix.”

      Cordea opened the door and motioned for me to enter. “House rules are no fighting. We are all here for with the same goal. To reform. If you fail, you die.”

      Yeah, I got that from Mom when she told me not to make her choose another heir.

      Cordea went on. “I’ll have your schedule for you in the morning. Breakfast is here in the house at 7:00 a.m. Classes start at 8:00 a.m. Every evening after classes you report back here, have dinner and social activities with your house mates. Which we are doing now.”

      We entered the great room of the house and all eyes snapped to me. The room fell silent. Lucent was the last to look up from where he sat alone in a chair on the far side of the room. His features brightened as he looked at me, then he got up and rushed toward me.

      I was wrapped into a hug within seconds. “I had a feeling she’d send you.”

      “Mom doesn’t miss much.” I pulled back, taking his hands in mine. “You okay?”

      He chuckled and punched me lightly in the shoulder. “Of course. I should be asking you that. How pissed are you at me?”

      “Not as much as I was.” I grabbed his black shirt and drew him to me. “Don’t kill me again. We face shit together. Got me?”

      “I got ya.” He laced his fingers with mine and pulled me to the chair he sat in when I got there. “You’re just in time. We’re about to watch a movie.”

      The way he said told me I wasn’t going to enjoy movie time. “Which movie?”

      He chuckled and shook his head. “You’re going to love it.”

      I doubted it, but what choice did I have? The social bonding time was mandatory.

      The lights dimmed and the movie started. I groaned out load earning a few shhs. The movie was a Hallmark holiday story. Someone shoot me now. I was so tempted to go play with the cyclops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            Zelphar

          

        

      

    

    
      My twin and I materialized in the office of Caleb Foster, Director of Security Operations for Foster Industries. Scanning the room, I curled my upper lip. It was apparent from the high-quality furniture, original paintings by an artist long gone from this plane, and Italian marble flooring, the Fosters had more money than they deserved.

      No one should waste money on expensive things when there were so many others living their daily lives on survival instincts alone. I should know. Karn and I lived like that the first ten years of our lives under the same roof as a sadistic bastard human who kidnapped us and killed our mother. Of course our biological father and god King, Zeus, had a hand in our kidnapping when we were infants. It was his way of protecting us from his wife, Hera.

      Of course we didn’t know any of that until Persephone, Queen of the Underworld, found and adopted us. Being raised in Hades wasn’t exactly a step up from the bastard Persephone took us from, but there were no more punishments or beatings. Plus our aunt and uncle loved us in their own ways.

      Persephone had taught us to live in the human world and blend in, while giving us what we needed to provide for ourselves. That included education so we could start up our own company.

      “Did the mage say why we were meeting here?” I stopped in the center of the wall of glass behind Caleb’s desk. The view of the ocean and clear blue sky with a few puffy clouds was breathtaking. The waves rolled over the surface toward the shore where it broke into white sprays and fanned out over the wet sand.

      Karn came to stand beside me. “He didn’t say, which tells me this mission will be different.”

      Yeah, I got that impression as well. I also suspected the fucker brought us there to show off and taunt. Caleb was an arrogant bastard on his best day. Just because Karn and I operated our company in a modest contemporary building we purchased a few years before didn’t mean we were poor. Far from it. But we didn’t need flashy offices with high-end flooring and paintings worth more than the billion-dollar company itself.

      At our backs, the office door opened followed with a low growl. One corner of my mouth lifted in amusement. Slowly, I turned to face the mage, drinking in the sight of him. Karn and I didn’t have a preference of the sex of our partners. Not that Caleb was our partner in any way. We tolerated each other because our alpha personalities clashed too much to be considered friends. That didn’t mean I didn’t like what I saw.

      Caleb’s pitch black, curly hair was free from its usual leather tie that bound it to the back of his neck. The silky waves brushed the tops of his shoulders, making my fingers twist, wanting to sink into those curls.

      It was a shame that his lean muscular body was covered with a white button-down and black dress pants. However, he didn’t wear a tie and left the top two buttons undone. His sleeves were neatly rolled to mid-forearm.

      “Do you two ever enter a building like normal beings?” Caleb pressed his lips together as he advanced to his desk.

      Karn and I moved away from the window. I bumped Caleb’s shoulder as I passed and had to fight not to grab the male or lean in and smell him. Fuck. I needed to get the meeting over with and put distance between me and the mage.

      “If you referring to like humans do because they don’t have a choice, then no. Porting is much more efficient.” I stood in front of his desk and crossed my arms.

      Karn dropped into one of the chairs in front of the desk.

      “Forgive me. You are only half human. Why would you try to blend into this realm?” Caleb sank into his leather chair and motioned to the empty seat across from him, next to my twin. “Zelphar, don’t be a pain in my ass today.”

      Any other day I enjoyed taunting him because his scent sharpened when his was angry or annoyed. Today, he had a hint of fear mixed in with his ocean and vanilla scent. Sitting, I stared into his violet depths, that had a ring of silver around his pupils, marking him as a mage. “Why are we meeting here?”

      “The three of us are going on assignment together.” Caleb let out a tired sigh. “Do you know Boreas?”

      Karn cursed and I straightened. “The God of the North Wind?”

      “Yeah, that’ll be the one.” Caleb threaded his hand through his hair and I tracked the moment. “The bastard showed up in my room in the middle of the night wanting to chit chat. Three o’ clock in the fucking morning.”

      Karn leaned forward, worry and fury rolling off him. “What did he want?”

      Boreas was banished from Olympus centuries ago. I wasn’t sure what he did and neither did Persephone or Hades. Seph—as we called our aunt—loved to tell us stories of gods when we were younger. Even now, she likes to catch us up on all of the last Olympus gossip when she returns to the Underworld from visiting her mother during the spring and summer months.

      Seph said the Boreas had power of the North Winds and possessed ice magic. After he was banished, he set up residence on Earth in Ice Mountain, located in Hampshire, West Virginia. Boreas was also the father of ice phoenixes. Zeus had killed the entire race of the ice birds when he exiled Boreas. I didn’t know why and Seph didn’t talk much about the phoenixes and I’ve never cared to know. Now I wish I knew the whole story.

      “What did the bastard want?” Karn asked.

      “His daughter was sent to the Wicked Reform School.” Caleb paused as if trying to gather his thoughts to find the words to explain.

      “So.” I crossed my arms and sat back into the chair. “Not our problem.”

      “That’s what I told him.” Caleb worked his jaw and started tapping a pen to his desk. I studied him, noting how he didn’t want to take this job but while at the same time I felt his need to. His internal debate was practically projected at me. Karn would also sense Caleb’s mixed emotions.

      Lifting his gaze to Karn and I again, Caleb frowned. “His daughter is also the daughter of the leader of the largest phoenix clans on Earth.”

      My whole body tensed. “She’s a hybrid?”

      “She can’t be allowed to exist. Being a mixed ice and fire phoenix will make her just as powerful as the gods. They’ll destroy her.” Karn stood and began to pace.

      Caleb nodded. “Boreas said no one knows. That Ember hides her ice magic.”

      This whole situation had “fucked up” written all over it. “What did she do to be sent to the reform school?”

      “She killed a harpy princess, but Boreas says she was set up. The harpy knew Ember had a temper she didn’t try to control. Please, from what I was able to dig up, the two females had been fighting with each other since they hit their teens. But I believe there is a lot more to the story than Boreas is telling me.”

      “This is fucked up,” Karn said and stopped pacing. “What does Boreas want us to do? Break her out?”

      I shook my head. “Not happening.”

      Caleb locked gazes with me again. The silver ring around his pupils moved, swirling and mixing with his violet irises. “Boreas wants us to make sure Ember graduates reform school. He has a strong belief that someone wants her dead, but he doesn’t know who.”

      “That doesn’t mean the killer followed her to the school.”

      Karn stopped pacing and said, “It doesn’t mean they didn’t. What better way to kill someone with suspicion falling on you than to make sure she isn’t reformed?”

      Studying my twin, I thought about his words. Most importantly what he didn’t say. Just then Caleb pulled out a manila folder from his desk drawer and opened it. The first thing I saw was a picture of a redheaded female. Ember. There were several photos in the folder but the top one was taken of her with another male and she was laughing. Her curly red hair cascaded over her shoulders. Every part of my body tensed. Desire flooded me, making me harder than I’d ever been.

      Mate? I sent the one-word question telepathically to my twin.

      Karn lifted his gaze to me and gave a short nod.

      Well, fuck.

      Then Caleb said, “You see why I can’t walk away from this one?”

      “She’s yours too.” I didn’t phrase it like a question because I was certain what his answer would be. When he nodded, confirming my guess, I said, “So, I guess we’re going to reform school.”

      “You two will be leaving as soon as the enforcers get here. You’re charged with using magic for ill purposes and trying to kill the mage leader.” Caleb smirked.

      I raised a brow. “Your father is okay with us trying to kill him?”

      Laughing, Caleb rose from his chair and walked around the desk. “It was his idea. I’ll be teaching Environmental Magic because Dad doesn’t want mom anywhere around this. Even though she’s a scholar and a powerful mage, she hates using magic defensively. Plus Dad is overprotective of his mate.”

      I snorted. Alpha males, no matter what breed, were overprotective of their mates to point they would kill for the smallest offensives. “What about you?”

      Caleb shrugged. “He doesn’t like me going in either, but he trained me to one day replace him as leader of the mages. And before you ask why I’m not going in as a student, I have more leeway as a faculty member and will have access to files to build my case.”

      “Case?” Karn asked, shooting me a confused look.

      “I need to build a case as a B plan. I don’t trust that this will be simply going in and having Ember’s back. Someone will try to take her down before she has a chance to be reformed.” Caleb paused and glanced at the door.

      I sensed the enforcers as well. So I sent Seph a telepathic message telling her we were going undercover at the reform school so she wouldn’t have Hades send out the hellhounds to search for us when we didn’t visit her in the next few months.

      The enforcers knocked and Caleb paused before going to the door. “Do you need to let your aunt and uncle know?”

      “Already notified Seph. Not specifics but enough she won’t worry too much.” I stood and moved closer to the door. Karn stopped next to me.

      “This should be fun.” My twin chuckled at my words.

      Caleb rolled his eyes. “I’ll see you two in class tomorrow morning.” Then he opened the door.

      The enforcers took one look at us and snarled. When I walked closer to them, they jerked to a defensive stance. I chuckled and held out my hands with my wrists together. Reform school was going to be fun.
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      Five minutes into my first period class which happened to be Calculus, a bubbly why too damn cheerful voice rang over the PA system. “Ayla.”

      Our teacher, who introduced herself as Ms. Powell moments ago, rolled her eyes and let out a growl. “Yes, Natalia.”

      “Oh, hi.” She giggled. “How are you today?”

      Ms. Powell shook her head and muttered something too low for me to hear from the back of the class. “What do you want?”

      A rumble of a male voice sounded over the PA, muffled. Then Natalia laughed. “Oh, right! Can you send Ember Bailey to the Dean’s office?”

      I straightened in my chair and met Lucent’s gaze. What did I do now? Ugh. When I stood, so did Lucent. Placing a hand on his chest, I whispered. “I got this. If I don’t make it back before the end of class, grab my stuff.”

      As soon as I got to the door, a male golem appeared almost out of nowhere. He motioned me to follow him. “Dean Aero is waiting.”

      Since my class was in the main campus building, it didn’t take long to make our way through the halls to the office. When we entered, I was greeted by a pretty blonde golem. She was typing at a computer until she saw me, then her eyes widened. “I love your hair! It’s so bright and curly and long.”

      Involuntarily, I twisted a few of my red corkscrew curls in my fingers. My hair was the color of fire, sometimes. Most the time it looked almost orange. Everyone loved it. I didn’t so much. I told Lucent I was going to color it once and he told me he’d kill just so I could rise from the ashes with my natural, orange-red curls.

      He was dead serious when he said it and alpha upped to me. There weren’t many times he went alpha male on me, but when he did, I didn’t test him. Not that I was afraid of him. We were equally matched in power and strength.

      And come on, it was only hair! It wasn’t worth fighting over.

      I met the bubbly blonde and it clicked. Her voice. She was the one to call me up here. Smiling sweetly, I stepped closer and said. “I think your hair is prettier.”

      She straightened her back, which made her ample breasts stick out and twirled her hair. “You think so?”

      I nodded just as a door to our right opened. A dark-skinned, muscular-built demon stuck his head out. “Ms. Brevins, has Ember…Never mind.” He opened the door wider and motioned for me to go in.

      After sitting in a chair in front of his desk, I watched him walk over to Natalia and talk to her softly. She giggled and blushed. Then he kissed the back of her hand. Um, alrighty then.

      Tearing my attention away from the Dean and his play thing, I picked at the hem of the blazer that everyone in the House of Phoenix wore. It was magically enhanced to block our powers while in class. We didn’t have to wear them on our personal time.

      A few seconds later, Dean Aero entered his office and shut the door behind him. “Hello and welcome to Wicked Reform School.”

      “Hello.” I had a feeling this semi-warm welcome would be the only I get while in here. “I don’t belong here. I was set up.”

      He stared at me, tapping a pen on his desk. “Well, since you killed the person who allegedly set you up, you have no proof. You are here to reform. If you don’t pass, then you die.”

      Yeah, I got that much from Cordea. I’m pretty sure each teacher will also remind me today, but I kept my thoughts to myself. “I plan to pass. I generally don’t have a problem with people or my attitude. The person that could make me snap was dead.

      A little piece of my heart cracked at the thought of Stacia. There was too much unresolved between us. Maybe I did belong there, to be punished for killing someone who was once my friend.
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      “Can you believe they stuck us with Calculus first thing in the morning?” Lucent complained as we made our way to our second-period class.

      “I think it’s supposed to be a punishment. They clearly don’t know me very well.” A smile lifted my lips. I’ve already taken Calculus in high school. I could do the problems in my sleep.

      Lucent snorted. “Well, it is! Not for you though. I believe you were a math genius in a past life.”

      I shrugged and tugged at the black blazer with our house logo on the left breast pocket. The heavy material was hot. It also had a spell woven into the threads of the fabric that dampened our powers. Cordea said all the magical breeds wore them or similar uniforms with the same spell. It was to keep all us heathens from using our powers while in class. The spell also kept me from shifting which wasn’t a huge deal for phoenixes. We didn’t need to let our birds out as much as other shifters.

      Since I was half ice phoenix—thanks to dear old Dad—I didn’t like to be too hot. So the jacket and I were going to have issues. Maybe I’d ask Cordea if I could have a lightweight version.

      She’d say no, but it didn’t hurt to ask.

      “Lucky for you, I’m a math genius. Stop complaining. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t kill me and took the blame.” I slid my hand into my pants pocket and breathed out a curse. I missed my cell phone. I’d searched for the thing every ten minutes all morning.

      Ugh. I never knew I was addicted to my cell phone until I couldn’t have it. I had no one to blame but myself. There were other ways to stop Stacia without killing her, but my temper and impulsiveness got the better of me. The sudden feeling that everything Mom fussed at me about was for good reason.

      “What I really need is a class on not being so impulsive.” I shot Lucent a glare as he snickered.

      “Your impulse comes from being an alpha female, a natural born leader.” He shrugged and stopped as they came to the classroom. “It’s also what’s gets you into trouble.”

      I snorted and walked through the door when he opened it. “I have help getting into trouble.”

      Something tugged at my awareness as I entered the classroom. A feeling of heat, desire, and darkness swirled around me, making me stop in mid-step. At the front of the class a man who appeared too young to be reform school teacher lifted his gaze to mine.

      His black hair was tied back at his nape. Dressed in a black button up and black slacks, he looked like he was ready to drag us all to Hades. Focusing back on his face, I took in his strong jawline, high cheekbones, and violet eyes ringed in silver.

      A mage.

      Mr. Foster was a powerful one too. His power fanned out around him in a take-no-shit essence.

      Behind me Lucent crashed into me. One of his hands landed on my hip while the other snaked around my waist. Mr. Foster tracked the movement and I swore his eyes darkened.

      “What is it?” Lucent whispered, his lips almost brushing my cheek.

      Snapping out of whatever charm the mage must had casted out, I shook my head and moved out of Lucent’s embrace. “Nothing.”

      What the fuck just happened? I’d never had a response to anyone like that before. And having that kind of reaction to a reform school teacher was asking for death. I was sure they had rules against teachers and students. If not, then they might want to consider it.

      Taking a seat in the back row, I sank down in my seat as Lucent took the one in front of me. He faced me, narrowing his gaze. “You alright?”

      No. “Never better.”

      He frowned and went to say something when a set of twins caught my eye. Lucent followed my gaze. At the same time the twins locked onto me as if an unseen force drew them to me.

      They were identical and demi-gods. I knew that because I was also part god and recognized the soft hum of divine magic radiating off them. Although theirs was darker than the power I kept hidden in my core. Underworld gods? Maybe. Although some gods who turn bad had darker powers.

      Both had short blond hair that was a little longer on top while the side were shaved. One had lighter blond while the other was more of dirty blond. The lighter blond male wore tinted glasses. I doubted that he needed them unless he was injured in some way that made his eyesight less than perfect.

      “Em.”

      I broke the visual connection with the twins and met Lucent’s stare. “What?”

      He frowned. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “I don’t know. This place is weird.” I nudged his shoulder. “Turn around before we draw attention or something.”

      I glanced back at the twins and stiffened as they advanced toward me. That was when I noticed the only two seats left were on either side of me. Great!

      The twin with the glasses smiled are me and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you. I’m Karn. And that’s my evil twin, Zelphar.”

      Zelphar let out a growl as he sat in the seat to my left. I stole a peek at him and noticed the scowl on his face. Frowning I looked straight head, focusing on Mr. Foster, who had moved to the stand in front of his desk to address the class.

