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CONTENT WARNING

HIDE FROM US is a young adult gothic romance/mystery suitable for ages 14+. It includes themes teens deal with often in silence and without support. Below is a list that may affect sensitive readers. Please read safely.

Cutting, self-harm, anxiety, depression, violence, drug use, alcohol, physical assault, recounting of self-harm, suicide romanticism, death off the page, violence, recounting abuse, sexual assault, stalking, and dark themes. This book also includes gay kissing, and polyamorous romantic relationships as well as a semi non-verbal character due to family situationship.
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​Prologue
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Never Break

​

He’s going to break up with you.

I stare at my phone, unsure if it’s Zeke or Elen who sent the message. The name on the screen blurs. It doesn’t matter either way. The information is true, regardless of who sent those seven little words to me. 

The school ski trip has become that much more hazardous.

Thoughtful, or bully?

I’ve experienced both sides of the Elite from all of them.

Except maybe Zeke. That boy has hated me on sight from the first moment I walked onto Alchem Academy grounds a little over four months ago. Nothing in this world would make him happier than to have his boy squad back the way it was before I crashed into Aster Craven’s life and caused a kerfuffle none of them have ever quite recovered from.

My boys have a soft spot for you.

Aster’s words from months ago reverberate along my spine as a second message buzzes in my hand.

Ex Aster. Not boyfriend Aster. A new status update is required. 

The new message isn’t any clearer than the first. I blink a few times until the words blur back into focus. 

Get your things. I’ll find you.

That’s ... sweet.

I smirk at my phone, though my stomach roils with a familiar pain lanced by a familiar enemy.

Definitely not Zeke. That boy doesn’t have a sweet bone in his body. Elen, then. The K-pop star with the blue hair and the lip piercings who busted me perving on him on my first day at school and didn’t call me out like the others would have. 

Did. 

I wonder if Nyx is with him, or if Elen will find me alone. He’s always been there even through the bullying. Sometimes taking part, sometimes watching, but always there.

Always hating the hate. 

Aster’s words again. The ghost of him haunts me though I knew this was coming. Our slice of peace never could last, has always been fake. A facade. But Elen’s voice from my first day at Alchem Prep Academy overrides my soon-to-be-ex.

She’s an eleven.

He walked with me to classes morning after morning. Warned me about Aster in his quiet way. 

I should’ve listened.

I shouldn’t have fallen for them. Him.

Damnit, they do my head in. All of them.

Then ... I fell in love. But so did he. The Idle Prince of Alchem Academy, or at least of his own lunchbox.

No, Aster Craven isn’t the scariest thing in my world.

Despite the pain my reply costs, I send back a single word.

Me: Okay.

My throat blocks as tears threaten my view of the snowy cabins, the trip that was meant to be a founding stone for all of us.

I won’t let Aster break me. He tried that last time ... and failed. Part of me takes pleasure in knowing that I broke something in him instead.

No, Aster Craven isn’t the scariest thing out there.

I am.

The first tear cascades along my cheek. A single drop of denial to my harder exterior while inside, marshmallow me curls in on herself, willing away the familiar pain that loss brings.

Aster’s message pops up, but I black my screen and don’t read it. 

Abandonment.

They will not break me.

A stupid smile spreads across my face as I pack my snow-damp clothes.

No. 

I'll break them, instead.
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​Chapter One
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Before My Life Turns to Shit. Again.

Three weeks ago 

​Roxy

A pair of matching headstones epitomize the lives of two people who, in the end, barely knew each other, and the last twelve weeks of my life that have been utter hell. 

Dead parents. Narcissistic, filthy rich aunt who shoved me into a life I never asked for and wish I could leave. A place at the elitist Alchem Academy full of the overindulged, often spoiled, world and business leaders’ offspring. Bully boyfriend to top the list. 

And four boys who watch every step I take, their eyes filled with a cold fury no one can sate that’s not my fault, though they all claim it. 

Pain. Rage. Loss. 

But Alchem isn’t where they wait while I reflect on the mortality that can be stripped away so fast and leave us bereft in an uncaring world, shifted about like chess pawns in someone else’s game.

I stand before my parents’ side-by-side graves where they lie as they would never have in their divorced lives. They hated each other by the end and were still trying to make amends that couldn’t fix their patchwork mess of addiction and lies. The not-quite-as-fresh dirt that mounds their passing is covered by an icy drizzle that ekes bone deep on all sides except for one. 

Aster Craven stands off to one side and slightly behind me, holding a ridiculously expensive black and silver umbrella branded with his father’s company logo. His warmth leeches into my arm, leaving my other shoulder numb as I stare at the stone etched names, my last name that disappears letter by letter as pelting rain obliterates everything.

I know the others wait by the cars behind us in their blue and silver Alchem Academy uniforms, posing unconsciously beside the matching Bugatti Aster prefers, and the blue Lamborghini that fits Elen’s personality and piercings. Both are sans drivers today. 

Because today is different. 