      Lunch couldn’t come soon enough. At least the twins weren’t in the two classes after Environmental Magic. Thank the gods for small blessings.

      When she entered the cafeteria, she frowned at the zombies working there. “What in the Hades?”

      “Exactly.” Lucent led the way to the lunch line.

      We picked up fruit and carried it a table near the side entrance. There was no way I was going to try the mystery meat or the slop in the bowl. I didn’t trust what it was, plus it smelled awful. Then again that could have been the zombies. I didn’t have much experience with them.

      As soon as we settled at the table, the twins walked through the main entrance. My heart skipped a few beats and my body heated. Damn it. I didn’t need to be attracted to god twins. Forcing my gaze to Lucent, who was staring at me, I studied him. The flight feathers of his phoenix tattoo ran up the right side of neck.

      One light brown brow lifted, bringing my attention to his face. His green eyes sparked with concern and intrigue. “Is there something on my face?” he teased.

      Shaking my head, I sighed out a soft laugh. Only I could be comfortable in a place like this. Well, I wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it didn’t bother me too much. I always loved learning something new.

      And even I have to admit it was time for me to grow the fuck up and control my growing powers and attitude. “Are you cold?”

      The tempteture seemed to be a lot lower than we were used to. Especially in our house and the classrooms. Being half ice phoenix, the cooler tempts didn’t bother me too much. However, I couldn’t let anyone but Lucent know that.

      Lucent lifted a shoulder. “Not too bad. I think I’m used to it, being around you all the time. You do keep your bedroom cool.”

      That I did. Sometimes the side of me that made me an ice phoenix needed the drop in temps. It wasn’t unusual for me to travel to Alaska during the winter and let that side out to play.

      “I think the whole point is make our entire stay here uncomfortable.” I stabbed a strawberry and popped it in my mouth. The sweet-tart of the fruit burst on my tongue.

      Lucent opened his mouth to speak but closed it just as the twins sat down at our table like they had a right to.

      Karn flashed me a brilliant smile. “Hello again.”

      The overwhelming feeling to get up and leave came over me. I wouldn’t though. I refused to show them any signs I was affected by their presence. Because I’m not. Yeah, I will just keep telling myself that until I believe it.

      Then Lucent did something I hadn’t expected. He reached over the table and linked his fingers with mine, steaking claim in front of the other two guys.

      Zelphar locked his eyes on our connected hands and his jaw flexed and his blue depths darkened. Interesting.

      Karn acted like he didn’t notice. Or that he wasn’t affected by it like his twin seemed to be. Why the hell were guys so confusing?

      “So what are you in for?” Karn asked before taking a bite out of a sandwich.

      Frowning, I pointed at it. “Where did you get that?”

      He winked and his sensual mouth lifted into a smile. When he swallowed his food, he said, “Magic.”

      Zelphar growled but Karn ignored him. “Are you avoiding the question?”

      “I killed a harpy.” I picked up a few blueberries and ate them. One was super sweet while one was sour.

      “What about you?” Karn directed the question to Lucent.

      I spoke for him. “He killed me. What did you two do?”

      Zelphar growled as if warning Karn, which made him grow a little serious. They stared at each other as if having a silent conversation. That was possible since they were twins. After another moment, Karn said, “Attempting to kill a mage.”

      “Attempted? Were you caught in the act?”

      Karn chuckled. “I like her Zel.”

      His brother rolled his eyes and said, “It’s hard to assassinate a mage leader. We underestimated his guards.”

      “They changed their plans at the last moment. It was a set up.” Karn took another bit of his sandwich.”

      Zelphar leaned forward until our faces were inches apart, ignoring Lucent’s warning growl. Zelphar’s dark blue irises glowed with magic and he spoke too soft for anyone but me to hear. “Which god in your father?”

      Oh, shit. I hadn’t expected them to sense that I was also half god. If you could call it that. I jerked back, snatching my hand out of Lucent’s and stood up, taking my tray with me. “I’m out. See you in class, Luce.”

      Something in Zelphar’s tone said he already knew the answer to his question. That meant he was sent there, most likely by my father. The father that had nothing to do with me. If he sent the twins, that could only mean he wanted me to fail.

      Failing Wicked Reform School meant death.

      I had to look at this like a mission that I needed to survive. No matter what they put me through, I will not fail.
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      My next class was the Study of Magical Breeds, another class I really didn’t need. Mom had taught me from when I was old enough to babble about the different breeds—magical and non-magical. As a clan leader it was important to know who we could form alliances with.

      I knew from the moment I looked at my schedule that morning that the classes were picked to try my patience. What better way to do it than to bore me to death?

      Lucent sat in the last seat in the row, so I sat in the one in front of him. The moment the bell rang, the twins entered the room.

      Good fucking grief.

      I relaxed when they chose to sit in the front two desks closest to the door.

      Lucent poked at my shoulder. I turned and he nodded to the twins. “What did he say?”

      “He asked which god my father is.”

      Flames danced in Lucent’s depths. “You think they were sent here by…him.”

      Him being my father, Boreas, the god of the north wind. “That is my guess. But why?”

      “It might not be him. Another god could have sent them to kill you.” Lucent turned around with the teacher started calling roll.

      I considered another god would want me dead. Ice phoenixes were considered dangerous and were once hunted down and killed. This whole situation just kept getting better and better. Because I was a hybrid, I had the potential to be more powerful than the gods. That was why Mom had me train with Hera since I was five.

      My next class was Phoenix History 101. Boring. Seriously, it took all I had to stay awake. And the fact that the teacher was an ass and creeped me out. He introduced himself as Smoke, which I found odd but hey, to each his own.

      His name wasn’t what creeped me out though. It was the way he watched me when he thought I wasn't paying attention to him. But I caught his little tells. Mom taught me how to watch people while not watching. Meaning I could use my power to feel out others. In a way it was like how an empath sensed others’ emotion. But I was picking up on more than feelings. I studied their energy and how it shifted with the person’s body language.

      I hadn’t figured out what Smoke’s game was, but one thing was for certain. I was going to stay off his shit list. If that was at all possible.

      After boring history of my own people with Smoke, Lucent and I headed to PE. On paper that sounded like a good, easy A type of class. I wasn’t banking on it.

      Once we reached the training center at the back of the main building, Lucent and I split up to go into our respective gender’s locker room.

      I was met by a female bear shifter. Giving her my best innocent smile, I asked, “Coach Holmes?”

      She nodded once and handed me a stack of clothes with a silver bracelet on top. “Call me Beth. My brother co-teaches the class with me.” She tapped the bracelet. “That goes around your ankle. It blocks all magic from being used.”

      I froze in place. “What? Why?”

      She arched her brows in a challenge. “The point of this class is to build and test your physical strength. It is also a mixed class with non-magic users. So there in no magic to be used. If you don’t wear the bracelet, you automatically fail.”

      Fucking great. I nodded and stepped inside the locker to change. Once I snapped the bracelet around my ankle, I shuddered as my magic muted. Relief filled me that it wasn’t totally blocked from me. I expected it for it to be gone, but it was still there, just a little out of reach.

      Lucky for me, I trained with the enforcers back at home on a regular basis. So I was ready for this class.

      I was not ready for the type of training the coaches inflicted on us. Right out of the locker rooms, we were paired up. I was paired with Zelphar. Although we were just about evenly matched strength-wise, I instinctually reached for my magic several times. Each time a shot of electricity jolted my system making me fall to my knees.

      “Stop depending on your magic. That should also be your last resort in a fight because your opponent would expect you to use and would prepare.” Zelphar circled me and I snarled at him.

      “Careful, I might think you actually want me to succeed.” I caught a flash of acknowledgement in his dark blue depths.

      I pushed to a stand and charged at him, connecting my shoulder with his mid-section like a linebacker. Then I slammed him to the ground. Air whooshed out of his lungs, but he recovered quicker than I expected. He locked his legs around me and rolled until he straddled over me.

      Hating to be pinned down, I bucked to try to throw him off. It didn’t work. I wasn’t stupid enough to pull from my powers again. I didn’t have a need for any more pain caused by the damned ankle bracelet to call to my magic.

      But I had a few tricks.

      Throwing my hand out, I punched him in the gut, then hit him in the throat with the other hand. Victory rushed in my veins and I bucked him again. That time he faltered enough I was able to scramble out from under him.

      Using my supernatural speed, which didn’t involve using my magic—thank the gods—and rushed around him to put him in a head lock, cutting off his air. Well, tried to anyway. He was demi-god.

      Leaning down, I spoke in a low tone so no one would hear our conversation. “Who sent you here?”

      Grabbing me with his arms, circling my upper body, he twisted and threw over his shoulder. I landed on my back on the mat. Pain exploded across my back and growled at him as I rolled to my feet again.

      Zelphar smirked. “Who said any one sent us?”

      Us. I wondered if he always referred to him and his twin as a unit. “Come one. Do you expect me to believe that a set demi-gods twins get sent to reform school for trying to kill a mage leader? You really need a better excuse than that.”

      “And you know what the mages will and won’t do?” He charged at me and dodged him while kicking out, connecting with the back of his knee.

      “I know they wouldn’t blink to kill someone who defies them.”

      Faster than I anticipated, because he—I realized in that moment—was going easy on me, he tackled me to the ground. One of his arms were tucked under one of my legs and his other arm pressed into my throat. The move made me immobile.

      A wicked smile formed. “You’re awfully paranoid. Is there a reason for that?”

      A spike of dread burned my gut. The storm of emotions in his features told me he knew more about me than I’d like. Or maybe I was being paranoid. Instead of answering I tapped the floor, surrendering.

      He released me and stood, offering me his hand. I slapped it away and rolled to a stand. Then I moved into his personal space. “Stay away from me. I don’t need complications right now.”

      I walked past him, knocking my shoulder in his. He chuckled and it made my blood boil. Arrogant ass.

      “What was that about?” Lucent handed me a water when I reached him. He and Karn were paired up. I knew from sparring with Lucent my whole life that he could best either of the twins. Yet, neither he nor Karn looked winded.

      I might not feel as bad as I had if I didn’t try to pull on my powers. And if Zelphar hadn’t annoyed the shit out of me.

      “I’ll tell you later.” I flicked my gaze to Karn, who had moved past us to talk with his brother.

      The rest of class was filled with running laps.

      After removing the ankle bracelet, I stood in the locker room, enjoying the rush of power dancing throughout my system. I even conjured tiny flames on the tips of my fingers, smiling.

      I heard Lucent call me from outside the girl’s locker room, so I willed the fire to recede back inside the center of my body and quickly changed back into my uniform and blazer.

      First day almost done.

      I exited the locker room and smiled at Lucent. “What’s next?”

      “Organic Enrichment.” Lucent frowned. “Not sure what to think about that.”

      I pulled out schedule. “It’s in the tropical garden so it can’t be that bad.”

      Organic Enrichment was everything. It made the entire day worth going through. The entire House of Phoenix was in the class. The best part was when they said we didn’t have to wear our magic-reducing blazers while in that class. The reason being we had to use our powers to their full capacity.

      “Because our power based on the element fire, we are natural healers. Those who live in tropical regions will find this class their easy A’s.” Haven Rose, our teacher for this class, was a petite, beautiful blond. Her voice was soft, but it also held a power behind it, telling her was every bit an alpha female.

      “It is natural for us to heal the earth where we live. That’s what this class is for. Each of you will learn to use and take from the tropical gardens without disbursing the natural balance or harming it.” Haven’s featured turned serious as spoke her next words. “I will not tolerate any misuse of your freedom to use your magic. You are all here with the same goal. To be reformed and return to your homes better than before.”

      Just when I was beginning to like Haven, she called on me to be her assistant for the duration of the term. I tried to get out of, saying that Cordea was a much better choice. Cordea, the traitor, said, “Oh no, you’re the future clan leader, so you’re better qualified.”

      While I like her confidence in me to live through reform school, I hated being the center of attention. And that was why I was picked. To put me in the spotlight so I’d get over it.

      By the end of class, I felt renewed and found that leading the class in some of the activities wasn’t as scary as I wanted to believe. I was born to lead. Until then I didn’t want to admit it.

      One day of reform school down. A whole fucking lot more left.
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      After showering and putting on my comfy cat print yoga pants and an oversized black T-shirt, I padded on silent, bare feet down the hall to the dining room. Voices filled out of the room as I drew closer.

      “Em.”

      I turned at Lucent’s voice and waited on him. His hair was wet from his shower, making his bangs hang in his face. The wildness of his fresh from the shower look made my insides tingle. His blue T-shirt was stretched across his broad chest. Roaming my eyes down, I noted his white pajama pants and bare feet.

      The guy had no idea how sexy he looked. I tore my gaze from him, hoping he didn’t notice me ogling him. “What’s up?”

      His green eyes brightened. “I’m starved.”

      I laughed and we walked to the dining room together. “You are always starving.”

      When we entered the dining room everyone smiled at me briefly before going back to their conversations. As soon as Lucent and I took our seats, Cordea came in with a new student. Lucent and I both tensed.

      The new student was Rhys Daniels from the Florida Clan. Of all my dumb luck. Rhys was an asshole. No that was too mild of a word for him. Bastard didn’t seem right in the head.

      He was the heir of his clan and had on several occasion had his father petitioned my mother to arrange a mating between the two of us. Mom all but told the phoenix alpha to fuck off. The fact of the matter, I would kill Rhys before our honeymoon began because the fucker liked to hit on females. Like father like son.

      It was safe to say Rhys and I didn’t get along. And he hated Lucent for being my best friend and future mate. The later wasn’t spoken out loud, but everyone expected it and I wasn’t going to rule without him.

      So we were going to have a lot of fun.

      Rhys sat in the empty seat across from me with a cocky grin. His black eyes were creepy as fuck, always had been. Add in his shaved head, he had the hard-ass rocker look going. Most females liked that look. I wasn’t most females.

      “Nice to see you again, Em.”

      I picked up my fork and slammed the prongs into the wood of the table next to his hand. “It’s Ember to you.”

      Rhys lifted a brow and smirked. The asshole smirked at me. Just under the surface, my fire flared to life and everyone at the table stood and backed up. Since we were all phoenixes, I knew they felt my magic react to my emotions.

      Cordea walked up next to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. I cut a glare to her. There was no fear in her eyes. “I know Rhys is an ass and I know how you feel. Just think of him as one of your trials of being here. You will put up with plenty of assholes once you take your place as clan leader.”

      She was right but that didn’t mean I had to like it. “Is that why he is here?”

      Cordea motioned for everyone to sit. “No. Rhys is here because his father begged the council not to kill him. This is his last chance to turn it around.”

      I pulled my fork out of the wood and stood to get a new one. Cordea followed me. Throwing the bent-up fork in the trash, I said, “I can’t make any promises. Rhys is a bastard and do anything to come between Lucent and me.”

      Cordea sighed. “All I can ask is that you try really hard to ignore him. I’m kind of looking forward to you being my Alpha one day. Plus I’m in here with the same goal. I want to make it out of the culling alive at the end of the term.”

      We stood in the kitchen staring at each other for a little while. Cordea’s long curly chestnut hair was loose to flow over her shoulders. We’d never been close in school, which was odd since her father was one of Mom’s enforcers. Maybe I could fix that.

      “Well, here, you are our fearless leader.” I smiled, letting the teasing tone roll over my words.

      “Come on, let’s eat.”

      Grabbing a new fork, I followed her out.

      Rhys was smarter than he looked because he kept his mouth shut during dinner. When we all settled in the great room to watch a movie as our social time, Rhys sat on the other side of the room from Lucent and me. We shared the oversized armchair again. It was freezing in the house, which didn’t make me too uncomfortable, but Lucent’s lips looked like they were going to turn blue. Even with the thick throw over us.

      I slipped one hand under the blanket, then under his shirt. His soft skin over his hard abs was cool to the touch. Calling my fire, I warmed my hand against him.

      He let out a soft sigh. “Thanks,” he muttered against my hair.

      “Be quiet and watch the movie.”

      My tart comment made him chuckle just as Cordea walked by. She studied us with a raised brow, so I lifted mine back to her. She shook her head and sat, her lips lifting in at the corners.

      “What was the hand holding at lunch today?”

      Lucent tensed under me, but he relaxed almost as fast. “I don’t like the twins.”

      I snorted, getting a shh from Cordea. Lowering my tone more, I said, “So are you staking a claim on me then?”

      For a long few moments, he didn’t look at me. Dread churned at the chance he would say it was nothing more than to chase the twins away. I was starting to wonder that maybe I should have told Lucent how I felt before that moment.

      “What if I want to?”

      He words were so soft, I wasn’t sure I heard them right. My heart hammered and my body warmed at the idea of him claiming me. I hadn’t realized until then how much I wanted it. I leaned in and pressed my lips to his cheek and whispered, “I’ve known for a long time you’re mine.”

      Fire lit up his gaze. I laughed softly as I snuggled into him and watched the movie.

      I must have drifted off to sleep at some point. When I woke, Lucent was standing with me in his arms. I wiggled to be put down. Setting me on my feet, he stared at me for a long time before I took his hand and tugged him toward our rooms.

      Opting for my room, I pulled him inside and closed the door before anyone saw us. That was when Lucent was on me. He cupped my head and claimed my mouth in a fiery raw kiss. Need flooded my system and I groaned.

      He broke the kiss before I had a chance to take over. “We need to talk about things. But hear me out, because I will not repeat myself. I plan to rule the clan at your side. I know I’ve said it before, and you blow it off every time. But I’m serious. One way or another I’ll be at your side when you become clan leader.”

      I laughed and pushed him playfully, then dropped down on my bed. “Is that so?”

      “Yep.” He stretched out beside me. “What do we do about the twins?”

      Frowning, I stared at the ceiling. “I’m not sure. I feel a connection but not sure if I can trust them. In PE, Zelphar implied he knew…me secret.”

      I didn’t say that I’m a demi-god outload because I didn’t want anyone in the house to overhear. Phoenixes, like all shifters, had amazing hearing.

      “I noticed you had a reaction to Mr. Foster as well.”

      Shame filled me. What was wrong with me? I’ve never looked at another male since realizing I wanted Lucent as my mate. Then bam! Mr. Hottie Reform School Teacher and the evil god twins show up. “I believe they were sent here for some reason. Even Foster. He might be a mage, but he’s no scholar.”

      Lucent nodded. “I sensed a defender.”

      “Me too.”

      Mage defenders were powerful mages that defended the secrets and usage of magic. They tracked down and eliminated rogues. “What if the gods sent them here to destroy me?”

      “I don’t think they did. If the gods wanted you dead because of what you are, then they would have killed you before birth. Plus Hera knows. Hell, you train with her. Something else is going on.” Lucent threaded his fingers between mine and lifted my hand to him mouth. “I’ve got your back. We’ll figure it out together”

      “Together.”

      Using his magic, Lucent made the blanket under us disappear and then reappear on top of us. He kissed my forehead and I snuggled into him, taking in his smoked cedar scent. “Good night.”

      He hugged me closer to him. “Good night.”
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      The next morning, after our first class, I stopped off at the bathroom because there was no way I was going last another hour. I shouldn’t have had the third glass of coffee with breakfast.

      Lucent looked like he was going to stand outside the door to wait on me. I waved him off. “Go to class. There no sense in both of us being late.”

      We only had five minutes between classes and I already stalled at the end of calculus to ask the teacher addition questions about next week’s assignments. She was unimpressed that I went so far ahead on my own and acted put out that I dare asked questions about assignments she hadn’t taught yet. The nerve of me!

      It was clear that she was one of those teachers that hated students smarter than her.

      So my mood had shifted from annoyance at being in that damned school in the first place to pissed at the math teacher’s pissy attitude. Then there was my overprotective BFF. Lucent was lucky he was hot.

      Locking gazes with him and raising a brow in challenge, I didn’t go inside the restroom until he walked away. Stubborn male.

      But he was mine. A smile formed and my heart warmed at the thought of actively pursuing him as a mate. At least there was something to look forward to. This time at the reform school would give us the space to explore each other without my mother or the clan watching our every move, speculating if Lucent will be their Alpha male. It was something they’ve done our whole lives. It was annoying. But weren’t wrong about hoping for a mated phoenix pair to rule them since male phoenixes were hard to come by.

      Lucent and I would be the first mated phoenix pair in centuries. Since there weren’t very many male phoenixes born, it wasn’t often when mated pairs were both phoenixes. Only I wasn’t full-blooded fire phoenix. I feared the day when my people discovered the truth. Would they reject my ascent as their leader?

      Sighing, I pushed the bathroom doors opened and went inside. I’d cross that bridge when I came to it. First, I had to survive this damned school and figure out why I was attracted to the twins and Caleb Foster. If Lucent was my mate, why would I be attracted to three other males?

      Unless…No! I’m not going there. I don’t need four mates. Okay, so I knew that it would happen one day. That didn’t mean it had to be now. Besides, I didn’t know whose side Foster and the twins were on.

      Pushing the thoughts of mating out of my mine, I chose the first stall to do my business. Just as I finished washing my hands the bathroom opened and four females entered. I inhaled their scents and at first, I thought they were human. Then I caught the low hum of power rolling off them. Witches.

      Smiling politely, I moved toward the door. I froze when the one still at the door locked it, and unnatural dark power flashed in her eyes as she advanced toward me. The other three circled me like vultures. Oh great. I don’t need this shit.

      Another thing that made this situation even better was they didn’t seem to have anything on that was binding their powers. It was a rule that all students had to wear something that associated them with their house, that was also spelled to dampen their powers while in class. At least while they were in the main building. The article of clothing or whatever was chosen by the house leader was different per house.

      And here I was being the law-abiding student and wearing my blazer. Great.

      “Are you like the official welcome crew?” I sent out my sense, gauging each of their powers as I studied their body language.

      The one that locked us in seemed to be the leader of this little group. She had her brown hair pulled back into a high ponytail and her dark amber eyes narrowed on me. Her upper lip curled as she stalked closer. “You can say that.”

      I pursed my lips and fisted my hands at my side. If they thought they’d intimidate me, they were delusional. Or on crack. Probably both.

      Releasing the part of my power that I kept buried deep in my core, I felt the spell of my blazer pulse. The magic woven into the fabric of my jacket dulled my powers but didn’t block them. I figure that out pretty quick yesterday as I tested the spell on several different occasions. It was obviously created for a normal phoenix and not a hybrid like me with too much power to make the council nervous of me.

      One of the three females that stood on either side of me, a blonde with short, pixie-like hair took a step closer. It every ounce of my control to not light her ass on fire. The Pixie Blonde leaned in and sniffed the air. “This one is powerful. But we knew that already.”

      In reflex, I jerked my attention to her while reaching out with my senses to gauge where the other three were. What did they know? Could they sent my magic and tell I was half god? Cold dread filled me, fueling both the ice and fire of my powers. The spell on my blazer was holding its own at against the push of my magic, dulling them. Fuck. Maybe I underestimated the spelled used.

      I should pay closer attention in my spells and potions class.

      The four females also noticed my weakened state. Before I could blink, the leader lunged for me, tackled me to the ground. Been there, done that. I connected my fist with her temple, slamming it home. She screamed out in pain and I pushed her off of me and stood.

      Rounding on other three, I sent out a low pulse of power. Because that was all the spell allowed me to do. Fuck. I didn’t have time to take off the offended jacket because the pixie-hair female punched me in the side, making me stumble a few steps.

      Twisting in circle, I managed to kick two of them. The leader was on her feet by that time and coming at me again. I was out numbered and low on power and out of my element.

      But I would not go down easy.

      I threw my arms out to the side, sending out a blast of power. It didn’t have the boost behind it I needed, but it was enough to throw the two beside backwards. When I whirled around to face the leader, something cold and wet hit my face. Then a power ball of some kind hit the center of my back.

      Instantly I was blinded by the potion that was thrown in my face. The energy at my back crawled over me, weighing me down like a heavy blanket made from lead. Fuck me. I stumbled and tried to reach out with my senses to see where the females were, but everything was weird. I was bathed in darkness and my inner phoenix was growing sleepy.

      A fist hit my temple while another slammed into my ribs. I swung out my arms, trying to fight back but my limbs all felt heavy and sluggish. This wasn’t good. I was going to die.

      Well, not permanently. I would be reborn. Then the thought flashed in my mind.

      I reached for my death flame, but the potion and the energy ball kept my flames from reacting. This was a message from someone. They wanted me to suffer before I died.

      I managed to catch a booted foot as it kicked my mid-section and twisted it before pushed it out. The female screamed in pain. That was when another one of them grabbed my hair at the base of my neck and yanked me to her. I swung my fists and kicked out. Not being able to see sucked demon ass.

      Then the leader—I knew it was her because of her scent—moved close enough to whisper in my ear. “Night, night demi-god freak.”

      Shock stole my ability to response before she punched me in the face so hard, I passed out.
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      I drummed my fingers on the desk glancing from the door of the classroom to the clock on the wall. Anxiety made me edgy. Where the fuck was Ember?

      The twins walked in just as the bell rang in their true fuck-off fashion. They met my stare and frowned, both of them wearing the same confused expression as I felt. Zelphar was the first to let out a low growl while Karn worked his jaw.

      When they reached my desk, Zelphar asked, “Where is she?”

      Like he needed to know. I jumped up and got in his face, my initial reaction was to tell him it was none of his business and punch him. However, the amount of fear and overprotectiveness rolling off him and his twin gave me pause. It mirrored my own. “I don’t know. I thought she might have gotten intercepted by you two.”

      “I don’t have time for this shit,” Zelphar turned and stopped abruptly.

      Mr. Foster stood nose to nose with Zelphar, then the oddest thing happened. Everyone in the classroom frozen except for the twins, Foster, and me. Glancing around I realized the mage had slowed time. I didn’t even know that mages could do that.

      Narrowing my gaze at the three males, I crossed my arms over my chest and asked, “What’s going on?”

      Foster ignored me and spoke to Zelphar. “You said you were watching her.”

      A growl rumbled from Zelphar. “I was. She went to the rest room. That is only a few yards down the hall.”

      “We don’t have time to argue right now,” Karn said, then sighed. “I’ll go look for her.”

      “I’m coming with you.” When I moved to leave, Foster placed a hand on my chest, stopping me. I growled and slapped it away. “I need to find her.”

      The silver is the mages violet eyes swirled with his magic. “You and Zelphar will stay in class. Karn will find her. We don’t need to gain the attention of the staff and other faculty.”

      Ember was right. The twins were sent here, and it appeared was the teacher. But by who? “Why are the three of you here?”

      “To protect her.”

      I snarled and my phoenix was going crazy. Ember was mine to protect. “Who sent you?”

      “Her father,” Foster said and Zelphar let out a warning growl.

      “Why. The bastard has nothing to do with her.” And the other gods would rather see her dead. Well, all except for Hera for some strange reason that Ember doesn’t talk about. I didn’t dare say that put load. I wasn’t sure how much they knew. But I did add, “How do I know her father doesn’t want her dead?”

      “Believe me, I wonder the same thing. But right now he wants her alive and to graduate this hellhole of a school.” Foster pulled the band from his black hair and put it back in, tightening his low ponytail. The act seemed like a nervous tick. “My priority to ensure she lives through it also, then I’ll figure out why Boreas is so focused on her.”

      I stilled. The mage, and apparently the twins, knew what Ember was. She suspected as much. “Why do you care?”

      “Caleb,” Zelphar warned.

      Caleb shook his head and met my stare. “Because she’s my mate. I wasn’t sure until I saw her yesterday, but there is no denying it.”

      I jerked back as if the asshole slapped me. Then jealous anger filled me. “That’s tough. She’s mine.”

      “We can discuss this later.” Caleb dismissed my anger. “Right now, you need to stay in class and act like nothing is wrong. Karn will go search for her.”

      Not leaving me any room to argue further, Caleb waved a hand, making time snap back and move at regular speed. Just like nothing happened. With a low growl I lowered myself into my seat and glared at Karn as he left the room.

      Zelphar sat in the desk behind me and leaned forward. “Get used to the idea of sharing because I’m not going anywhere. The mage is more stubborn than I am.”

      “We’ll see what Ember has to say about this.” I wasn’t happy about the news that she had three other mates besides myself. That didn’t mean I’d leave just because she wanted to form a harem. It wasn’t unheard of, especially among clan leaders to take multiple mates. I just didn’t think Ember would consider it.

      But seeing how she reacted to the twins and Caleb the day before, I guessed I could be wrong.

      Which fucking sucked.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            8

          

          
            Karn

          

        

      

    

    
      After leaving the classroom, I went straight to the girls’ restroom. As I approached it, I caught Ember’s scent and her blood. Fuck. Fear gripped my heart and squeezed. Bursting through the door, I scanned the bathroom. A mix of scents filled the space as well as magic and herbs. Whoever she fought with had used a potion of some kind.

      I checked each of the stalls and cursed when finding each one empty.

      Out in the hallway, I closed my eyes and sent out my empathy to find her. If she was dead, I wouldn’t be able to track her, but if she was alive, even unconscious, I would pick up on her emotions. But I could also pick up on the emotional signatures left behind by her attackers.

      Moments later I found a flow of four different set of emotions leading down the hall to a cleaning closet. I rushed to it and opened the door. My heart fell to my feet and I stepped inside, closing the door behind me in case any of the school’s staff was walking the halls, spying.

      “Ember,” I breathed out, hovering my hand over her unsure where to touch her.

      She was bruised and bloody all over. One side of her face was swollen and turning purple. I fisted my hands while fighting the urge to track down the owners of the scents and emotions all over her and making them pay for harming my mate.

      I reached out to touch her forehead, but she shrank away from me. Then her eyes cracked opened as much as they could around the swelling. Creases formed on her forehead and she tried to speak. Her mouth moving as if she was telling me to go. Not happening.

      “Shh,” I cooed, carefully scooping her up in my arms, I cradled her to me “I got you. You’re safe.”

      Then I teleported us to Zel’s and my dorm. The space was small compared to our home in California, but it was much bigger than most dorms I’ve seen. I wasn’t sure if this was originally meant to house staff. Knowing Caleb, he would had done his mojo to get my brother and I the space we needed.

      It was still one room with two twin-size beds and two desks on either side of the room with about five feet of space in the center. We’d deal with it for the time we were here.

      I laid Ember on my bed and removed her shoes. Then I conjured a bowl of water and a wash cloth. After wetting the cloth, I cleaned her face while sending my brother a telepathic message. “I have her. She’s safe in our dorm. I’ll be staying with her.”

      Ember let out a soft moan, then mumbled something I couldn’t make out before she fell into a deeper sleep.

      I tried to slow my breathing, to calm my temper. Flash backs of the years of abuse at the hands of my brother’s and my kidnappers filled my mind. So many times I watched while they beat Zelphar for something I did. My stubborn overprotective brother would redirect Clark’s or Bruce’s—the two bastards who killed our mother and kidnapped us—attention to himself.

      Seeing Ember beaten stirred the darkness that always lurked below the surface. Pushing down my anger, I moved to the desk at the foot of my bed and opened the laptop. Since I wouldn’t be going to class, I might as well get some work done. Zel and I owned a company that manages several different businesses adventures dealing with software and security for both the humans and the paras. The company has done well and allowed us to live more than comfortably.

      Plus I also liked to dabble in the stock market and was good at it. Then there was our side hustle—bounty hunters for the mage defenders.

      The later kept us from being bored and from getting into too much trouble most days.

      “How bad is she?”

      I worked my jaw at the sound Zel’s voice in my head. I considered lying, but as my twin he’d know. “Bad enough. She’d sleeping and healing herself.”

      The thought of healing made me glance at her. She was still wearing that damned blazer that kept her magic contained. With a wave of my hand, I willed the jacket off her body. It vanished and then materialized over the chair at Zel’s desk.

      Ember’s skin glowed then in a mix of orange and blue. I watched the colors and realized it was her two halves. The flames chasing after the ice as the two powers worked to heal her. It was beautiful and amazing. Just like Ember.
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        Ember

      

      

      Everything hurt. The potion the four females hit me with made me feel drugged, only worse. It was like I didn’t have control over my body and my thoughts were jumbled, making it hard to figure out where I was. I vaguely remembered the females talking about putting me in a closet. But where?

      I lifted one eye lid, then the other. Yep, I was in a closet. The view in front me was blurred and the dull light overhead made my head hurt. How long have I been in there?

      Rolling to my side and cursing as wave after wave of piercing pain exploded on each nerve, I got my arms under me and pushed. Nothing happened. Did my muscles not work anymore?

      I slumped on the floor, pressing my cheek against the cool title, and closed my eyes.

      I wasn’t sure how long I’d been in that closet before I heard the door open, then click shut. The sound jolted me from sleep and fear burst inside me. Did the females return to finish me off? That could only be a blessing at this point. At least, my rebirth would take the pain away and get rid of the effects of the spell from the potion.

      A familiar scent wrapped around me, but I knew it wasn’t Lucent. A male voice cursed softly, then hands touched my forehead. I flinched away and curled up into myself. Another, curse made me open my eyes again. Through unfocused vision, I saw one of the twins but wasn’t sure which one.

      I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I was completely vulnerable and weaker than an infant. No one should see me like this. Pushing at him, with no success on making him go, I shook my head and mouthed, “Go.”

      “Shh,” he cooed and lifted me in his arms. “I got you. You’re safe.”

      Karn. It had to be because I didn’t see Zelphar being this caring.

      Once he had me settled against his chest, warmth and a feeling of security washed over me. His ash and cinnamon scent filled my senses, comforting me. I was too tired and weak to analyze the feelings this demi-god stirred within me.

      I closed my eyes again as he teleported us out of the closet.

      The next time I woke, the pain was gone. Well, most of it anyway. It was no longer sharp and crippling. My muscles ached as I pushed myself to sit up on the twin-size bed. That was then the scents of pepperoni and cheese. Was that pizza?

      Glancing to my left I saw Karn at a small desk typing on a laptop. Having computers and other devices were against the rules. The point being we were cut off from the outside world so we could focus on being reformed. Or tortured more like it.

      How did the twins rank high enough to have special privileges?

      He met my stare and smiled while turning his chair to face me. “Are you hungry? I have pizza.”

      I eyed the pizza box on top of the other bed and my stomach growled. “They don’t serve pizza in the cafeteria.”

      Chuckling, he picked up the box and rolled his chair over to her. “Who said I got it from the cafeteria.”

      “You’re not an actual student here are you?” I picked up a slice and took a bite. The saucy, cheesy goodness made me moan. Extra cheese and pepperoni. My favorite.

      “That depends on who you ask.”

      I studied him while I finished off my slice of pizza. “Why are you here?”

      “Zel told you. We tried to kill a mage.”

      I glared at him. “I don’t believe you. Try again.”

      He shrugged, unbothered by me calling him out on the lie. “We were sent to protect you.”

      I wasn’t buying that. There were too many holes in their story. “Who sent you?”

      He locked gazes with me and asked, “Why does someone want you dead?”

      Instead of answering, I picked up another slice of pizza and took a bite. I didn’t know the answer. Not really. In fact I wasn’t sure I was on anyone’s hit list until the females attacked me.

      But there were many possible suspects. Some people believed that I wouldn’t make a good leader but didn’t hate me enough to kill me. The gods had expressed their concern about me being part ice phoenix. But Mom had an agreement with them. She cut ties with Boreas, keep me from his influence, and I was to check in with Hera on a monthly basis. There were still those who would go against the god queen out of spite. It would be stupid, but not all people have common sense.