Anyone else might tell me to leave when Aster, refusing the protection of the branded umbrella’s girth, says nothing. He watches. Waits. 

While I’m supposed to grieve. 

I’m not sure what I feel, so I feel nothing but the cold and the singular slice of warmth.

This is a waste of their time.

“I’m sorry,” I mumble. 

His presence beside me, behind me, never wavers. 

I don’t know if I’m talking to them, the dead bodies beneath the earth who aren’t really my parents now anyway, or to the boy who stands out in the cold with me. The stupid, short hem of my Alchem Academy uniform shrinks on demand. I yank at the patterned material, pulling the hentai-esque box pleats out of shape. The damn thing costs enough for its pathetic length, nothing I could have afforded back at my old school, or house back in Providence, Nevada. 

My aunt’s voice echoes in my ears, ranting on about uncouth females who don’t know how to dress. Alchem has standards and I’m ... lacking.

I’d smile at the deficit of sentiment, but my lips have frozen, too.

“She hates me,” I say to no one at all, still staring at the place where their names should be on the wavering grave markers invisible behind a sheet of impenetrable water. Maybe no one is listening, but somehow I know he will. “I don’t belong there.” 

Or here. Anywhere.

In that house. With my aunt’s ostentatious display of her accumulated wealth and her finery. Where she doesn’t want me, never did. I don’t know why she bothered to claim me when all she seems to want to do with the unwanted orphan who she’s taken in is to shunt me off to a school a state away where I can fulfill the old adage of being not seen, and go unheard.

Or at school, with Aster and the boys. 

Last semester they—he—made my lack of everything abundantly clear. The first day I stepped between Alchem’s hideous golden gates—ha, my Aunt must love the display of obsequious power and excess—Aster started his bullying campaign against me. That fast devolved into a hot mess of twisted secrets, some of which I still don’t have the answers to, revenge plots that I fully capitulated on in return, and a whole lot of flirting that, weirdly, ended with us ... here.

Now, things have changed. Aster showed me who I am, who he is, and somewhere, somehow, we fell into place next to each other like two reversed puzzle pieces mixed in the middle.

I shiver and take a step back, bumping into the boy who bullied me, and maybe saved me from hurting myself once. Who taught me to how kiss, and held me for a long night. 

Who never left. 

“Take your time,” he murmurs, resting long, cold fingers in the center of my back.

I shake my head, turning away from the names I can’t read anyway, toward three other silhouettes. Drenched faces I can almost make out through the sleet that spikes at my desensitized skin, though they might be ghosts. 

“No. I don’t need to be here anymore.”

****
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Alchem Academy’s lux cafeteria swells with the cacophony of four hundred students talking at once. I swear no one listens to anyone else. That’s fine, because lost amongst the white noise I can pretend for once that no one watches me. 

Even though I know it’s not true. 

My hands still ache from the graveyard, the cold that seeps in like so many souls whispering between my bones in search of a forever home. I survived my hour’s penance like I survive everything. 

The death of absentee parents. The father who gave up a perfectly good career in law to become a prison guard with a dice gambling habit, though no one understands why even after his death. 

That was the beginning of the mess my family became if I traced it all back. When my parents fell apart and forgot about the child left in the middle. Bills stopped being paid, and two people fell apart separately. 

Absence is meant to make the heart grow fonder, but those are lies we create to fill holes and cracks that grow. My father’s absence created an abyss between my parents that sprouted a fondness for hatred of themselves and for each other. 

They were meeting to sign divorce papers the day they died. Date night with a fresh twist. 

We survived without him before that. Well, I did. Not the mother drugged out of her mind while she was still alive because my father stopped coming home from his new job. 

Taking her shift at a burger bar because no work meant no money. Or rent, or food. Working underage and learning how grease sticks to every surface—etching beneath every layer of skin, the stench of gritty, overcooked oil an eternal companion. Dirt clinging to my hair. No electricity when it got cut off. Hot water became a luxury, not a necessity.

None of it compares to the pain that brought me to Alchem Academy beneath a shroud where my name became anathema during my first days at the elite school. The throne of offspring power in the US and other nations that includes a few international students. My introduction to California is complete. If somebody bombs this place, they’ll start an all-out war with the world’s conglomerate wealthiest. 

The student body alone, who pay their tithes from their personal bank accounts, rival the GDP of more than one small nation. 

But calamity of that sort never happens because Alchem has a security level nobody sees. Rumored to be deadly, even if they don’t care how the students behave toward each other—especially if said student significantly lacks wealth, or there’s a power imbalance, like between Aster and me when I first arrived. 

Then, it’s a free for all at a whole new level.

Which brings me back to four sets of eyes leveled on me as I toy with my food, dirt and grease free. No matter how many weeks and months I sit in this cafeteria, ahem dining hall, surrounded by the boys who watch me constantly, I know I’m not completely safe here. 

Even my once-bully and now-boyfriend, Aster Craven, keeps his secrets. The father who told him to stay away from me before I was made it onto his radar remains a mystery via the connection to my aunt’s pharma company. 

“You’re thinking again. I did say it was bad for you,” Bully/boyfriend—Aster—murmurs as he leans down to brush his lips across my temple. 

Warmth sprinkles across my skin in the wake of his brief touch. Long, inked fingers flex at my side. I know he wants me on his lap, but I refuse to move my tush in a cafeteria filled with people. 

Especially wearing Alchem’s pornographically short—mandatory, welcome to the twenty-first century and beyond—skirt that belongs more in anime than reality. I clutch my snobby coffee in its porcelain mug, another remnant of Alchem’s unique culture. I requested bamboo cups we could take to class and was glared at until I removed myself from the lunch line.

So here I sit, twirling my sushi rolls about on my plate with a side serve of extra kimchi Elen steals with the hint of a smile tugging at his clear lip piercings. 

“Roxy.” Aster sighs when I don’t reply to his passive-aggressive barb, though I’m not sure if he’s amused or exasperated with me, or plain tired. Pale hair flops artistically over his brow as he watches me through dark eyes that never leave my face.

His arm snakes around my shoulder and drops to my waist, drawing me tight to his side in an overt display of ownership that sits both pleasantly over me and that I hate all at the same time.

A girl can have dueling emotions, right?

I don’t want to risk knowing my short few months with him are over already—we both know that’s coming, thanks to his father’s sickening obsession with me—and focus on the three other boys seated around our table, their backs turned to the room. Not that it matters, because their attention is focused singularly on me, and I can’t escape.

K-pop star Elen Vash with his Korean characteristics and blue/black streaked hair, plus facial piercings and a gaze to match are courtesy of a custom range of contacts he wields like weapons. His tongue drifts across his bottom lip to toy with an anodized blue ring there as he watches me with lazy eyes that disguise none of the intelligence that lies beneath his easy facade. 

Nyx Huxley, our resident starving musician, is covered in green ink he’s done himself, tortured leather that covers narrow shoulders, and a fuzzy mass of hair that’s recently spouted a few dreads. Like Elen, nothing about him is Alchem Academy issue worthy. A guitar case covered in retro grunge band stickers leans next to his seat, most of his crinkled brown hair pulled back into a manbun. As always, his phone rests in his hands. He taps at the screen absently, a soft melody changing as he works on whatever song currently resides in his head.

Zeke Fallon, I save for last. Our angry boy. If I make a scan around the table starting with Aster as the coldest, through Nyx and Elen getting warmer, Zeke’s constant fury blares off the charts at the other extreme of the scale. 

The Elite. The crème de la crème of Alchem Academy. Untouchable.

Zeke glares at me over the hamburger he attacks like both of us have personally affronted him, though I bear his residual punishment. Pure rage emanates from him with every heartbeat. I scoot into Astor’s side without thinking.

The corners of Zeke’s mouth turn up as he places his ragged burger remnants onto his plate, though his eyes never leave me. Not even to blink. Somehow, that makes his anger a darker shade. The emotion emanates across the table, roiling toward me like a palpable thing.

Refusing to give another inch, I stare back, meeting his fury with a hard stare of my own made of too many nights flipping burnt burgers and warding off wandering customer hands.

The sort of labor these boys will never understand.

I flick imaginary grease remnants from beneath my nails as Aster tightens his hold on my waist, leaning a long leg forward in his tailored, charcoal uniform pants to kick Zeke under the table. 

“Stop it.” His soft command shouldn’t be audible beyond the edges of our table, but everyone outside the tight radius of our social circle listens.

Zeke alone appears unaffected.

“Get fu–” 

“Stop.” Aster’s command rings with power. “Language. You know Roxy doesn’t like it.”

I actually don’t care. This appears to be his hill to die on.

Never shy of sharing his rage, Zeke slams his plate containing his mangled meal against the table and swipes the back of his hand across his face in a grotesque display that goes against everything the Elite and Alchem stand for. 

I blink between them. “Don’t blame me for this.” I wave my hands at Zeke, wanting no part in any responsibility of the fight brewing over my head between the two boys. Aster looks down at me pointedly, and I sigh. Committed front, and all. “Fine. Why don’t you say ... duck.” I blink again.

“Duck. Are you F—ducking sh—whatever, me?” Zeke snaps, his annoyance and amused irritation vying for prime real estate on his face, his burger and fight forgotten for the moment.

I shake my head and point. “No, duck,” I enunciate, pointing at the feathered bird that waddles right up to Zeke, coming out of literal nowhere, and quacks.

Loud enough to echo.

Zeke ducks on command, and the entire dining hall erupts in laughter.

Swearing, he climbs to his feet to shoo the waddling thing away while I giggle, rocking against Aster’s side, though he might as well be a statue for all the reaction the odd experience ekes out of him. Zeke keeps flapping and the hall breaks up, though the duck ignores everyone as he plays up to the crowd. 