      At first my meeting with the god queen were a little shaky and there were times I thought I wouldn’t leave her temple alive. After a while, I learned that Hera was teaching me to control my godly ice magic in her own twisted way.

      I’d like to think that Hera liked me enough to not kill me, but the god queen had never been very stable when it came to her temper and jealousy.

      “Look,” Karn threaded his fingers through his hair, drawing my attention back to him. “We know you are Boreas’s daughter.”

      I froze. Zelphar hinted to knowing while we sparred in PE the day before. But hearing the words come from his twin, confirming my suspensions, sent cold dread through my veins.

      “He sent you?”

      Karn nodded and I let out a soft curse. “Why?”

      “All he said was that you are in danger and we need to make sure you graduate from reform school.” He drew his brows together as if in thought.

      “And he didn’t tell you why? You and your brother just believed him?” There was something else to their story. “I’m calling bullshit because you and Zelphar don’t look like the type to just do what a god tells you to do. And I know you two are also demi-gods.”

      Karn chucked. “We don’t exist to the Olympian gods. We are Zeus’s bastard sons and he does everything in his power to keep us off Hera’s radar.”

      His word sent a shot of dread through me. My instincts that said the twins were mine, also told me I had to protect them from Hera as well. I’ll keep my connect to her to myself for now. At least until I figure out a way to keep her from losing her shit when she finds out the twins are my mates.

      Shit keeps getting better and better.

      I took another bite out of my pizza as Karn continued. “Boreas didn’t come to us. He went to the mage defenders. Caleb got the assignment and recruited us.”

      “Caleb?”

      I was afraid I already know the answer, but I wanted to hear it out loud.

      “Caleb Foster, our Environmental Magic teacher.”

      I grunted and took another bite of pizza. That made more sense than being a teacher, because the mage was no scholar. “I figured. So why recruit you and Zelphar?”

      “We work as bounty hunters for the defenders on occasion.”

      Watching him for a few moments, I thought about what he said. There were still gaps in his story that I wasn’t sure about. Why after nineteen years of my life would Boreas take an interest in me? As far as I knew he didn’t like that Mom cut off ties with him, cutting me out of his life. I also wasn’t sure Boreas wanted me alive because he cared for me. No he liked the fact that I was half ice phoenix. By fathering me, he was defying Zeus, who banished my father to Ice Mountain and killed all the ice phoenix clans. I wasn’t sure why the ice phoenixes were killed or what Boreas did to be banished. Nor did I care.

      Karn reached over and covered my hand with his, bring me from my musings of my past. When I met his blue depths, he said, “We could never harm you. Caleb’s interest in you was personal and that alone made Zel and I curious enough to take the job. Plus Zel, even though he wouldn’t admit it just yet, believed Caleb is our mate. So where he goes, we go.”

      I searched his features for a lie and unable to find any. In that moment, Karn was completely open to me. His emotions and his mind. A ting of jealousy fluttered in the center of my chest at the thought of Caleb being the twin’s mate.

      “When we saw you in the flesh yesterday, we knew you were ours as well.” Karn leaned forward until our faces were inches apart.

      My pulse raced and desire flooded my senses. I was also confused because I too felt the pulled to claim them. I ignored it because it was possible they were sent to kill me, to throw me off focus. Despite that everything Karn said was the truth, he could still be withholding something from me.

      Besides, I wasn’t sure I wanted four mates.

      I pushed passed him and stood while grabbing my blazer off the end of the chair in front of the other desk—Zel’s desk. “I have to go.”

      Relief flowed through me when he didn’t try to stop me. Outside the dorms, I glanced to the sky, noting the sun was starting its decent. That told me I needed to get to the house before Cordea sent out a search party. I was sure it would involve cyclops. Shuddering at the thought, I made my way to the house of phoenix while sticking to the shadows so I wouldn’t be noticed.

      A figure in the shadows at the back of the main build where most of our classes were caught my attention. But it was gone in a flash. Great, someone was spying on me. I really needed to figure who sent the witches and the spy. The twins popped into my mind, but I didn’t think it was them.

      I spotted Lucent as I approached the house. He snapped his head up as if sensing me and glared, while racking his gaze over me. When I reached him, he pulled me to him. “What the fuck happened?”

      “I’ll explain later. Let’s just get through dinner and social time.”
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      I stretched out on Lucent’s bed in my black yoga pants and white t-shirt staring up at the vaulted ceilings. Lucent was in the shower with the door open while I told him about the females. “They were witches and not wearing their house crest. Not sure what to make of that. But Karn said dear ole dad is playing protector.”

      The shower shut off and a few moments later Lucent walked into the bedroom in only a towel. I heart fluttered at the sight and my inside tingled with desire. “He had his reasons and I’m sure they’re not good.”

      “I agree.” Racking my gaze over his toned, lean body, I nibbled on my lower lip. Heat flooded my system. When I met his amused stare, I rolled my eyes and went back to watching the ceiling. “It’s clear now that there is someone here that wants me to fail. If Boreas sent help to make sure I survived, I’ll take it for now. Figure out what he wants after I get back home.”

      Lucent moved to his dresser and pulled out his pajama pants. “You sound like Caleb. He said something similar.”

      I returned my attention to Lucent just as he dropped the towel and put on his pants. I admired him as I asked, “What else did he say?”

      In a flash, Lucent was on the bed hovering over me. His green depths darkened with desire, intensifying my own. “He seems to think you’re his mate.”

      A sigh slipped from me. “That’s want Karn said too.” I almost laughed at the growl coming from Lucent. Framing his face, I kissed him, keeping it brief. “Getting jealous isn’t going to help things. Clan leaders have always taken more than one mate. My mom has three.” Four if you counted Boreas, which I was, so she only had the three I call the dads.

      Lucent frowned and stretched out beside me on the bed while linked our hands together. “She’s not mated to them.”

      “But they are hers and she is theirs.” I glanced to the bedroom door and waved a hand to seal it magical soundproofing. “Mom is bonded to Boreas. If she completes the bond with her other mates, it will tie them to the bastard and give Boreas reason to come stake claim as her first. It’s easier to not go there.”

      It saddened me that Mom couldn’t have a union with all her mates. I would not make the same mistake, which was why I wouldn’t bond with any of my potential mates until we were a hundred percent sure it is what each of us wanted. Plus, making them wait would weed out the bad eggs and ill intentions to mate to gain control of my clan and my powers.

      “I never knew that.” Lucent turned on his side to face me.

      Rolling to my side, I slipped one of my legs between his. I said I wouldn’t bond with them. That didn’t mean I couldn’t have a little fun. “No one knows but me and her guards and now you. And of course the dads. So if you tell anyone, I have to kill you.”

      He chuckled and cupped my face, tracing his thumb over my bottom lip. “All of your secrets are safe with me. All though I think you might enjoy killing me as payback.”

      “Of course. You killed me for no reason.” The playful light in his eyes dulled a little as he searched my face. “Are you okay?”

      Rolling my eyes, I pushed his shoulder and flipped to my back. “I told you I am. I healed while I was out, thanks to Karn for removing my jacket.”

      Lucent propped himself up on his elbow and stared down at me. “I hate Karn less than the other two, then.”

      A laugh escaped from me. Before I thought about what I was doing, I cupped the back of his head and pulled him close until our lips brushed together. A growled ripped from Lucent and he deepened the kiss while nestling between my thighs. Sensual need and pinpricks nipped at my skin.

      He licked the seam of my lips and I instantly opened, welcoming him to enter like I’d been waiting a lifetime to taste him. Desire fueled my fire, making the flames reach out to his. My pussy ached for his touch as well as every inch of my flesh.

      Yelling from out in the hallway, broke us out of the raw passionate kiss. Sitting up, I waved my hand at the door, taking down the magical soundproofing. A female was yelling like a crazy person. Her high-pitched voice raked on my nervous and made my phoenix want to come out and see what the hell was going on.

      Then Cordea’s voice cut through the screeching of the female. “Skye, calm down and tell me what’s wrong.”

      I glanced at Lucent before I rose and crossed to the door. He was at my back in a flash, using his inhuman speed. Opening the door, I saw Cordea standing in front of Skye. The hallway was quickly filling up with the rest of the house residents.

      Skye went to speak but Cordea held up and finger and pursed her lips. “Calmly.”

      After taking a deep breath and releasing it in a rush, Skye said, “My locket is missing. I set it on my dresser when I took a shower. Now it’s gone. Someone took it!”

      As soon as the words left Skye’s voice the locks on the front and back doors of the house clicked into place. Cordea used her magic to put us all on lockdown. Turning to the group, she said, “No one moves.” Then she turned back to Skye. “I’ll help you search your room.”

      “It’s not there. I already looked.”

      I could tell by the way Cordea pressed her lips together, she was losing her patience. “We will search your room together, then we will go through each room in the house.”

      A few of our housemates protested but Cordea snapped her fingers and pointed at them. They settled down with a few low grumbles. Then Cordea motioned Skye to go into her room.

      Glancing at Lucent, I leaned against the wall. “Looks like we are up for a while.”

      I really wanted to go to sleep. And curled up next to Lucent was the plan. Still was the plan, as soon as everyone’s room was searched.

      It seemed like hours before we were allowed to return to our rooms. After a standoff with Cordea about whether or not I was allowed to be sleeping in Lucent’s room, I won because Cordea was too tired to deal with any more drama for the night. I caught her saying something about she didn’t understand how the clan leaders put up with that shit all the time.

      I was about to let her know that the clan leaders had people to deal with drama and emotional clan members, but I let it go. Besides, I was sure Cordea knew that and she was just blowing off steam by whining about it.

      When I slipped under Lucent’s covers, I snuggled into him and let sleep take me.
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      I stretched out on my bed and inhaled. Ember’s scent filled the room making me hard. Ash and ice. It was an odd combination but on her it smelled divine and sweeter than one would imagine. I had swapped pillows with Karn just so I can have that scent surround me as I slept. Damn it.

      “How was she really?” Karn had downplayed her injuries and refused to talk about while I had to endure the long hours of our classes. This whole keeping up a front and pretend to be students was a pain in the ass.

      “I’m not a medic but I guessed she had a few broken ribs. She was bruised and bleeding when I found her because the witches threw a potion on her and hit her with an energy ball, which weakened her so the four bitches could beat her. It was clearly a message.” Karn’s eyes glowed from within and he worked his jaw.

      My brother was the calmer, more tamed of the two of us. He also had more compassion and empathy than me, but that didn’t make him weak. I believed it made him stronger.

      “From now on, she doesn’t go anywhere without one of us there,” Caleb said from where he sat at the end of my bed. “I’d go to the dean, but I don’t think it will do any good. This is no reform school. Every trial and lesson seemed to set the students up to fail. I have no pull here. For all I know the witches could have been sent to throw her off, get a reaction from her. Anyone from the dean himself to any of the staff and faculty could had sent them as a test.”

      “This school is a joke.” I sat up, tucking my legs under me as I moved closer to Caleb. “I agree. Ember has the discipline to graduate on her own no matter what the faculty throws at her. So it makes sense that someone would have her attacked to get her to react.”

      “But who?” Karn asked no one specific.

      “That’s what we need to figure out. And to see if it is related to the threat her father believe she has on her life.” Caleb glanced to Karn before meeting my stare. Heat blazed in his violet depths. “I’ve noticed someone following me.”

      The sudden change of subject through me a little. I recovered quickly. “Yeah, same here. I keep seeing the same few people watching all of us and Ember.” I didn’t care if I was being followed. The fuckers could spy all they want because they wouldn’t live long enough to pass on information to whoever they were meeting.

      Karn turned his desk chair to face us. He was working on financials for oour company, Stavros Securities. “So we follow them and see who they report to.”

      Caleb nodded. “I’ll get a message to Lucent and bring him in.”

      I growled, not liking the idea that the male in question was mostly like comforting our mate at the moment. When I dug into Lucent’s past, I discovered that he and Ember had been friends since they were toddlers. His father was human and lived with his mom on Azorea Cay while exploring several business avenues in the States. Lucent’s mother was close friends with Ember’s, which explained why the two of them were so close.

      In a since, the male was Ember’s perfect mate. One, he was a phoenix—one of the few males born to the breed—and two, their children would be the first pure bloods in centuries.

      Shaking out of my thoughts about Lucent and Ember mating, I focused back on the topic. “Do we have a list of suspects?”

      “I’m looking into the faculty but not seeing anyone that jumps out at me. They all pretty much don’t care if the students pass or fail.” Caleb covered my hand with his, drawing my full attention to him. Narrowing his eyes, he said, “You need to relax and try to fit in a little more.”

      I shrugged and threaded my fingers between his. “I’ll relax when we get Ember out of this school.”

      Caleb and I never spoke to each other about our feelings for one another, so I didn’t know exactly where he stood when it came to exploring our desires. However, right then wasn’t time or place. Karn didn’t see Caleb in a sexual way. He was open to forming a bond because my brother and I couldn’t bond independently. Whoever I chose as a mate and bonded to, would also bond to Karn. That was why forming a harem with Ember suited us. I could have Caleb and Ember and not worry about tying my twin to someone he didn’t desire.

      “That leaves staff and students. So glad we narrowed that down.” Karn rolled his eyes and moved to his bed.

      Caleb lifted a hand, curled his fingers, and twisted his wrist in a circular motion. Karn’s pillow was jerked from under his head and dropped on his face. I laughed as Caleb said, “We’ve only been here a few days. We’ll work on following our stalkers without them realizing they have become the hunted.”

      “And we stay close to Ember,” I added. Although I hated being stuck in class while Karn was taking care of Ember. It was a good thing I didn’t see her bruised and beaten, because I would had torn up the school searching for the females involved, and then send my own message.

      That was something I was still compilating.
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      My goal for day number three in reform school was to not get beaten up in the bathroom or anywhere else. The thought of what a clusterfuck the day before was made my blood boil. My pride was hurt, and I was still pissed at myself and the females. I was stronger than that, yet they got the jump on me and blindsided me with magic. Literally.

      If it wasn’t for the stupid blazer we were forced to wear, I’d sense the female’s intentions and handled it better. If they knew what was good for them, they’d stay clear from me and not let me catch them alone somewhere.

      Entering my second period class, I avoided Caleb’s stare as I went to my seat in the back row. Teacher or not, I was refusing to call him Mr. Foster any more. It was just plain weird, knowing he was one of my mates and my teacher. Well, maybe in a different situation it would be a little kinky.

      Nope. I wasn’t going there.

      He was Caleb and not a real teacher. He and the twins were sent to by my father to watch over me. That was something I needed to talk to Hera about, but I wasn’t sure I could summon her to my current location. Not in the classroom, of course, but in my room at the phoenix house.

      There were wards surround the campus as well as the cyclopes. I wasn’t worried about the one-eyed giants keeping Hera out. Would the wards keep her from hearing my call?

      “What are you thinking so hard about?” Lucent wrapped his fingers around the back of my neck and messaged. I had to fight a moan at how good that felt.

      “Just the shit that’s been going on. We’ll talk later.” I didn’t want to draw attention to me today. I needed to form a plan and discover who the hell wanted me dead so badly.

      Was it a clan thing? Or a demi-god/ice phoenix thing?

      I wasn’t so sure. Could have to do with the harpies. But why would they send someone out to kill me when the leader of their clan could had demanded my execution. It would kill my mother to have to destroy me, but she’d do it if she had no choice.

      Then who?

      “Ember.”

      I jerked my attention to Caleb at the sound of my name, frowning. Glancing around, I noticed class had started and here I was absorbed in my thoughts. “Sorry. I’m distracted this morning. What did you say?”

      I caught the slight twitch of his lips before he spoke. “I was asking for a volunteer.”

      “Oh.” I sank down in my chair and waved he off with a hand. “Then ask someone else. Lucent would be good.”

      “Thanks,” Lucent muttered.

      Caleb shook his head and held his hand out to me. “Come on.”

      Let out a low, breathy growl, I slapped my hands down on my desk and stood, glaring at the three males around me chuckling. I locked gazes with Caleb as I advanced to the front of the class. Desire tingled my insides the closer I got to him.

      Stopping a little more than arm’s length away from him, I frowned. “What am I volunteering for?”

      Some of students in the class snickered. When I glanced out at them, they laughed out loud and I rolled me eyes.

      “Remove your blazer.”

      With a mocked look of shock, I placed a hand on my chest. “Mr. Forest, that’s against the rules. How do you know I won’t light your ass on fire or something?”

      The class burst into laughter again, making me smile. Caleb shook his head, his lips twitching again. I was going to pay for this later, I could tell. A weird thrill shot thought me at the thought. Although that was our first time talking with one another, I still hadn’t a doubt that he’d find a way to have a private conversation or two or ten before the term was up.

      “I’ll take my chances. Removed the blazer.” He held out his hand.

      Shrugging I took off the jacket and handed it to him. As soon as his fingers touched the fabric, he shuttered and drew his brows together. But he said nothing about the magic blocking spell on the blazer.

      “Now what?” I had to reframe from being a smart ass and say something like about getting tied up or the other inappropriate thoughts running amuck in my brain.

      After laying the blazer on his desk, he turned back to me. The silver that rimmed his pupils brightened. Tiny slithers of the color mixed in with the violet of his irises. The pulse of his magic caressed my skin, making my phoenix spread her wings inside me.

      “Turn around,” Caleb said softly, his voice thick with desire. I wondered if anyone other than me heard it.

      Needing to regain in some of my composure, I did as he said. Instantly, I met Lucent’s stare. He pressed his lips together and watched me. I almost laughed at his annoyance.

      Celab stepped up beside me and addressed the class. “Since this is Environmental Magic, I want to demonstrate how to use the natural energies around us with your own. Each individual will draw on the energies different, so each week I’ll call on a different student from each para house. Today we’ll see how a phoenix can draw on the energies around her.”