For a moment, I stare at this new side of him exposed for the first time. All I ever see is the furious part of Zeke. Right now, him waddling about with bent knees and quacking, pretending to flap his bent elbows, is too hilarious for words.

Finally, the random duck deigns to move away on its own, but not before leaving a duck-sized present right on the toe of Zeke’s boot.

“Ducking fantastic,” he mutters, attempting to swipe the sticky stuff off with his heel as he sits his butt back down. Within seconds, his angry facade reclaims its habitual place, and the status quo resumes as though nothing changed at all.

In this strange world of perceived perfection, Zeke seems to be the sole human with a grip on this twisted reality. For me, there’s no rabbit hole to climb. Two funerals and an empty mansion armed with a service of ghosts is all that remains of my broken family. 

And a narcissistic aunt I’d never heard of before my parents’ death who insisted on stuffing me into an Alchem Academy branded uniform a week after I arrived in her home before she dispatched me for my first day at a boarding school I never agreed to attend.

Where I confronted Aster, and the rest of the Elite.

Enter Aster’s twisted brand of obsession—bullying, betrayal, and other assorted variants of pain. Plus, my previous roommate who added a decent dollop of deception right into those cracks when I so stupidly handed her my trust without checking her credentials. 

Maybe a side dose of self-harm made it in there too. That last seemed to be the pivot point between Aster and me, and some of the bullying factor dropped away.

None of the intensity.

Aster sat on my bed that night after my last roommate—and his ex—picked apart the trust I gave out. While that hurt was still raw, he took some of it back, pulled me into his arms, and taught me how to kiss.

Then he spent the entire night with his back to my wall, letting me cry on his chest and fall asleep there.

Every touch innocent, all aboveboard, fully clothed.

Promise.

Despite all evidence to the contrary these last weeks, I’ve pretended that the insulated bubble the boys keep me in is perfect, that things will stay this way forever.

I’m getting better at lying to myself each day.

Aster’s fingers twitch at my side along the seam of my shirt, pulling the thin material out from where it tucks into my skirt. The concealed touch sends a thrill through me, but I know he won’t stop there. What Aster Craven wants, he gets. 

He’s proven that to me time and again. My knees press together beneath the box pleats that I grip over my thighs with flattened palms to the bench seat beneath us. 

“Don't do that.” I wiggle a little as he pulls me in closer, still trying to lift me onto his lap. I huff at his tenacity, but that doesn’t give him pause.

Resilience, meet resistance. 

Motion at the table stills, except for Zeke who lifts his burger and contemplates the mangled remains. “Are you gonna tell her?”

Aster’s wandering fingers halt. “Maybe later.”

“Tell me what?” I look up, but he resumes his prior activity, tugging another corner of my shirt out as he watches me. 

The edge of his mouth curves into a frown, and he shakes his head once. “It's not time yet.” His fingers graze my stomach, and my eyes drift shut at the rare contact. 

“Stop,” I murmur again, but there’s no real effort behind the single syllable.

“You’ve got a new roommate,” Elen butts in, putting me out of my misery. The rockstar—not the wannabe sort, the actual rolling-in-millions or billions or whatever type of crazy-duckbutt fan base the K-pop star of boyband Failure Asylum fame has—rescues me.

I blow out a breath and glare at Aster like it's his fault. Let’s be fair. It probably is, as the boys all seem to know something I don't. 

Again. 

“I'm happy on my own.”

And in isolation. 

His mouth curls up in a sinful smile. “Not that I object to that...” He tugs my shirt up at the back an inch and runs cool fingers along my spine. A shiver of the full body type ripples over me as his look turns speculative. “Speaking of, I wouldn't mind using a little of that privacy before—”

“Too late,” Nyx chips in with an inordinately happy voice for a male who has been non-verbal for over ninety percent of our interactions so far. “She’s already arrived.”

Aster huffs, digging his fingers into my ribs in recompense. I try holding back my giggles, failing when his attack doubles. He does his best to look unaffected, but I know the truth. 

“Bullshi—ducks. Tell her everything.” Zeke eats as he talks. Demolishes, really, but he holds to our earlier quacking accord. “She should know about Rhani.”

“Directing, much?” See, there goes my mouth again. “Wait, you can actually talk without swearing?” 

Aster’s chest rumbles. “Good to see you getting along.”

I return Zeke’s fresh glare with one of my own, still refusing to back down. It might be my imagination, but I swear the corner of his mouth flickers up.

“Should I get a welcome party out?” I have no idea about Alchem Academy traditions, apart from the Elite who have surrounded me from day one, like an inked, uniformed hamster ball.

While Aster, Zeke, Elen, and Nyx might be considered the Elite of Alchem Academy, there is another group who outranks them, though I suspect Aster is a member. The Eight-ball club. I still have no idea why it’s called that, but it seems that every member has a personal bank account with zeroes exceeding the number nine. After the decimal point, not before. There are three known members: two boys, and a girl. 

Represent.

At least it’s not an all-boys club. Maybe someone should earn up and get an invite to even the odds. 

“Okay. I'm down to go meet this Rhani person.”

“Rhani and Roxy sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.” Nyx sings the playground song in an undertone with no emphasis, and perfectly in tune.

I could listen to him for hours. 

“Didn’t think you were talking today,” I murmur, nudging his shoulder as much as Aster’s hold on me allows while he still runs his fingers along my ribs in an effort to gain a reaction.

I ignore him as best I can, but he knows every sensitive spot, damn him.  

Despite whatever is supposed to be decorum amongst them, Nyx offers me an impish grin. He wraps one arm around me in a gentle hug, ignoring Aster’s mood, though he withdraws the contact almost as soon as he touches me.

“I can’t promise anything,” Nyx whispers into my hair in his raspy, unused voice, and pulls away to his side of the table.

Aster clears his throat at my side, his nails digging into my skin. “Enough,” he says sharply, and I look up at him in surprise.

“I think I’d pay to see Roxy kiss a girl,” Elen muses, running his tongue along his bottom lip. He plays with the clear, pointed piercing there next to the blue ring I swear he’s not supposed to wear at school. 

I remember turning up on the first day at Alchem, watching him change out the blue pointy stud that matched his hair, in his then lime green Lamborghini that he’s recently upgraded for the blue-silver one he drives now.

Gotta match the accessories to the drapes, and all.

Picking Aster’s fingers from my skin one at a time as he watches me, dark eyes hooding with every touch, I rise and manage to shake him off. 

Elen grabs for me as I skirt the table, but I avoid him, too. 

This girl isn’t without skills.

I blow him a kiss. “Nope. What happens in the dorm room stays in the dorm room.”

Elen sends me a winning smile. “Not if I’m there with you, Roxy-Rockgirl.”

I shake my head, laughing as I leave the cafeteria, conscious of more than four sets of eyes on my back, though the knowledge of my new roommate eats away my humor with every step.

As it happens, my new roomie isn’t there when I get to my room that day, or the one after. I laugh off my trauma-induced anxiety as leftovers from my Aster-bully days, before I understood him better. I know he keeps secrets, but there’s plenty he doesn’t know about me, too. Things we don’t talk about on either side. It hasn’t been the right time yet, no matter how much time we get to ourselves.

Still, a new roomie can’t be any worse than the last catastrophe. There’s simply no way she can be as bad as my last dormmate. 

Not at all.

Right?
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The Apple and the Tree

​Aster

Ash drifts from the tip of my father’s cigar to decorate the edge of his French polished desk. Fleshy lips tilt up in a smile that has redefined insanity many times over in my lifetime as he stares at me over the rim of his untouched whiskey. 

I recognize that smile; I’ve never walked away from it unscathed. My facade doesn’t crack as I pretend not to care about what sort of torment he’s designed for me today.

“It's time.” He leans back in his chair and ashes the cigar onto the carpet, forgoing manners like any normal person. 

Except my father doesn’t bother to hide the monster within, and hasn’t for a long ducking time.

I fight to keep my face blank at the ridiculous show of wealth he doesn't need to flaunt around me but displays anyway. His lieutenants flank either side of his throne behind his ebony desk, both inked heavily. One bears snake scales along both arms, the twin heads peeking out the neck of his shirt, the other a full house of cards tattooed across the back of his hand, and a pair of dice, sixes up, on the other. They’re a mirror of my single column of support where Zeke stands at my back, his hands clasped behind him, unmoving.

It’s the place he has always occupied no matter what my old man throws at me. I know he’ll never falter. That knowledge doesn’t soften the blow my father strikes with aim perfected over seventeen tortured years. 

“It’s time to end it.” 

I recline in the leather chair placed on the other side of his desk rather than the uncomfortable wooden affair that usually sits in its place. That one he uses to torment his business partners, or those unfortunates who were stupid enough to enter into dealings with him and not hold up their end of whatever bargain they struck without understanding the consequences. 

Alonso Craven might be the head of the largest pharma corporation in the world, but he runs it like his personal army. Correction—the biggest pharma corporation, apart from the one Roxy is set to inherit. Which is what his obsession, and by default mine, is all about.

I lean back in my comfortable seat and don’t prepare to die. Today is not one of those days, though I’ve sat in that wooden chair many times and learned life lessons across this desk. Often those lessons was at the hands of the men who stare over my head at Zeke now.

Today’s lesson is for both of us. That scares the shit out of me.

My father smiles at me, and it doesn’t reach his eyes. I can’t remember the last time that happened.

“You've had fun. It’s time to let her go. Then you can enjoy destroying her again.”

Once, that line might have offered the sweetest sort of temptation. Now, those same words fill me with a brand of dread that rocks my soul.

A soul I gave away the moment she stumbled over the threshold to Alchem Academy months before.

The day I fell for her.

I let my lip curl into the same sneer that threatened before, though my heart pounds inside the dead cavity of my chest as I pray to a God who hasn’t answered me in over a decade. Roxy is worth whatever torture Alonso Craven has devised, but not this. 