      Then he moved to stand behind me and placed his fingers on shoulders, barely touching me. My pulse kicked up a few beats per second. “Ember, close your eyes and clear your mind.”

      I did, but it was harder than it sounded to clear my mind.

      “Relax.” Caleb said in my mind. I tensed but didn’t open my eyes because I didn’t want anyone else to know he was talking to me telepathically. Then he added, “Before you ask, no, I can’t read your thoughts unless you project them to me. I’m not a telepath, just able to project thought like you can.”

      Well, then. I wasn’t sure I like him knowing so much about me. Then again, my father did send him and the twins. Caleb was a defender. It was his job to learn everything he could about the person he was targeting. In my case, the person he was protecting. Plus, Boreas most likely gave them a whole magical file on me. “Is this your way to embarrass me in public?”

      “No. I needed to talk with you and see if you are okay.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Instead of replying to my curt tone, he spoke out load. “Every magic born person, whether they are human with magic, para, or other, has the ability to tap into the energies around us. Most of you do it without realizing it, and that can get you into more trouble than it’s worth.”

      I knew what he was talking about. Hera had trained me to use whatever was near me to my advantage. Most the time I thought the god queen was preparing me for some great war or something. But I was never brave enough to ask her. Mom trusted her. While I wouldn’t go that far, not just yet anyway, I did respect her and acknowledged that she didn’t see me as an enemy.

      The twins popped in my mind and I frowned. Would my future relationship with the twins change things between Hera and I? Time would tell.

      Focusing back on the demo, I stretched my senses out, picking up on the mix of energies in the classroom. “Which energies did you want me to pull on?”

      There was a hesitation in Caleb’s telepathic tone when he replied. “What do you see?”

      Ha! He didn’t know I could pull on the energies. This should be fun. “Everything, like you can. Did you not know phoenixes were one of the most powerful creatures in existence? Next to the Angels, Nephilim and the gods, of course.”

      “Of course,” he echoed my words and I could almost hear him roll his eyes. Okay, so I could actually hear an eye roll. It was more like feeling it, like an empath can feel emotions.

      I laughed softly and decided to pluck at Zelphar’s energy. It was dark with streaks of light and reminding me of a thunderstorm over a raging ocean. I felt Hades and Persephone’s influences, but there was no mistaking his father was Zeus. I picked up on the latter from my studies with Hera, who shared her husband’s power.

      That thought made me wonder why I hadn’t picked up on Zeus’ energies in the twins from day one. It was familiar enough to me, and I should have sensed it.

      I left the power that came from Zeus alone because I didn’t know how many of the students knew about the twins being gods. So I chose the energy that was all Zelphar. As I drew it to me, I opened my eyes to watch his reaction. A tick formed in his temples telling me he was grinding his teeth together. Annoyance glowed in his dark blue depths.

      I took his energy and formed a softball-size glowing ball. It was swirling mass of rich purple with dark grey and blue. It was gorgeous. And made me feel like I crossed a line and invaded his personal life, putting it on display for everyone in the class to see.

      As quick as I formed the ball, I made it disappear, releasing the energy back into Zelphar. Not looking at him, I pulled on the neutral energy inside the room. That time I swirled it around Caleb and me.

      Caleb took over from there, adding magic to give it a blue hue. The rest of class we worked together demonstrating different ways to use the energy for protection and defense.

      When the bell rang, Caleb asked me to wait. Lucent and the twins hung close to the door out in the hallway.

      I turned to Caleb and watched him pick up my blazer and hand it to me. “We need to meet this weekend to discuss everything that’s going on.”

      I nodded. “That will give me some time to do a little digging.” I grabbed the blazer, but he didn’t release it.

      “Don’t go off by yourself.”

      I stepped closer to him, staring into his violet depths. “I don’t plan on it.”

      He jerked the blazer making me stumble forward. When he dipped his head, I flattened a palm on his chest and pushed. “I have to go. I missed yesterday’s classes, I don’t want to be late on top of it.”

      With a nod, he released the jacket and stepped back. I turned a threw on the jacket as I walked to the door, stopping before stepping out. The blazer was different. I meant, it was my jacket, but it no longer had the spell. Whirling around, I glared at Caleb, who gave me a one-sided grin, then spoke to me telepathically. “I neutralized the spell. You will not be at a disadvantage the next time you are approached.”

      “Thanks,” I said and exited the room.

      Lucent throw a possessive arm around my shoulders as we walked to class. I jabbed him in the side with my elbow. “Don’t start.”

      “Start what?”

      I rolled my eyes and let it drop. There was no convincing the stubborn male to back off. Besides, I was starting to miss home and liked the contact.
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      As the day dragged on, my mood from watching Em and Caleb work together like they’d been doing so their whole lives hadn’t changed. I was jealous. I was not too proud to admit that. But the idea of sharing her attention when it was mine alone all our lives didn’t sit well.

      She was mine first.

      Yes, I know that sounded childish and greedy. I didn’t care.

      And yes, I noticed how Caleb looked at her and how she smiled and how at ease she was with him. That spoke louder than my selfish need to keep her to myself. Because Em didn’t let many people into her tight circle of trusted friends. Her lack of trust came from years of training with Hera.

      Currently, I stood outside the girls’ locker room waiting on Em to come out. Our gym class consisted mostly of shifters, witches, and phoenixes. And two demi-gods who just exited the boys’ locker room. Karn spotted me first and nodded in greeting. His twin grunted as they stopped in front of me.

      Karn asked, “How is she?”

      Pursing my lips, I stared at him for a long moment before speaking. Mostly because I was trying not to be an asshole. “She’s not fragile. Her pride is hurt and by cuddling her, you will only piss her off.”

      Karn pointed to his twin. “I understand. So we need to care for her without smothering her.”

      “Exactly.” I glanced to Zelphar, who leaned against the wall at my right with his arms folded. “I can see that Zelphar and her will be butting heads often.”

      The male in question shrugged and smirked at me. I shook my head. Those two had to figure each other out.

      “What about you?” Karn asked, drawing my attention back to him. That way he focused on me made me think he was trying to get a read on my emotions.

      “I’m fine.”

      “We’ll talk about it this weekend,” Zelphar clipped out.

      Just then the hairs on the back of my neck rose. I jerked my gaze up and found Rhys exiting the locker room. A low growl escaped me, putting the twins on alert. Karn glanced from me to Rhys, then cursed. “Fucking Hades.”

      Pretty much.

      Just then Ember walked out of the girls’ locker room. She took one look at me and lifted a brow. With a half-hearted smile, I took her hand and started to walk toward the gym.

      “Learning to share had never been Lucy’s thing.”

      I stopped and Em squeezed my hand, then warned, “Don’t.”

      The twins turned to face me. Zelphar spoke in a low tone only meant for Em and me. “The fucker has to sleep sometime.”

      I chuckled. Maybe I could grow to like Zelphar. When I started walking again, Rhys tried to provoke me again.

      “It does seem that people can change. After all Ember was never his to begin with.”

      Ember tightened her grip on my hand and I draw her closer, trying like hell to ignore the fucker that clearly was itching for a fight. What was wrong with him?

      Rhys wasn’t happy that I could walk away from him and didn’t like to be ignored. He rushed up behind me and pushed me. I stumbled a few steps before I regained my balance then whirled around to face him. “What’s your problem?”

      “I was talking to you.”

      Confused, I lifted my brows. “Did you ask me a question? Because from I was all I heard was a bunch of garage coming from your face. Or wait. Was that your ass?”

      Rhys’s face turned red a moment before he lunged at me, punching me in the jaw. My control snapped and I connected my fist with his gut, then his nose. He stumbled back while blood poured from his nose. But that didn’t slow him. He came at me again, ramming my in the stomach with his shoulder, lifting me in the air, then slamming me to the ground. Air whooshed out of my lungs and pain blazed up my spine.

      Taking advantage of my hesitation from the not being able to breath for a few seconds, Rhys sat on my hips and pouched me repeatedly in the face and chest. Then I felt his fire rise to the surface. Fuck. I had the damned bracelet on my ankle that blacked my magic. Why the hell hadn’t he had his on?

      I heard one of the twins say, “Ember, don’t.” Then footsteps pounded toward us and Rhys was pulled off me.

      Couch Karter scowled down at me as I pushed myself to stand while trying to breath. “The two of you are in detection for the rest of the day.”

      Just then Cordea pushed her way through the crowd. Her forehead creased and she pressed her lips together. “I told you two you would be put on ice if you didn’t learn to get along.”

      “No!” Ember at my side instantly. “This was all Rhys. Lucent ignored him right up until the asshole punched him.”

      Cordea’s expression turned sad and she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. I’m sorry.” She waved us to start walking.

      Ember went to follow but Karn wrapped his arms around her, pulling her back. I glanced back at her and shook my head. “I’ll be okay.”
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      Lucent was not going to be okay. When I saw Cordea after gym, I drilled her for details about his punishment. “It’s crap that he has to suffer. Rhys is a crazy fucker and deserves death by ice, not Luce.”

      “Neither of them will die. They will be out by dinner time.” She sighed and added, “My hands are tied. If I only put Rhys in and someone would tell the dean, then I’d be punished for showing favoritism.”

      Not leaving room for me to argue further, Cordea walked off, heading to our enrichment class. Although it was my favorite class I didn’t want to go. I was too anxious over how Lucent was doing.

      “Come on,” Zelphar said, extending his hand to me.

      I studied it for a moment. “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere private.” He leaned closer to me and whispered, “There are spies everywhere.”

      Yeah, I noticed that too. The spies seemed to be anyone the dean, teachers, or whoever wanted information could pay off to watch the students. I’d seen more golem lurking in the shadows since I’d gotten there. Rumors say the dean and the psychologist used the information for personal gain. I wasn’t sure what that was or if I wanted to know. “They’ll just follow us.”

      A smile cracked his lips, making his more handsome and a little evil at the same time. And I found it incredibly hot. I bet there weren’t many times when he smiled. “I’m counting on it.”

      He had a plan. I could tell by the gleam in his eyes, and I so needed a distraction. Placing my hand in his, I let him pull me into him. Pressing into him until my lips were inches from his ear, I whispered, “What’s the plan?”

      He replied via telepathy. “You and I head to the dorms while Karn and Caleb follow at their own space. We’re hoping to turn the tables on the stalker.”

      That was definitely the type of distraction I needed. “Sounds like a plan.”

      Hand and hand, we crossed the yard toward where his and Karn’s dorm was. It didn’t take long before I sensed someone following us. “So do we just let them follow?”

      “Yep. We’ll go about our business. We are hoping that once you and I get into the dorm, whoever is following will go report to whoever told them to stalk us.” Zelphar glanced at me and heat flooding my system. As if knowing how he affected me, he smiled wickedly.

      Once we were inside his dorm, alone, I suddenly wanted to be somewhere else. The feeling had nothing to do with not wanting to be alone with him. it was more that I liked that we were alone a little too much. I told myself I wouldn’t thinking about mating them, but every time I was around them, I wanted nothing more than to get to know them.

      Yep, I was mixed up mess in reform school.

      Inside the dorm, I crossed to sit on Karn’s bed but Zelphar snagged my hand and pulled me to his. Flutters of all kinds of sensations went off in my belly. Needing something to think about beside being a lone with him, I asked. “What were you and Karn like as kids?”

      Instantly he dropped my hand and went to sit at the desk with the laptop on it. A blast of cold emotions came off him and I stared at the back of his head. “I take it your childhood wasn’t pleasant.”

      He worked his jaw and didn’t reply for a long while, and it made me wonder if they suffered as kids because they were Zeus’s sons. My stomach soured and fury for what they might had gone through. I couldn’t imagine what it was like to not have a loving family. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to make conversation. You don’t have to answer me.”

      I sat on his bed, then laid down to stare at the ceiling, waiting for Caleb and Karn to show. It was obvious that if I wanted touchy feely information about the twins, I need to ask Karn.

      After a few moments of silence, Zelphar spoke but didn’t face me. “Zeus had us kidnapped by humans, who killed our mother in the process.”

      My heart sank. I couldn’t imagine being ripped away from my mom by strangers and witnessing her death. It didn’t matter what species you were, there was bound to be emotional and psychological scars. “How old were you?”

      “We were barely two.”

      I stilled and looked at him. He stared at the computer screen motionless as if talking about his past brought back unwanted emotions.

      Then he continued, his tone carrying anger. “The men who took us, used us for manual labor. When we stepped out of line, we were beaten.”

      I sucked in a breath as tears filled my eyes. “Sorry. You don’t have to…”

      He was at the bed in a flash of movement, cupping my cheek so gently. “No, you should know.” He paused and I could tell he was trying to find the right words. Then with a growl, he said, “I’m not sure I can be a good mate.”

      “We have time to figure it out after we get out of here.”

      He held my gaze for a few moments. “I took Karn’s place as much as I could. I didn’t care what they did to me, but I couldn’t sit back and watch them hurt him over and over. He’s always been empathetic, and the humans played on that like it was a weakness.”

      “It’s not.”

      Zelphar scooped me up in his arms and sat on the bed while cradling me to him as he settled with his back against the corner of the wall. “I know that. Karn knows that.”

      I rested my head against his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. “When I pulled on your magic in Caleb’s class this morning, I felt Hades and Persephone’s influences.

      He watched me for several moments. “Seph found us in a market begging for scraps. We were ten and had run away from our kidnappers days before. She knew right away who we were and took us to Hades with her. She and our uncle raised us since.”

      “That’s good.”

      He shrugged. “It took me some time to trust they wouldn’t beat us like the humans did. I mean, have you met Hades?”

      I chuckled. “Once.” I stopped talking. I wasn’t sure how he’d feel about me training with Hera.

      “Where did you meet him?”

      I closed my eyes for a brief moment. “In order to ensure I’m protected from being hunted down by the gods, my mom struck a deal with Hera.”

      “Fuck. What kind of deal?”

      “I report to her once a month and train.” I didn’t look at his face. Instead I waited for his response.

      He grunted then after a little while, he said, “I guess there is no one better to train with. Is she cruel to you?”

      I shook my head. “No. She’s firm and a disciplinarian, but she’s fair and has taught me a lot about how to use and control my powers. Not just my phoenix fire, but the ice and the godly powers I got from Boreas. But you know that.”

      He kissed the top of my head. “You know she’ll freak out when she finds out Karn and I are your mates.”

      I let out a sigh. “Yeah, I know.”

      The dorm door opened and Karn and Caleb entered. Their gazes instantly went to us cuddling on the bed. I swore I saw a spark of jealousy light up in Caleb’s eyes for a brief moment. He covered it with a grin that made him look wickedly sexy.

      “I never thought I’d see the day when someone tamed Zel,” Caleb teased as he sat in the desk chair.

      Zelphar just grunted but didn’t let me go. In fact, he tightened his hold on me like one of the others was going to take me from him. Guys! How did my mom deal with the three she had?

      Karn winked at me before getting serious. “The stalker was magic born but not a witch. And the fucker knew we were following him and gave us the slip.”

      Frowning I asked, “Do you think there is more than one?”

      Caleb nodded. Someone doesn’t want us to know who is pulling all the strings just yet.

      “What do you guys want to eat?” Karn asked, picking up the laptop from the desk Caleb sat at.

      “Is it dinner time already?” I sat up and eased off the bed. “I should be going. Cordea said Luce would be back by dinner.”

      Zel stood and stretched. “I’ll take you.”

      I folded my arms and glared at him. “I can walk myself over.”

      He just stared at me with a matter of fact look. “I’ll port you over. That why I know you made it inside the phoenix house safely.”

      “I’m not a child or weak.”

      “I didn’t say you were.” He snaked his arms around my waisted and flattened my back against his front. “Now are you ready?”

      Stubborn-ass man. “If you must.” I waved at Caleb and Karn a moment before Zel ported us to north side of the house where we were concealed in the shadows.

      He released me, then turned me to press my back to the exterior of the house. “Let us worry about your safety.”

      I jabbed him in the side with my finger. “Don’t treat me like need sheltering all the damn time.”

      He chuckled right before he claimed my lips. Heat covered my body and melted my insides. Passion exploded between us and I pressed forward, deepening the kiss, wanting more.

      Much too soon, Zel broke the kiss. “As much as I want you right now, Lucent needs you.”

      And just like that, with those unselfish words, Zelphar warmed his way into my heart. I framed his face and kissed lips, keeping it quick and soft. “Thank you.”

      “Anything to see you happy, Princess.” Then he vanished. I stood there for a few more seconds while I slowed my breathing and my heart.

      Four mates.

      I laughed and pushed off the wall and rushed inside, heading straight for Lucent’s room. All the while bracing myself for the state he might be in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Ember

          

        

      

    

    
      When I entered the hallway, Cordea caught me sneaking in. She just shook her head and suggested I grab something quiet to eat. I thanked her and rushed to do just that, then eased into Lucent’s room. My heart sank as I watched his sleeping shivering form under the blankets. His lips were blue, and his skin was too pale.

      Moving to his dresser and I grabbed a T-shirt from his drawer, then I stripped down to my panties and put on his shirt before crawling under the covers with him. I sucked in a breath as my body settled against his. The cold seeped through the cotton shirt.

      Curling around him, I called my fire to the surface, heating my skin and in turn, warming him. It was probably against the rules for me to warm and heal him, but I didn’t give a fuck. They could do whatever they wanted to me. Lucent didn’t deserve punishment for something that he didn’t start. Rhys deserved to be put on ice and more.

      I banished all thoughts of the bastard before I went to his room and intensified his effects from the ice.

      Bastard.

      “Stop thinking so much.”

      Lucent’s stuttered words made me smile and pressed my cheek to his. “Shh. I can think.”