Not again. 

Zeke, stationed at my back by his own design, manages to control his emotions better than me by his stillness alone. I borrow a portion of his strength to bolster my own.

“I already did that.”

“Yes.” My father bestows me with a condescending smile. 

No. 

Prickles creep over my skin. I resist the urge to scrape my nails over the pores and swipe away his invisible reach. 

“If you ... insist.”

“I do.” His smile broadens. “Apparently, she thinks you love her. Sickening. Sweet.” His words are anything but, dripping with all the accumulated sin of his lifetime.

I do love her. With every inch of my being.

And my father knows it. Dammit. I should’ve hidden that better, too. But like every student at Alchem Academy, I’m watched. The combined wealth of the student body alone, without their parents’ combined income, could form an army to take on the world if they desired.

If they could be bothered. 

As I stare at the man who sired me, whom I’d love to plunge a knife through his throat that bobbles like an overfed turkey, I contemplate the thought of raising my own legion. It’s not a bad idea. I’m capable of organizing with Zeke’s aid, and I have access to more funds than most thanks to the inheritance my mother left me that my father cannot touch. 

A happy ten figures sits locked in a trust account accessed by her lawyer’s signature and my own, due to turn over upon maturity of my twenty-first birthday.

I’m fairly certain that my life is due to expire on the same day. At my father’s hands, of course, or at those of the men who flank him.

Which is one of the reasons Zeke refuses to leave me alone in this room, or Alonso’s mansion. My best friend is with me every time I travel to see my father. Not at my command, but at his own behest. He’s refused to leave my side since he found himself on the opposite side of the table I sit across from now, his hands locked around mine, with myself stretched across the wooden surface, my shirt torn open at the back awaiting the first blows of my father’s whip. 

Once, Zeke scoffed at the idea of three against two. Then, when he realized the futility of fighting back, he refused to leave me alone, willing to share my punishment should my sire inflict that upon him, too.

“Good odds,” he said, as I gripped his fists to the point that sensation left my whitened knuckles and swallowed the bile that threatened to spew in his face. He held my eyes, not watching the lash my father rained across my back for some imposed slight. Zeke crouched at eye level, holding my gaze. “Together. They don’t know what’s coming.” 

So I kept my gaze locked on my best friend and trusted him to have my back, wondering somewhere in the corner of my mind if I will see twenty-two. 

This darkness resides inside all of us, and the single joy in my life—in all our lives now—is Roxy.

“Who do I give her away to?” I crack my neck, leaving my bored persona draped over my growing fear. My knees spread wide across the supple leather I know has been doused in as many drugs as it’s worn blood over the years.

My father is a formidable businessman who believes in aggressive tactics when negotiations do not flow his way. 

He pushes a cheap pack of cigarettes across the glossed wood at me. “Your choice. Him.” He shrugs, eyeing Zeke over my shoulder with ill-concealed dislike. “Any one of those friends you collect. The rockstar. That loser kid who hangs around you. Bargain her off to an enemy for a high price. I don’t care.”

Zeke. Elen. Nyx. 

My throat tightens when he mentions them so disparagingly. 

“They each bear their scars,” I utter, the old marks crisscrossing my lower back itching on command.

Alonso huffs. Sweat gathers beneath his armpits, beading around his neck folds. He’ll need to change the shirt soon from a collection hidden beneath the paneled walls in his study before his next meeting. The mansion is situated a two-hour flight from the school by private jet. I'll be back before dinner is served, thankfully. 

Before Roxy notices.

My hands flex on my knees though I keep the movement small, irregular. No stimming permitted in this house, certainly not beneath the watchful eyes of my father’s men. 

Zeke makes a small sound low in his throat. The barb aimed at Nyx isn’t missed. I hate the way he’s spoken about too, but that’s not today’s battle.

Alonso leans forward and points his cigar at me, ashing on the French polish. “Stop messing around with her. She’s not yours. You have the first pleasure of destroying what you love.” His next smile is a genuine thing that decreases the temperature in the room despite the climate control. “Now get out and fix this, like you should have before.”

I manage to flick a cigarette from my preferred pack, ignoring the pathetic peace offering, if that’s what it is, laid out before me. Zeke snaps his silver lighter open. The wavering flame provides the sole evidence of his concentrated rage.

“How do you want me to do it?”

My father watches me with the same pride one takes in a pup learning a new trick. “That’s up to you. You had fun before?”

That I enjoyed bullying the hell out of Roxy when she first arrived at Alchem Academy, tormenting and humiliating her before my friends to earn a few coveted tears, sickens me. 

“Yes,” I say, stiffly.

My father's gluttonous grin widens. “Of course you did. You’re a Craven. It’s what we do, son.” His smile wavers for a moment before he fixes the facade that he loves me and isn’t planning my demise in place over the flaccid monster declining within the meat sack covering his brittle bones. “Perhaps you'll be worthy of the name one day after all.”

If I don’t die before you do. If I don’t fleece your body before it’s cold.