      “You’re overthinking. You do that when you’re pissed.” Lucent took a shaky breath and turned to face me.

      I pulled back too study his features. The heat from my fire was already making his color come back. “Rhys will pay for this.”

      “Yeah, he will. But not by your hand.”

      When I didn’t reply, Lucent rolled us until he pinned me to the mattress. “I mean it. He’s mine to deal with. Besides he’s not redeemable and won’t leave this school alive.”

      I agreed. Rhys would sink his own ship without trying. He’d never been able to follow directions or learn self-control. He was too stubborn and proud and thought everyone owed him something. Plus I think there was something broken inside him.

      “Em.”

      Focusing back on Luce, I nodded. “He’s yours. But he’s going to sink his ship anyway.”

      The corners of Luce’s lips lifted, and his green eyes brightened. “And I’m going enjoy making his life hell until the culling.”

      “I like that plan.”

      Luce pressed his lips to mine, and I moaned. My body ignited with passion that made me ache in all the right places, and in places I didn’t think would ache. Circling my arms around his neck and pulling him as close as I could, I opened my lips to allow him entrance. Heat from our combined internal fire intensified as his tongue swept inside my mouth, tangling with mine.

      He rocked his hips into me. Instantly I let my thighs spread, giving him the access he wanted. The only barrier between us was his boxer briefs and my lace panties. Still, it was too much clothing.

      Breaking the kiss, he looked down at me with heavy eyelids. Desire and need swirled in his green depths. “You sure about this? There’s no turning back.”

      In other words, sex could make the mating bond snap in place. No one knew for sure when or what made the bond form. Some of the elders said it was psychological and that our own minds could stop us from bonding with our mate. Things like secrets and insecurities could stop or slow down the connection.

      But I’d heard of couples never fully bonding who still loved and shared everything with each other. Then there were cases like Mom and her mates. They were close and were able to keep the bond from forming. Or had they? I never really paid too much attention because it didn’t matter to me. They were my Dads and loved me and Mom.

      “Em.” Lucent stroked my cheek.

      I snapped my attention back to him and smiled. My mate. “I think we’ve been avoiding it and denying it for too long. If the bond forms, we’ll deal with the other three. I don’t want to bond with them yet. But you…” I kissed him and moved my hips against him, drawing a groan from him. “You have had my heart for a long time, and I trust you with it.”

      A cyclone of emotions flashed in his eyes too fast for me to decipher them all. Desire burned the brightest though. “I’ve loved you all my life.”

      He didn’t give me a chance to tell him I felt the same before his mouth crushed into mine and his tongue plunged inside like he was starved for the taste of me.

      Using my magic, I stripped both of us of what little clothes we had on. The feel of his bare skin against my own sent an electric current of passion and pleasure through me.

      Luce tore his mouth from mine and traced his lips down my cheek to my throat where he nipped at my flesh with his teeth. The sensation was nothing like I’ve ever felt. Phoenixes didn’t mark their mates physically like wolves and big cats and some of the other predatory shifters. However, the idea of him biting me made me want to come.

      A low grumble come from him, vibrating against my throat. “You smell like the twins.”

      I laughed and pitched his arm. “Get used to it.”

      He grunted and cupped my breast, rolling my tight nipple between his fingers. Arching into him as pinpricks of pleasure raced over me and inside me, I rocked my hips against him. Then he replaced his hand with his mouth, while sliding that hand down between us until his fingers slipped into the slick folds of me sex. I sucked in a breath at the feeling of him rubbing my clit while his tongue flicked over my nipple. Raw unforgiven pleasure rolled over me, pushing me closer to the edge with each suck and rub.

      When he entered me with two of his fingers, I cried out in pleasure and tightened my hold on him and rolled my hips.

      “So fucking tight. I’ve dreamt of fucking you for so long.”

      And I had no idea why we waited. “I need you inside me. Now.”

      He chuckled at my demanding tone and thrust his fingers deeper, making me cry out once more. As he pumped his fingers in and out, he rubbed my clit with his thumb. So many sensations overwhelmed me, pushing me further into the bliss my body craved.

      “Come for me, Em.”

      As if his words had some power over my body, it obeyed, making my world explode into raw, fiery pleasure. Only when the last shudder of the orgasm left me, did he remove his fingers. Moment later, he positioned his cock at my entrance and pushed the head inside and stopped.

      I met his gaze and growled. “Don’t be gentle with me.”

      A cocky grin formed. “You’re just so tight and I may not last.”

      “I don’t care. I need to feel you inside me.”

      After a brief hesitation, he slammed home, making both of us cry out in pleasure. There was a slight discomfort, it quickly faded as my body stretched to take in his size. I’d had sex once in high school, but the male wasn’t as large as Lucent.

      Luce picked up the pace, each thrust going deeper, and our pleasure pounced between us, mingling together. The tiny threads of a bond formed and like little fingers twined together, forming our mating. A thill of happiness filled me. Luce was mine.

      Another orgasm slammed into me and I tightened my legs around him. His followed, giving the bond what it needed to snap into place.

      Lucent clasped on the bed beside me, snuggling close. “I feel you inside me.”

      “Yeah, it’s amazing.” I pressed my cheek to his chest and inhaled his scent mixed with mine.

      “What do you think our parents will say?”

      I chuckled. “They will celebrate three times over when we get home.” I pursed my lips as another thought entered my mind. Something neither of us thought about before. “Do you think it’s against school rules to bond while here?”

      Luce was quiet for a little while. “I’m not sure. the rules seem to be subjective around here. Is there a way to mask the bond?”

      “Maybe.” Part of balked at the idea of hiding my bond with Luce, but the reality of our situation said it may be safer than having the faculty and staff as well as other students from singling us out. “How much of a difference would it be for others since we were close before the bond?”

      “Not sure.”

      I sighed and snuggled into him more. “I could go see if Cordea knew but I’m way too comfortable and sleepy right now. Plus I want to enjoy my afterglow.”

      Kissing my on the forehead, Luce conjured a blanket to cover us. “Good night, Em.”

      “Night, Luce.”

      

      I wasn’t sure how long I’ve been a sleep before Hera entered my dreams. She was annoyed, which wasn’t a big surprise.

      Scanning my surroundings in this dream state, I noticed we were in her chambers in the palace she and Zeus shared in Olympus. The walls were an off white with ivy painted in a slightly darker beige color that covered from floor to ceiling while spreading out in all directions. It was oddly beautiful.

      Dark wine-colored drapes hung over the windows and balcony doors. A matching bedspread covered her enormous bed.

      “Is everything to your liking?” Hera snipped.

      I ignored her tone. “It’s beautiful.”

      My words seemed to easy her annoyance a little. Then again it was hard to tell with her. After a brief moment, she crossed her arms and glared at me. “You didn’t check in this week.”

      “I got sent to reform school I wasn’t sure if I could call you or not. Plus I’ve been a little busy.” I tried not to roll my eyes.

      She made a noise that sounded like a grunt mixed with a laugh. “I know that. I would have come sooner but the magical barrier is strong enough to keep the gods out. I’m impressed. Why are you there?”

      I studied her, not sure if she was testing me or that she really hadn’t bothered to check in with my mom. I was sure she already knew and asked me to hear me admit I screwed up. “I killed a harpy.”

      I got a “really?” look from her as she pressed her lips in a thin line. “Just a harpy?”

      “You really don’t know?”

      “Ember, I don’t have the patience for your shit today. If I knew I wouldn’t be asking you these questions.” She looked close to shooting me with an energy bolt.

      I lifted my hands in the air. “It was Stacia. She led Luce and I into a trap.” I told her what happened—all of it, including Luce killing me to take the blame. “Mom was put in a difficult position.”

      Hera shook her head. “That bitch harpy deserved it. Her mother, Regina of all people knows that. Why wasn’t I told?”

      “I don’t know. Mom is upset with me. I know I should have walked off. Maybe let her kill Lucent and teleport his body home until he woke from his healing sleep.” I scrubbed a hand over my face. “I let the bitch get under my skin and it cost me. Now I’m at that damn school.”

      Hera watched me for a few moments. “Yes, you got yourself into a mess. Not even I can get you out of there.

      “I was on her land and I didn’t have to use my ice magic.” I walked over to the sitting area and sat on the sofa.

      Hera sat in the chair across from me, staring with her legs crossed and her foot bobbing up and down. “You don’t have to hide that side of you anymore. You are under my protection no one would dare harm you out of fear of what I would do to them.”

      Okay, so that was news to me. Was the god queen admitting to liking me? “How many people know I’m half ice phoenix?”

      Hera shrugged like she didn’t care. “Whoever you told. The gods of course. But if anyone wanted to dig deep enough or bribe a god or any of your mother’s guards or staff, they could find out. And there is the phoenix council, but I think they are too afraid of you, Pyra, and me to do anything stupid.”

      I fell silent, thinking about the teachers and staff at the school. It could be any one of them or a student that wanted me dead, but I didn’t think it was just a random person. It had to be someone with a personal vendetta against Mom, Hera, or me. “Does the council know that I train with you?”

      “No, of course not. This arrangement is between Pyra, you, and me.” Hera paused and stared at me intensely. “What is it?”

      I took a deep breath. Here goes. “You have to promise to remain calm.”

      “When you start off like that, you know good and well that I will not. Just tell me!”

      The palace shook with her words. Great.

      “Don’t react until you hear everything I’m about to tell you.” I waited and when she gave a short nod, I said, “Someone at the school doesn’t want me to graduate. I was attacked by four witches yesterday they caught me in between classes, and I was wearing the blazer that hinders my magic. Anyway, Boreas sent three males in to protect me.”

      Hera watched me in silence for several long moments. When she spoke, her words were way too calm. “It seems your father has gone against his word to stay away from you.”

      “I don’t think he has.” She raised a brow at me, but I continued. “He never made contact with me or Mom. That was the agreement. No one said he couldn’t keep tabs on me. And no, I don’t trust him. Why would he send three males in to protect me? Wouldn’t it benefit him more if I was dead?”

      “Maybe,” Hera agreed. That made me feel a whole lot better. Not! She stood and began pacing in front of me. “But he wouldn’t want you dead. Not yet anyway. At least until he could no longer persuade you to join his side and go against us gods.”

      “I’d never do that.” Boreas was no one to me. From the stories Mom and her mates told me, he wasn’t the type to simply stand at the side of a clan leader. Boreas would want to lead and turn that clan against the gods. It was something we all planned and trained for. Even me meeting with Hera was part of that plan. “You think he’s building an army?”

      “He doesn’t have enough allies,” Hera said still pacing. “Plus he is bound to Ice Mountain, unable to leave. He’ll need you to lead the clan and convince others to wage a war against Olympus.”

      “Well, he can shit in one hand…” I shook my head. “Anyway, I need to survive reform school first.”

      “Exactly. Who are these males he sent?”

      And here’s to lighting the fuse. “A mage defender and a set of magical twins.”

      Hera stopped pacing and glared at me. “Names, Ember.”

      Fuck! “Caleb Foster if the mage and the twins I only know as Karn and Zelphar.”

      “No! Absolutely not! You will not have anything to do with those twins. How are they still alive?”

      I stood and faced off with her. Every part of my body and soul light up with my internal fire. Zel said Zeus had them kidnapped to hide them from Hera. Now that I thought about the way they were treated as boys, I wondered if Hera had something to do with that. Fury brewed inside me and I glared. “What do you mean by that?”

      Hera widened her eyes and stepped back. “Why?”

      “The three males are my mates as well as Luce. Like it or not, you have to deal with it. And you better hope I never find out you did anything to harm the twins.” I turned to leave, then remembered I was here in the dream state.

      “You know who they are.”

      I whirled around. “Yes, I know they are Zeus’s sons. That doesn’t give you a right to harm them.”

      She waved a dismissive hand in the air. “They are nobody to me.”

      “Then keep it that way and find something else to seek your revenge on your husband. My mates are off limits to you or my training stops.” I lifted my chin, daring her to deny that she enjoyed having me around more than she was willing to admit.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “I would.”

      She worked her jaw and held my stare, trying to make me break the contact first. I wouldn’t. After all, she was the one to train me to be ruthless and unforgiving in a battle. Protecting my mates but me in battle mode.

      “Fine.” She threw her hands up. “You can have the twins and I will not harm them.”

      “You will be accepting of them and bring them under your protection as default just because they are my mates—before and after I claim them.” For a few moments I wondered if I was pushing her too far.

      Then her shoulders dropped, and she whispered, “Agreed. You have my word. That doesn’t mean I have to like them.”

      Always had to have the last word. I crossed the room to her and threw my arms around her. She returned the hug, surprising me. “I will check into the assassin order on you. And yes, it is obvious that you mated Lucent tonight. I like him.” She pulled back and smiled then handed me a heart shaped pendent on a silver chain. “This will keep others from knowing about the bond until you two graduate from that damned school.”

      I didn’t get to say thank you before she sent me back into my sleeping body.
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      It was finally Friday and I had survived my first week. I hadn’t heard from Hera since she invaded my dreams a few nights ago. Which told me she hadn’t found anything. Then again, would she tell me if she disemboweled anyone on my behalf? I doubted it.

      “I’ll be back,” Lucent said as we approached the cafeteria doors. I nodded and headed straight for our usual table, not bothering grabbing any food. We had a pretty large breakfast at the House of Phoenix, so I really wasn’t hungry.

      Once settled, I pulled out the book on Magical Breeds, my next class. I found that class fascinating even though the teacher was confusing as fuck. I think that was the purpose. The classes in this school were designed more for our discomfort—like they were meant to set us to fail. It was a twisted way to eliminate the ‘bad eggs’ of the paranormal communities and ensure only the strongest survived. Or the ones with common sense enough to work the system in their favor.

      I just had to learn to stay out of trouble and find out who wanted me to fail.

      I sensed Rhys seconds before he sat his ass uninvited at my table. What the fuck did he want? Never mind, I didn’t care so I ignored him. Any luck, the twins would show soon and run the fucker off. If they didn’t, then I’d have to punch Rhys in the face.

      Just pretend he’s not there. I repeated those words in my mind a few times before focusing back on my book. Something I found I enjoyed. Even though I’ve been studying other breeds my whole life, I always learned something I didn’t know.

      In true Rhys form, he made as much noise as he could to draw my attention to him. The bastard didn’t like to be ignored. That was just too damn bad.

      “Look…”

      And it begins. Still I didn’t acknowledge him.

      “I’m not the bad guy here. Lucent and I…well we never got along. In fact, I’m jealous of him.”

      Don’t look at him. I drew in a long deep breath to clam the growing annoyance building inside me. One of my faults was my impulsive throat punch reaction. It was a good thing that I didn’t have a blade on me because it would be imbedded in Rhys’s chest at the moment.

      No, I could learn curb my need to kill first and slow my reactions to think about the situation. So I went back to reading the same paragraph I’ve read five times already.

      Where was Luce?

      And why was Rhys still talking to me? The male was going on about something. I didn’t hear him because I tuned him out after he said he was jealous. I knew that. Rhys had always tried to get my attention, usually through being a bully or an ass to Lucent. It was like Rhys never got out of the elementary school “boys pick on girls they like” stage. Only the older he got, the more forceful he became.

      Suddenly, he grabbed my wrist, tightening his fingers around it. Calmly, I stared down at his hand and then lifted my gaze to his. “If you don’t want to lose that hand, I’d advise you to release me.”

      A grin formed on his face making me snarl. He leaned in and said, “You can’t do anything to me. You’re not the Alpha here.”

      “I don’t need to be the Alpha to punch you in the nose.” I considered calling to my ice to make him back off, but I was still leery about letting people know about that half of me. I hardened my stare on him and spoke through my teeth. “Now go away before I make you.”

      He let go of my wrist and stood to tower over me. Really? Was that supposed to intimidate me? Then his next words snapped my control. “You can spread those legs for your fuck boys, but you can’t talk to me?”

      I slammed my book shut, rose to my feet, and punched him in the nose. He stumbled back, holding his bleeding nose and I walked around the table. I was going to hit him again and that time with my fire. Zelphar was behind me before I reached Rhys, wrapping his arms around my waist and picking me up to carry me out of the cafeteria.

      He didn’t set me on my feet until we were outside the cafeteria, but he linked our fingers together and tugged me to the main building. Karn was on my other side and Lucent catch up to us asking, “What’s going on?”

      “I punched Rhys in the nose.”

      Lucent chuckled while saying, “Fucking hell. I can’t leave you alone for a few minutes.”

      “I was fine until he grabbed me.”

      Zelphar stopped dead in his tracks. “He did what?”

      My heart hammered as I watched his dark blue gaze turn black and his power whipped around us ready to strike out. I stepped into his personal space and placed a hand over his heart. “Drop it. We all don’t need to be punished because of that asshole.”

      With his lips pursed, Zelphar stared into my eyes for a long while before speaking. “He has no right touching you.”

      His words touched me more than I was ready to admit. The possessiveness in his body language and his tone made my phoenix puff out her features in pride for her mate. I had the same reaction with Hera as Zelphar was having at the moment when I warned her not to harm the twins. The need to protect my mate.

      Lifting my hand, I cupped his cheek. He sighed and leaned into the touch. “We need to let Rhys sink his ship.”

      “I agree,” Karn said closing in the space at my right side while placing a hand on my lower back. “We should get inside because we are drawing too much attention out here.”

      Instinctually, I reached out with my free hand and took Luce’s. The connection of the three of them at the same time sent a surge of need and a possessive urge through me. Then my fire raged to life and reached out to each of them. The bond that Luce and I now shared started splintering off to draw in the twins. Zel and Karn sucked in a breath and Lucent stared at me as if seeing me as if having the same conclusion as I was. Maybe he was feeling what I felt for the twins.

      Mine.

      No! I broke the connection and pushed them away and darted inside the main campus building. I wasn’t ready to bond with the twins. The guys caught up to me about half way to class. Luce was the first to say anything. “You okay?”

      “No.” I closed my eyes briefly and entered the classroom and took my seat at the back of the room. The guys took their seats around me.

      Karn asked, “Was that the mating bond trying to form?”

      Zel grunted. “It was hers and Lucent’s bond trying to pull us in.”

      I shrugged and nodded to Zel that he was right. The feeling of needing to be connected to anyone besides my mom and Lucent was new to me. I didn’t know how it worked or what it meant to be bound to a harem. Besides it wasn’t like the guys and I talked about it in depth.

      I pulled the pendant out of my shirt. “Luce and I…bonded a few nights ago. Hera gave me this to conceal while we’re here. We don’t need any more complications.”

      Tingles of familiar magic crawled over my skin, making me shiver. I jerked my gaze to the door as Smoke, the teacher from Phoenix History, walked by. The asshole had glared at me all week and basically ignored me when I tried to participate in class. It was worse since I missed class the second day.

      A few minutes later, Smoke entered our class and glared at me. Really? He couldn’t wait an hour to stare at me like a creep?

      He pointed and snarled. “Don’t bother coming to class the rest of the term. I said from day one that if you miss one class you fail.”

      Then he left. I stared at the door with my mouth open. “What the fuck was that?” I glanced to Luce. “Did he say that?”

      “No. He said he wouldn’t tolerate being late or skipping class, but he didn’t say he’d fail us if we missed one day.” Luce started patting his pockets. “Fuck, I need my phone.”

      Yeah, I felt him on that. Being cut off from the outside world sucked. “I’ll talk to Cordea about taking another class. I didn’t like Smoke anyway.” There was something off about the man anyway. I just didn’t know what it was.
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      The next morning, I crept into Luce’s room before the sun rose and bounced on his bed. He shot up in alarm, then pushed me off the bed when he noticed it was only me. “Go back to bed, Em.”

      “No. I’m going for a fly around campus. Come with me.”

      He opened one eye and watched me. When he didn’t look like he was going to move anytime soon, I nudged him in the shoulder. “Come on. You know your phoenix wants out to spread his wings. It’s a perfect time because the campus is still sleeping because it’s Saturday.”

      Letting out a dramatic sigh, he threw the covers off him and stood. “Fine.”

      Laughing, I grabbed his hand and pulled him down the hall and out the back door of the house. Phoenixes didn’t need to shift regularly. We could go months without shifting and our birds were just as content. However, being at this school cut off from the world and my family, I was feeling suffocated. I needed to stretch my wings.

      I didn’t give Lucent a chance to comment on my eagerness to let my fire bird out before I shifted and took off toward the topical forest at the back of our house. But I didn’t land, I just flew through, weaving in between the trees, then I soared straight up as high as the magical barrier over the campus would let me.

      When I felt the warning zaps of the magical barrier, I cut a sharp turn, flying upside down for several yards before flipping over. I was halfway across the campus when Lucent caught up to me. I let out a caw to him before dipping down to fly a circle around him.

      He laughed and sent me a telepathic thought. “You are too perky this morning.”

      I was and I think it was from feeling the connection with him and twins yesterday. Plus Luce and my mating bond seemed to give me a boost of energy. If there was ever a doubt, which I was trying to have, about them being my mates, there wasn’t anymore. Plus I slept the entire night. Something I hadn’t done since arriving almost a week ago.

      “We survived our first week. That alone is reason to celebrate.” I flew a little higher and did a huge loop when I approached the other end of the campus.

      When we touched down outside of the house, I shifted and my clothes magically reformed with my human body. Soon after Lucent shifted, Cordea exited the back door. Her features were pissed and sad at the same time. Facing her, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

      Cordea lifted a piece of paper up and waved it in the air. “Smoke has issued a detention order on you. Apparently, Dean Aero said Smoke can’t fail you for missing one day of class and that you need to be punished for skipping.”

      What the fuck? I cringed at the word punished, then silently hoped they put me on ice. “What kind of punishment?”

      “One day in detention.” Cordea paused as yelling sounded from inside the house. “Fucking hell, what is it now?”

      I glanced at Luce before following Cordea inside. The screaming was coming from the direction of my room. I knew whose voice it was. Skye.

      “I knew she took it!” Skye shook her fist in the air as she came out of my room.

      Rushing forward, I pushed passed her to go inside. My room was trashed. “What were you doing in my room?”

      “Looking for my locket you stole!” Skye shoved the locket into Cordea’s face. “She took it. It was in her top drawer of her night stand.”

      What? Shaking my head, I met Cordea’s stare. “I never touched her locket. Why would I steal it anyway?”

      Cordea held out her hand for Skye to hand over the locket. After studied it briefly, she gave it back. “Was anyone with you while you searched? What reason did you have to go into her room?”

      Skye lifted her chin. “I did a finding spell this morning to search for it. The magical trail led me to her room.”

      “And you had to destroy my room in your search?” I lunged for her, but Luce grabbed my waist and pulled me against him. “How do I know that she didn’t plant it there?”

      Cordea creased her forehead as she faced me again. “I’m sorry. I have to give you an additional day in detention.”

      No! The whole weekend? What-the-fuck-ever. I pushed out of Lucent’s hold and pushed past Skye and the others crowding the hallway. “I don’t want anyone in my fucking room!”

      I knew Lucent would clean it for me because he’d need something to do to calm himself down.

      Cordea walked me across campus to the detention center, which were three buildings with rooms, each one holding a different kind of punishment or torture, depending on the crime and the para who committed it.

      I felt the magic pulse inside the building we entered. About half-way down the long hallway we stopped at a door. The room she led me too had only a cot in corner that looked like a bear had bent it to hell and someone tried to straighten it out with not much luck. The mattress was stained and thin. Hell, I had pillows thicker than the thing. Then there was the smell—piss and dirt. I tried not to gag.

      Cordea didn’t enter the room and once I crossed the threshold, knew why. The hair on my arms and the back of my neck stood up. Heavy, dark magic swirled in the room and I could sense things lurking in the shadows. Oh, this was going to be fun.

      I waved at Cordea and smiled. “See you on the other side.”

      She frowned at me, not liking my twisted humor. Or my attempt at it. “I have to do this. It’s part of my personal hell to deliver punishment.”

      I lowered my shoulders. “I know. I’ll be fine.”

      It wasn’t Cordea’s fault. As the house leader, she had to enforce the rules, or lack thereof. When the dean issued an order, she had to follow it and it didn’t matter if she thought it was fair or not.

      Just another challenge to overcome. I’ll be fine.

      If I said that enough, I’d eventually believe it, right? Cordea hated it, I knew she did. She’d always been a kind-hearted person with a tough shell. That alone would be reason to make her the house leader as a challenge to whether she could be reformed or not. I was totally rooting for her, because I was going to need her in my guard fleet when I ascended and took over the clan.

      She shut me inside the room and left.

      When I turned to face the room, eerie noises came from the darkest corners. The sound was a cross between moans and growls with scratching of the walls. A cold shiver shot up my spine and a sick feeling settled in the pit of my stomach. I was sure what was hiding and lurking in the room.

      Daimons. Evils spirits from the Underworld. Hera had me face a couple of them during a training session once. I was able to defeat the two of them, but this… this was different. There were a lot more than two.

      Then a caw-like screech filled the space, bouncing off the block walls. Cold fear gripped my heart. These weren’t daimons. They were far more deadly.

      Shadow Phoenixes. A whole new breed of phoenix created by Zeus to track down and kill the ice phoenixes. I thought they were destroyed after all they killed all of Boreas’ ice birds.

      How the fuck were they here? To torture the students of the House of Phoenix, I was sure.

      Then one flew across the room, brushing against my arm with her claws digging into my flesh. I cried out and jerked to the side just as two more zipped past me, slapping me with their wings. Those two screamed as they went by, making my ears ring from the high-pitched sound.

      That was when all Hades broke lose. Dozens, maybe more, shadow phoenixes rushed around the room screaming and making all kinds of animal sounds. Each time one passed by me, the sound grew louder and louder.

      I whirled around, extending my hand out and blasting fire from my palms as I turned. The fire made them scatter so I did it again and again hoping they would leave me alone. Then one of them rushed into my fire, absorbing it before throwing it back at me. At the same time another one threw ice at me, hitting me in the chest.

      I stumbled back a few steps with my hand over my heart. I may be half ice phoenix, but my fire was my more dominant power.

      They screamed again came at me. Pain vibrated inside my skull as the noise grew to brain-bleed levels. I covered my ears, but that only seemed to amplify the sounds. I blasted them with ice, hitting one and making it freeze. Hope bloomed in my chest and sent out more streams of ice while spinning in a circle.

      Finally, silence made my ears ring. I breathed out a sigh and fell to my knees. I wasn’t sure until that moment that I used up so much energy. Or was it the shadow phoenixes that drew it from me, weakening me? The latter was a possibility.

      Then I heard the first creak of ice. No, please no. The shadow phoenixes were breaking out of their frozen states. Another couple of cracks, and they all burst out and flew right at me, pissed that I used ice on them.

      A couple of them flew straight through me. I screamed at the searing pain that felt like I was being ripped apart from the inside out. They did it over and over, each time they stole more of my power, weakening me.

      Curling up with my knees to my chest on the floor, I covered my ears with my hands and hummed, trying to block out the screeching and ignoring the pain of every scratch and red-hot surge as they took turns trying to possess my body. My phoenix would kick them out each time, which only put me in more agony.

      I had lost all concept of time and several times I’d forgotten where I was. After what seemed a lifetime, I felt hands on arms trying to pull me up. I thrashed and kicked, fighting the evil spirits off me.

      Then I heard Karn’s voice. Or was that Zelphar? The twins sounded a like. Oh great. I was delusional and hallucinating.

      “Shh. It’s okay. The shadow phoenixes are gone,” The Zelphar/Karn voice said.

      Oh, I wanted to believe that but it was a trap to get me to lower my walls so they can attack me some more.

      “Em.”

      Lucent? Why was he there?

      “Em, please open your eyes. It’s safe, I promise.”

      Damnit, if those spirits were fucking with me, I’ll lose my shit and go insane for real. Slowly I opened my eyes and cried as I saw Lucent’s face. “Please don’t be my mind playing tricks on me.”

      Luce pulled me into his arms and nuzzled my neck. I buried my face into his and inhaled his cedar scent. It was him. My Lucent. I hugged him tight.

      Then I felt hands on my back and the same connection of power flowed inside me, trying to take root in my core. I let their energies stay there for a few moments before I pulled away from them and drew my legs into my chest as I sat in front of the three of them. “How are you here?”

      Zelphar grinned and held up a key. “Caleb may have turned his head while I stole it. He’ll be here in a few, by the way.”

      My heart melted. They came for me. I expected it from Lucent, but not so much from the others. That was must likely because I didn’t rely on others like I did Luce. “Why?”

      Karn answered while stroking his fingers over the back of my hand. “Because we need to figure out who is trying to kill you and form a plan. This is the perfect place.”

      I searched the shadows in the room. “Where did the shadow phoenixes go?”

      “They’re gone.” Zelphar worked his jaw and his eyes darkened like they did before when she told him Rhys grabbed her hand.

      I relaxed a little and leaned into Lucent. My eyes started to close. Man, I was fucking tired. “How long have I’ve been here?”

      When the words left my mouth, they sounded dumb. Lucent raked his fingers through my hair while messaging my scalp. It felt heavenly.

      “Less than an hour.”

      Wow, I would have been dead by Sunday night. I shuddered at the thought, which made Lucent hug me tighter to him.

      Zelphar stood and looked around the room in disgust. Then he waved his hand and a king-size bed formed, its headboard against the back wall. After another couple of waves and snapping of his fingers—which I was sure was all for show—a small desk and a round table and chairs filled the remaining space in the room.

      He walked to me and picked me up from Luce’s embrace and carried me to the bed. “If I’m hanging out with you all weekend here, we’re going to be comfortable.”

      Lucent and Karn crawled onto the bed behind me. When Zelphar didn’t sit, Karn rolled over me to stretch out in front me while Luce spooned me from behind. It was odd to feel so comfortable with being intimate with the three of them.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I studied Lucent. He winked at me, then kissed my forehead. “Just go with it. I’m warming up to them.”

      Then in my head, he said, “They will do anything to keep you safe, I see that now. I’ll have to talk with your dads too see how they make it work.”

      I laughed softly. My dads. My mother’s mates had always been there for me, just like have three dads.

      The click of the door made me stiffen and my chest tightened in fear. If we were caught, I didn’t want to know what the punishment would be.

      When Caleb entered the room, locking the door behind him, I relaxed. He caught my gaze and his turned almost all silver as he crossed to me. Taking my face in his hands, he searched my features, then leaned down and pressed his lips to mine. Magic pushed into me, calming and energizing at the same time.

      “Sleep. We’ll talk more when you are rested.” He flashed me a smile and turned to Zelphar. I tried to listen to what they were talking about, but sleep pulled me under.
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      When I woke, it was to the smell of food. My stomach growled as I opened my eyes and saw Luce and Karn at the desk reading something on the computer screen. Caleb was on the bed at my side eating a burger.

      Pulling a foiled-wrapped burger out of a bag, he handed it to me. “How do you feel?”

      I sat up and took it. “Better, thank you.”

      “I’m pissed that they use that many shadow phoenixes for punishment. I’m starting to rethink Smoke’s involvement in wanting you to fail.” Caleb picked up a couple of fires and stuffed them in his mouth.

      Smoke’s involvement? “Why would he want me dead?”

      Caleb pointed to the guys at the computer. “They’re looking into it while Zelphar is spying.” He handed the fries to me and I took a few.

      “Where did you get burgers and fries?”

      “I’m a teacher.” He winked. “I went out and got food for everyone.”

      Shaking my head, I ate my burger and watched as Caleb picked up the tablet I hadn’t noticed laying at his other side on the bed. He pulled up Smoke’s profile opened a face recognition app. He copied Smoke photo over and the screen flashed to several images of Smoke.  Caleb made a nose that sound like discuss and anger rolled into one.

      “What is it?” I asked leaning into him to get a better look at the screen.

      “Smoke is not who he pretends to be.” Caleb clicked on another site and typed faster than I could track.

      Karn said, “Looks like he’s been going by several aliases.”

      “One thing is for sure he is not a phoenix,” Lucent added, standing from his seat and crossing the room to me.

      His worry bled into our bond and when he reached the bed, he crawled onto it at the foot.  I instantly reached for him, taking his hand in mine, and pulling him to me. He kissed, gentle at first as if he wasn’t sure I was okay. That hesitation costed him. I nipped at his lower lip.

      He jerked back. “What was that for?”

      “Don’t treat me like I’m fragile.”

      A wickedness filled his gaze, but I still felt his worry. “You are still hurting. I feel it.”

      Sighing, I took his face in my hands and kissed him quick. “It’s a low-grade headache. It’ll go away soon.”

      My statement made Caleb look at me. “You get headaches often?”

      “Not bad.” I shrugged and finished off my burger.

      “It could be from suppressing your ice magic so much.” Caleb placed his fingers to my head and closed his eyes.

      I heard Lucent chuckle as he moved farther up the bed to sit on my other side. I ignored him and watched Caleb. The pleasure in my head eased a little and he opened his eyes. “I don’t have any herbs here to make you a healing tea. The damned shadow phoenixes tried to rip your mind and body apart.”

      And there was nothing I could have done to stop them. I would be talking with Hera about that and asking if I could up my training.

      “So back to Smoke or whoever he is. I’d admit that he seems suspicious but why would he have anything to do with wanting me dead?” I leaned against Luce’s chest while draping one of my legs over both of Caleb’s.

      The mage moved closer to me. “Right now everyone is a suspect.”

      Karn rolled his chair to the bed. “I can’t find the witches that attacked you.”

      “What do you mean you can’t find them?” It wasn’t like we could all come and go as we pleased. If that was the case, I would have been long gone.

      “I haven’t picked up on their magical or emotional energies anywhere. I even nosed around the House of Witches. It’s like they never existed.” Karn held my gaze and frowned. “The only thing I can think of, someone let them in and then let them out when they were done.”

      Drawing my brows together and pursing my lips, I glanced back at the screen of the tablet Caleb was working on, still digging up information on Smoke. “It that possible? I thought this place was pretty secure.”

      Lucent answered. “I heard a few of the angels whispering about bribing the guards. Plus there are tunnels underneath the whole campus.”

      Caleb nodded as he typed. “A little ‘I scratch your back and you scratch mine’ will get you a long way in here. You have to remember even though it’s a prison school, doesn’t mean they care too much about missing students as long as they get something out of the deal.”

      Yeah, I noticed that too.

      “Lucent and I have to go make an appearance around campus so people aren’t suspicious of where we are.” Karn gave a pointed look to Lucent, which made me wonder if they were leaving to give Caleb and I time together.

      After a quick kiss, Lucent left with Karn. Then there were just the two of us, alone in detention.

      I studied Caleb’s features for a few moments. He was the only one I hadn’t had time to talk to about the mating. The twins had made it clear they were in. What about my mage?

      “My phoenix seems to think you are one of her mates.”

      Caleb turned off the tablet and sent it floating to the desk using his magic. “She’s not wrong. I sense that you are mine as well.”

      “It doesn’t bother you that I have three other mates?”

      Shaking his head, he cupped my cheek and kissed my lips lightly. “No. The twins and I have been friends for years. And yes, I know that Zel is attracted to me.”

      Studying him, I asked. “Are you attracted to him?”

      He nodded. “Does that bother you?”

      The image of him and Zel naked and tangled together flashed in my mind, awakening desire. Heat filled my cheeks. “I’m okay with that. In fact, I think it’s pretty hot.”

      Caleb chuckled and took my hands in his. “Zel and I have some things to workout. Our alpha personalities clash too much, but I think you are what we need to balance it.”