I smile back, my dead eyes a mirror of his. “My pleasure, sir.” I rise before he gives his permission, sucking on the end of the cigarette and leave the room without looking back. 

Zeke holds the door for me, closes it gently, and falls into place at my side. “Sick duck.”

I shoot him a look as we parade along the thickly carpeted hall, raising my gaze to the cameras lining each corner. “Careful,” I caution. “He’s always watching.”

Zeke doesn’t crack a smile. “You think I care? He’s planning to murder you. His own son. It’s–”

I catch his arm in a death grip that digs my fingers into hard, corded muscle I know he’s worked for and stop short of swinging him into the wall.

Zeke shuts his mouth but looks down at my hand in surprise. Apart from clocking each other on occasion while sparring in the school’s boxing ring, I don’t think I’ve ever laid a hand on him in anger before. Nor do I have any intention of losing my best friend to a few loose words when his fury and mine can be better placed elsewhere. 

“You heard what he said. There’s no choice. I have to ruin her. But you don’t.”

His teeth grind, the noise matching the sickness swirling in my stomach. “I won’t touch her.”

“I’d prefer it’s someone I understand than ... anyone else.”

“Give her to Nyx, or Elen.”

“I’d prefer to give her to no one,” I hiss through a smile I don’t feel, baring my teeth. “She’s not a toy to be bargained with.”

“Isn’t she?” Zeke’s lopsided grin seems out of place. “You enjoy playing with her. So play. Make her your toy. I’ll ... watch, and make sure you don’t go too far.”

“That’s not the order I was given.”

“When do you ever play by the rules?” he snorts. 

“You know what he’s capable of. He killed—” I clamp my mouth shut, the memory of walking into my mother’s room, finding her splayed out on the floor deluging me in the scent of stale blood. 

My father stood over her, sprayed with scarlet as he watched me so calmly, the murder weapon dangling between his fingers like a discarded cigar.

“An intruder, son. He took her life. Why don’t you find the man responsible for this?”

Of course, I found no one, because there was no one to find. 

“Yeah, he’s gonna hurt her if you don’t. But he didn’t say kill her, or get her thrown out,” Zeke says in a low voice. “You know his rules. Play around them. He told you to break her, not kill her.”

“Yet.” I stare straight ahead down the carpeted hall with its dark wood panels, the entrance lined with private mercenaries to protect the sole man within when no one else inside the mansion matters.

“So, make it hurt. For both of you. That’s the ordeal. You do that, and you stay strong. We’ll ... make sure she’s okay.” His jaw works, and I know he’s struggling with this order as much as I am. 

At least he’s not the one who’s been told to rip her heart out of her chest and shred it. That responsibility lies with me alone.

Ruin the girl I love, and enjoy the process.

“You have to do it,” he adds softly, whisking away my last sliver of hope in a breath. “For her.”

We make it out the front door to the waiting car that will take us back to my father’s private jet and the Academy before I speak again, my head whirling as I form the plan I’ll have to implement, but not today.

“I know.”

****
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Roxy flies into my arms and crashes against my chest the moment I step through the gaudily gilt, filigree gates of Alchem Academy. Her body presses to mine as I wind myself tightly around her. Deep, fathomless eyes stare back at me for a single moment, swallowing me whole as I tip her chin up to claim her mouth in a soul-etching kiss.

Zeke makes a disgruntled noise at my side that mingles with the surprised one that emerges from her. His judgment is a palpable thing, but I don’t care. If my time with Roxy Quell is limited, I plan on absorbing every inch of her remaining love. The next hours will be spent memorizing her touch. The riot of colors shot through her eyes, the way her skin depresses beneath my fingers.

Everything about her is on offer, because there won’t be anything left after I’m done. 

Ignoring my best friend’s ill-timed grunts, I cling to her as she does to me like she’s my last tether to this life, knowing tomorrow those sweet touches will be something else. 

Tomorrow, I will ruin her. Destroy her.

When she’ll hate me again.

Fear me.

But, tonight, I hold her, pretend she’s still mine, that every day she’ll still look at me like I’m her whole goddamn world, and not the horror about to tear it down.

“I missed you,” she whispers, arching her neck back so her long, dark hair grazes the backs of my wrists. Hair I love to sift my fingers through when she sleeps, bury my hands in and hold her close. 

I trace the corners of her eyes with my lips, her temples. The next time she looks at me, tears will fill those fine creases. Will she let me come close enough to taste her fear of me? I hope so, because I’ll starve for her fear, any taste she wants to offer. 

The dregs of her love I steal away now. 

I’ve held back so far, from the night I stayed in her room kissing her for hours. As far as we went, I know she’s a virgin. I was her first kiss. I should be her first everything. Now, I’ll claim one of those things. 

It will have to be enough.

I catch her chin in my fingertips, cradling her face like she’s the most precious thing in my world.

The lie I tell us both, and pray she’ll believe me. 

“I missed you, too.” I kiss her again, gently, cradling her to me.

I love you.

Neither of us say the words, but they don’t need to be aired to feel it.

Zeke shifts at my side, swearing.

“What’s your problem?” Roxy demands, twisting away from me at the unwelcome distraction.

I instantly hate that he’s stolen her attention while I count the seconds until she’s not mine any longer. “Ignore him. He's in a mood.” 

I keep a hand wrapped around her nape, directing her back to me and lose myself in her. My fingers trace her spine, and I’m back to memorizing every inch of her I already know, keeping everything PG, despite wanting so badly to take it further.

Once. I want to for the memory, to savor her, but I won’t. It’ll be too painful for both of us.

Maybe I’m that selfish.

She lets me lift her off the ground until her toes kiss my shins where she dangles helplessly. I squeeze her a little harder as soft squeals leave her lips. “Did you guys eat?”

“On the plane, but–”

Her brow knits. “Where were you?” Her gaze locks on mine and, when she doesn’t find the answer she seeks there, she looks to Zeke. Those eyes that should be on me study him for a long moment, her pretty rosebud mouth turning down in the sweetest moue.

“We were–” he starts, as lost in her as me. 

Swearing about ducks he breaks off, raking his knuckles across the back of his inked neck. Zeke storms away, blowing curses out in a long string and muttering at the cloud-covered sky above the school.

She looks up at me. “He’s always angry.” Her lush bottom lip sinks between her teeth as she watches him stalk off, concern etched in her eyes that should be meant for me, and my blood flows in the wrong direction. 

I swallow hard, letting her watch him and pull her back against me. It’s all too easy to relish the soft breath that evicts from her lips, knowing I’m too rough with her, and that we’re both going to have to get used to it.

All of it.

The memory of how much of a bully I was to her when she first arrived at the school floods me, and what she’ll never let me do again after tonight.

Ever.

Dipping my head, I steal her breath and another soft sound because I can. And one more. She should slap my face and skip back to her room after that last kiss. Instead, she leans into me, her resolve and worry for my best friend softening as I distract her.

But even her sweet touch isn’t enough to pull me out of my head. 

“Where did you go?” she asks again.

I don’t answer her question, aiming for a little sleight of hand of my own. “I want to feed you before we crash. I need to sleep next to you.” A lump grows in my chest, filling my throat. 

It’s not her tears I’ll taste after all.  

Roxy twists, glancing over her shoulder. Both of us face the opposite direction to where we should, though one of us knows what’s coming. She turns away from Zeke’s shadow as he disappears beneath the admin building’s archway, back to me. Her fingers tangle in the chains always wrapped around my neck, each a penance. A delicate, trusting smile parts those pretty lips. 

I hate how much I’ll enjoy ripping it from her beautiful face.
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​Chapter Three
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You Don’t Influence Me

​Roxy

Falling asleep with Aster is one of my favorite things. He never pushes me for anything, and clothes stay on. No pressure. Unfortunately. I get the impression he might want to take things further, but his self-control outweighs mine by a full Craven body weight, and that’s no small burden. 

Sinking into the warmth of him, my fingers twisted in the chains he never takes off unless he’s sparing with Zeke, I listen to him breath or smoke while I drift off. That means I don’t have to think about anything.

The home I left, the family I don’t have. The new one I don’t understand. Two people attended Mom and Dad’s funeral: myself and my aunt’s driver. She didn’t bother to come. It seems she hated my parents as much as she despises me. 

I stood by the graves, both freshly dug on an overcast day and tried to cry. Those tears haven’t come yet, and I still don’t understand why I can’t grieve like a normal person. One life was ripped from me and replaced with another I don’t want. A shitty substitute. My aunt hates my presence in her life. I’m an imposition to be dressed, primped, and shunted off to a school where she can pay to forget I exist.

Aster and the boys were my bullies for the first weeks at Alchem Academy before all that changed because his ex, my old roommate, made my new life hell. And now ... it’s not. Sleeping beside Aster is a simple joy that doesn’t happen as often as I want. 

Being who he is, he doesn't have to creep around half as much as the other boyfriends on Alchem’s campus. Not having a roomie helps. 

Which is why in being allocated a new one, I’m far from impressed. Maybe I’m ready to slip on my diva shoes and strap myself in. Being Aster Craven’s girlfriend comes with benefits, and I’m not prepared to give those up yet, let alone the man himself.

My previous roomie was a bitch. Aster’s ex, who orchestrated the whole bullying–Aster–hates–me Alchem initiation experience. Two strikes that slammed me into the reality of the Elite lifestyle when she tried to ruin my entry into the school I didn’t want to attend in the first place. 

Now that I’ve found Aster and the boys, I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Thus, my rising nausea as I approach my dorm. Situated at the end of the long corridor after the elevator bank that mostly works, it’s been my haven away from the rest of the student populace, where the boys make no secret of visiting on a regular basis. 

Room 308.

In a horror-esque flick trope, the lights blink above me as I reach my door the day after Aster and Zeke returned from
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