      That made sense. I heard of that happening once harems were formed. “Everything seems to be a mess right now. I’m not ready to bond. Well, Luce and I did but II think that is because we always had one. We grew up together.”

      Bring my hands to his mouth, Caleb kissed my fingers. “You don’t need to explain anything to me. We will take it as slow as you need.”

      His words touched my soul and my phoenix fell a little more for him. I yawned, still tired from fighting off the shadow phoenixes. Snuggling into his side, I asked, “What are your parents like?”

      He moved us further down the bed so we were laying down in a more comfortable position. “My dad is the mage leader and a born defender. My mom is a scholar. They’d been mated since they were nineteen, which was a long time ago. Both are hard asses but in a loving way. I always had a balance of discipline and happiness growing up.”

      “Sounds like my childhood only I have three dads who trained me to fight since I began walking.”

      “Three dads?”

      I laughed. “Yeah. Gauge, who is human, Flint is phoenix and human, and Cross, the wolf shifter. I loved training with Cross because I could take wolf form with him and go on runs.”

      Caleb ran his fingers through my hair. “I thought it was a myth that phoenixes could take any form.”

      “Most of us can. It depends on how strong their phoenix bloodline is. but it comes with its limitations. We can only take a form through physical contact. We have to be touching the person, animal, or object to take the form. Plus, it takes an incrediable amount of energy to do. Going on a run with Cross wasn’t a concern because he’s one of my dads and I was safe at home. But doing it in a fight or a battle or something would be a little more challenging.” I closed my eyes, enjoying the feeling of his fingers messaging my scalp.

      He pressed his lips to my forehead. “Go to sleep. You need to rebuild your energy. And don’t argue with me, I can feel how low it is.”

      I nodded. He wouldn’t get any arguing from me. I was way too comfortable being in his arms. I felt safe and like I belonged right where I was.

      The only thing that could make it better was to get the hell out of that reform school.
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      It’d been a few weeks since my weekend in detention with my guys. My guys. The thought brought a smile to my lips. Sure we had a lot of stuff to figure out once we sprang free from reform school. I couldn’t deny that they were my mates.

      After stepping out of the shower, drying off, and dressing, I make my way to my bedroom in the quiet House of Phoenix. Everyone was still asleep, which was why I got up so early. I always have. There was something peaceful about the mornings just before dawn. It was quiet.

      I entered my room and closed the door behind me. As I crossed to my dresser, I noticed something on my bed. My heart pounded as I got closer and saw the pictures spread out over my bedspread.

      No.

      The images were of Stacia’s dead body covered in ice. Who would take those photos? And why? Dread churned in my gut and twisted it like a knife in a wound. Even in death Stacia had her way of setting me up to fail. There was no doubt in my mind that the bitch had a plan B to get back at me.

      Picking up the photos, I noticed a note under one of them. When I read the words, my ice magic broke from its little box I kept it in within my core.

      

      I know what you are. Reveal your true nature or I will. Half breeds like you don’t have a place in this world. And your little harem goes down with you.

      

      Fury fueled both my fire and ice, making a deadly mixture of power that begged to be released. To make the one who wrote that note pay. Pivoting around, I grabbed one of my extra folders and stuffed the photos and the notes inside, then put the folder in my backpack.

      Within seconds I was standing outside Lucent’s door with my hand on the handle. He opened the door before I could, a deep frown etching his hand features. “What is it?”

      Grabbing his hand, I pulled him down the hall, glad that he was already dressed.  “I’ll explain in a few.”

      I hoped like hall that Caleb was already in his class.

      As we passed the kitchen, Lucent grabbed a couple of pastries and handed one to me. “Something happened to piss you off. What?”

      “Let’s say I got a message from whoever wants me to fail. And they were inside my room!” My ice rose to the surface, making Luce pulled his from mine.

      “Lock down your ice.”

      I just nodded but getting a handle over my emotions was not as easy as it sounded. I was pissed. And the more I thought about someone being in my room that morning pisses me off even more.

      Entering the main building, I picked up my steps, almost running to Caleb’s classroom. When we reached it relief flooded me as I saw him sitting at his desk. I ushered Luce inside and shut the door behind us. Caleb glanced at us and lifted his brews.

      When we reached his desk, I pulled the folder out of my bag and dropped it in front of him. Slowly, Caleb opened the folder while Luce moved to stand beside him to get a better look.

      “Fuck. That’s impossible,” Lucent said.

      “What do you mean? Because I was there, that’s how it went down.” I studied Luce.

      Shaking his head, he said, “After I killed you, I threw fire onto the body before anyone got there. So there was no way anyone got pictures of her covered in ice.”

      “Unless they were there when Ember killed the harpy,” Caleb added, frowning.

      Luce and I shook our heads and said at the same time, “We would have sensed anyone else there.”

      The murmurs of voices and sounds of footsteps in the hall told me that other students were starting to arrive for their classes. Caleb closed the folder and put it in his briefcase. “Come to the twins’ dorm tonight, we’ll talk more then.”

      “Okay, see you tonight.” I studied him for a few moments. Under the cool and collective front, I sensed his fury brewing. He was as pissed as I was. A thought came to me. The photo could’ve been faked and planted by someone who knew I killed Stacia and wanted to get a reaction out of me.

      I opened my mouth to ask Caleb, but a few students entered the room. Instead, I whispered, “See you later.”

      Lucent went on with our classes as normal. I found it hard to focus on anything. My thoughts kept drifting to the pictures and trying to remember if I caught anyone’s scent in my room that morning. I hadn’t. I was sure of it. Phoenixes didn’t have the scent of a wolf or a big cat, but it was better than a human’s.

      The topic during Phoenix History class was ice phoenixes, their origins and why they were hunted down and destroyed. As far as the paranormal communities were concerned, they were extinctic. That was why I didn’t announce or let on that I was half ice phoenix. I did my best to ignore the subject until Smoke called me several times to answer questions. It was lucky I had the excuse that I was the clan leader heir and it was my job to know everything about the subject.

      By the way Smoke glared at me and relied on me for most of the discussion, I was sure he knew who my father was. But how?

      When the class ended, I couldn’t get out of there fast enough and relieved that PE was next. I could burn off some of the excess stress building up.

      Lucent and I rounded the corner to the locker rooms, noticing a small crowd standing outside the doors. When we got closer, I noticed it was a few females just hanging out. I ignored them as I moved around them to go change. One of them stepped back, bumping into me. Something cool and wet splashed on my shirt and soaked into my skin.

      The blonde gasped and jumped back. “Oh. I’m so sorry.” Then she laughed, then her features turned serious and she curled her upper lip. “Not. Why don’t you watch where the fuck you are going?”

      My already bad mood started to get worse and I felt my ice magic rise to the surface, taking over. Ice flames formed in my palms and I didn’t even call to them. Hell I had consciously called to any of my magic. Oh shit. I’ve never lost control like that. Yes, I was impulsive, but I had control over my magic.

      The female pushed me and I snapped, lunging for her. Fury spread through me twisting my magic into a cyclone of power. Snarling, I grabbed her by the throat and slammed her against the wall. She let out a gasp as her back and head connected to the brick. Ice flowed from my hand, coating her skin. Eyes wide with fear, she tried to shake her head and clawed at my arm.

      “Ember.” Lucent’s tone was a warning, but I couldn’t release the female. She did something to me. The liquid she spilt…it was a potion. That was the only thing that made sense.

      I simply didn’t lose control over my powers. That was the first lesson Hera taught me. Absolute, deadly control.

      This female in my grasp was sent to kill me. So she had to die. Leaning into her I asked, “Who sent you?”

      She shook her head again but couldn’t speak. My ice was spreading over her body, shutting it down.

      Someone was talking while several others were screaming. Then everything around me faded from my sight. I blinked and saw Hera standing in front of me with a scowl. Without speaking, she pressed her hand to my chest over my heart and spoke something in Greek too soft for me to make out. A few seconds later the red fury brought on by the spell faded and I dropped to my knees.

      Hera let out a sigh and stared down at me. “Stand up.”

      I did and lifted m chin as I met her gaze. I’d say thank you, but she would see that as an admission of weakness. “Do you know who sent that bitch?” Then realty hit me front and center. “They all know. Was that the point to reveal that I’m part ice phoenix?”

      “Yes, but that wasn’t why I came to you. I don’t know why I didn’t sense this before. It infuriates me that he was able to go unnoticed by any of the us.” Hera fisted her hands.

      “Who?”

      “That teacher of yours. Smoke.”

      I body froze and it wasn’t from my ice magic. “You know who he is?”

      Hera glared at me then rolled her eyes. “Of course I do, now. He is Cotarr, minor Titan god of magic.” She started pacing. “I can’t believe he is still alive.”

      “Why is he trying to kill me?” I didn’t understand why a Titan god would disguise himself as a phoenix and a reform school teacher.

      “He wants revenge on Pyra.” Hera stepped closer and placed her hand on my forehead. “This is a faster way to explain. You will need to kill him before he kills you.”

      Before I could argue with her, my mind flooded with images and knowledge of Cotarr and my mother. He was one of her potential mates. But Cotarr didn’t want to share her, especially with Boreas. When Mom picked Boreas over him, he attacked both of them, but my parents defeated him. Boreas had pushed ice magic into the Titan and sent him away. They assumed he was dead.

      When I materialized back to outside the gym, I met Lucent’s freaked-out gaze. His eyes widened and he rushed to me, wrapping me in his arms. “Where did you go?”

      “Not now. We have to find the twins and Caleb.” When the couches rounded the corner the female, I almost froze to death ran to them, pointing at me. “She’s an ice phoenix and tried to kill me.”

      Letting my magic flow freely inside me, I held up a hand. “She dosed me with a potion that made me lose control.”

      I walked off, not waiting for any of their replies. I definitely wasn’t going to tell them that Hera stopped the potion.

      Lucent fell into step at my side. When we were out of earshot of others I said, “Hera teleported me out of there. She stopped the effects of the potion and told me who Smoke is.”

      As we got closer to the dorms, I hard Rhys’s voice mixed with the twins. Luce and I ran the rest of the way. Rounded the corner, I stopped and watched the twins circling Rhys like a couple of hellhounds taunting their prey before they go in for the kill.

      The crazy fucker, Rhys, laughed at them. “By now everyone on campus knows Ember is half ice phoenix. They will kill her because she is too dangerous to live.”

      “Not going to happen,” Zelphar snarled and conjured a sword.

      Luce and I moved closer, making Rhys’s gaze snap to mine. He curled his upper lip. “Why are you still here?”

      I lifted a shoulder as if bored. “Smoke’s little plan is about to be exposed and I will bring you down with it. Or should I say Cotarr’s plan.”

      The twins stopped their circling growled. “Cotarr? He’s dead.”

      “Apparently not. But what I don’t understand is how he is connected to Stacia and how he knew to find me here.” I had my theories. Hera said Stacia wasn’t dead. Did that mean the harpy was working with Cotarr to frame me?

      Rhys lifted his hands and formed a fire ball. I called to my ice magic, letting the cold blue flames cover my body. There was no hiding anymore. This was who I was and I damn sure didn’t belong in this damned school. “You are crazier than I thought if you think you can win against me.”

      He let out an evil, yet insane laugh. “Everyone knows I won’t get out of here alive. After all I killed my father and over half of my clan.”

      His admission made me step back. I was wrong about him. He was far worse than his father could had ever been. Insane wasn’t a strong enough diagnosis for him.

      He threw a fireball at Zelphar, who deflected it with an energy orb he conjured faster than Rhys had his fire. Karn held his hands several inches apart out in front him and tiny lightning bolts bounced between his fingers.

      Rhys’s eyes widened and he snarled. “You’re all freaks.”

      His words struck something. “You put the note on my bed with the pictures.” I bet he also framed me for taking Skye’s locket.

      An evil laugh escaped him. “So smart. We could have ruled all the phoenixes.”

      “Not a chance. I only want to rule my clan and it will be with my true mates.” I stepped closer to him, fire in one and ice flames in the other.

      Then he started to cover himself in death fire. Oh fucking no he doesn’t. Using my inhuman speed, I flashed to his side and slammed a hand into his chest, gripping his heart. I pushed ice into him. Part of being the daughter of Boreas, I could put out the internal flame that was the life essence of fire phoenixes, killing them permanently.

      “You will not be reborn.” I pushed more ice into him, freezing his insides until his fire went out with a hiss.

      Rhys went limp and I released him, stepping back. Zelphar came up behind me and pulled me into a hug. He held me close as he asked, “How did you know about Smoke?”

      “Hera came to me.” I turned in his arms and reached out to my other two mates. then I stretched out my senses to search for Caleb. “We need to confront Smoke and put an end to this.”
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      With three of my mates at my back, I stopped outside the main building just as Smoke exited. Caleb walked out a moment later, eyeing me and the guys as he stopped at my side to face off with the Titan god.

      A wicked, knowing grin formed on Smoke’s face. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized who he was. My dads had mentioned Cotarr before. I was too little to understand, but now I did. Cotarr wasn’t a true mate for Mom, but he wanted her for pretty much the same reasons Boreas did. To rule the largest phoenix clan in the world and gain control over our alliances. Only I was sure Boreas wanted to start a war with the gods. I wasn’t sure what Cotarr had planned.

      It didn’t matter because I was going to end him, stop the threat on my life and secure the future of my mates and my people.

      Cotarr laughed and scanned our surroundings. Students and teachers started to gather around. Good. I needed witnesses for proving my innocence. A chuckle from the insane god, snapped my attention back to him. “It was a lot easier to get you here then I thought. However, it hadn’t been easy to get you to fail. It does seem I missed one tiny detail.”

      I narrowed my gaze, not sure where he was taking our conversation. When I didn’t comment, he said, “You are the goddaughter of Hera.”

      Okay, I knew the god queen had an interest in me and I never questioned it. She and Mom were friends. Well as much as Hera allowed them to be. But no one ever told me that Hera was my godmother. I guess that was a step up from having a fairy godmother.

      “You see killing you would bring her wrath on us all.” Dean Aero stepped out of the crowd, standing close to me and the guys.

      Was he siding with me?

      Just then the female from the gym who spilled the potion on me climbed the steps to the main building and wrapped an arm around Cotarr. Magic rippled over her, revealing her true identity.

      Stacia.

      “How are you still alive?” I called to my powers. Blue and orange flames covered my arms.

      Stacia shrugged. “You killed a harpy, just not me. I paid a poor nobody from my clan to pretend to be me. With a little magic, she was very convincing. Even fooled my mother.”

      “This whole thing was a set up.”

      “Oh, she’s so smart.” Stacia rolled her eyes. “Cotarr, kill her already. I’m bored with this game.”

      Cotarr raised a hand as if doing as Stacia said. That was when I saw the bond between them. They were mated.

      Caleb took a step forward. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      Both Stacia and Cotarr froze in place. Dean Aero growled and turned to me. “One thing I do not tolerate is being lied to and this school being used for someone’s personal vendetta. I release you and your mates, even though three of them aren’t actually supposed to be here.” He eyed them and they shrugged.

      Shaking his head, Aero continued, speaking loud enough for crowd to hear. “Ember and Lucent were falsely accused since the female he supposedly killed is right in front of us.” He waved to the couple in front of us. “They are yours to do what you wish to with.”

      My pleasure. I lifted a hand and called to my death fire. For other phoenixes it was our death and rebirth. To other species, it was only death. I stepped forward, but Zelphar said, “I have a better idea. Karn and I can take them to Tartarus. They will spend eternity being tortured for their crimes.”

      Oh that was a better idea. “You’re right. Death is too kind for them.”

      Caleb waved a hand and magical cuffs formed around Cotarr and Stacia’s wrist. Stacia protested and screamed at everyone to let her go. Caleb smirked and said, “As a defender, I charge both of you with attempted murder by miss using of magic.”

      He rattled off a number of other charges, but I tuned it out and moved away from them. Lucent pulled me into him and kissed my temple. “I like that I can kiss you when I want.”

      I jerked my head up and gave him a crooked grin. “Oh you think so?”

      His green eyes lit up with his inner fire. “I know so. You are mine.”

      “And you are mine.” I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him.

      Karn cleared his throat. “Zel and I have to go.”

      An impulse to pull the twins to me and keep there was strong. But they had to take the evil couple to Tartarus. “When will you be back?”

      “As soon as we can,” Zel said and surprised me by kissing my cheek. “You’re not getting rid of us that easy, Princess.”

      I crinkled my nose. “I’m not a princess.”

      After Karn and Caleb kissed her cheek, the three of them dematerialized. I sighed, scanning the campus. The crowed was gone, everyone going about their business. Well expect the guard who was to escort Luce and I off campus.

      I took Luce’s hand and we walked to the House of Phoenix. Luce asked, “What will we do when we get home?”

      I thought about it for a little while. “I think I’ll go to the Academy of the Phoenix, take some business management classes, some magic and civics classes. It’s time for me to get serious about being the Azorea Cay Clan Leader in a few years.”

      “Sound like a plan.” Luce draped an arm around my shoulders. “Have you thought about what you will tell your mom and dads? You can’t wear that pendant that blocks our bond forever. I personally want it known to all that you belong to me.”

      Laughing, I jabbed him in the side with my elbow. “I belong to no one.”

      He scooped me up in his arms and nipped at my ear. “Whatever you say, my mate.”

      A happy sigh slipped past my lips. I couldn’t wait to get home and indulge on the bliss of having Luce as mine. I just had to figure out how to break it to my dads that Luce and I were bonded mates.

      That conversation was going to be fun.
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        Did you know that Ember’s story continues in the Academy of the Phoenix. Be the first to get updates on release dates and other news but signing up to be on my mailing list.

        Newsletter: http://www.subscribepage.com/authorliadavis.newsletter
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