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Chapter 1
Arya

Rule #1: Never go out after dark.

Rule #2: Never go into large bodies of water.

Rule #3: No social media.

“So, how strict is that rule?” Shea asked, tossing a French fry into her mouth.

My previously comfortable posture stiffened at the question, and I put down the burger I’d been about to bite into. “Which one?”

She sucked the oil and salt off her fingers. “The no-going-out-after-dark rule?”

I sighed, looking away at the other picnic tables outside the school cafeteria. “Pretty unbreakable.”

These were the rules I’d lived by my entire life, rules put in place by my eccentric mother. If a friend ever threw a birthday party after five in the afternoon, I wasn’t allowed to go. When all my friends were enjoying dips in the lake for summertime fun, I couldn’t join them. And while every other kid my age had a smartphone, I was stuck with little more than a glorified pager.

“Why?” I asked, pretending this topic didn’t bother me as much as it did.

Shea flipped her wavy brown hair over her shoulder. “There’s a party tonight. I think we should go.” Her fingers tapped an excited beat, betraying her casual tone.

“Someone in this town is actually throwing a party?” I asked, my piquing interest laced with the taint of jealousy.

Short Grove was a tiny town in Illinois. We’re talking microscopic. It had one school and no mall of any kind. Probably the smallest town in my mother’s decades-long tour of the U.S. We’d been here for three months now, and I knew it was only a matter of time before she got the itch to move us again.

Shea leaned forward, mischief burning in her green eyes. “And it’s at Michael Guido’s house.”

She waggled her eyebrows suggestively, but when I only looked at her blankly, she rolled her eyes and added, “He’s a football player. Family’s got big money, at least for this shit hole. So you know it’s going to be epic.”

Shea was the first good friend I’d made in a long time. Maybe ever. She’d approached me on my first day at Short Grove High, and we’d been inseparable ever since. She was aware of the three insane rules, and rather than prying, she was usually content to just chill at my house after sunset.

Or, at least, she had been before today.

I dropped my shoulders and shook my head, disdain a foul taste in my mouth. “Shea, as much as I’d love to go, you know I can’t.”

Her nose crinkled, and she jammed a fry into the mound of ranch on her plate. “I was afraid you’d say that. Nothing fun ever happens in Shallow Grave,” she whined, using her nickname for our lifeless town.

She leveled her gaze at me, an unspoken challenge there. “You’re a teenager, Arya. When was the last time you ever did something you weren’t supposed to?”

I snorted. “Um, never.”

Well, that wasn’t true. I’d at least attempted to sneak out a few times in the past, but my mom caught me just outside whatever door or window I’d used to escape every damn time. Like she had spidey senses or something.

“Exactly.” Shea pointed her mashed and dripping fry right at me, clearly oblivious to how ridiculous the gesture looked as Ranch slopped down on the table. “A little rebellion is healthy—no, necessary. I refuse to let you skip this important teen rite of passage.”

Angst and resentment built in my chest as I imagined telling Mom I wanted to go to a party and then the deathly stern look and lecture I’d get in return. I’d heard that lecture so many times, I had the damn thing memorized by now.

I opened my mouth to object, but Shea cut me off. “Robby Fletcher will be there.”

She flared one eyebrow and smirked. She was using my pseudo-crush as a bribe, and it was kinda working.

“Robby doesn’t know I exist,” I argued, shrugging and rolling my eyes.

“So you get to be Cinderella. Wiggle that perfect little body of yours into a little black dress. Before you know it, you’ll be sweeping him off his feet.”

“Aren’t guys supposed to do the sweeping?” I teased.

Shea scoffed. “This is the twenty-first century. Where’s your sense of female empowerment?”

“Stuck in the twentieth century, with my dumb phone,” I deadpanned, picking up my flip phone and waving it in the air.

“Your mom’s weird,” Shea commented. “No offense,” she added quickly.

“None taken,” I said with a long-suffering shrug. “You don’t even know the half of it.”

“I guess I can kinda understand the no-social-media thing,” she said, dipping another fry into her ranch puddle with one hand as she tapped the screen of her phone with the other. “Kids our age really shouldn’t spend so much time on their phones.”

“You’re literally on yours right now.”

“That’s my point!” She stuffed her phone into her pocket. “It’s addictive and horrible for your social skills. Why do you think I’m so unpopular?” She leaned back in her chair, throwing her half-eaten fry onto her plate.

“You’re not unpopular,” I argued. “You’re just…very blunt, and not everyone appreciates your unique brand of honesty.”

In appearance, there was no reason Shea shouldn’t be popular. She was a babe, not in a Barbie-doll sort of way, but in a real, authentic way that couldn’t be faked or bought.

Her chocolate brown hair had a natural rockstar wave that required little maintenance. And her angular face was pretty enough on its own that she never needed makeup, which was more than half the girls on the cheerleading squad could say. If popularity was just a beauty contest, Shea would definitely be at the top of the food chain.

But this was a small town, and everyone in school had grown up together. Shea spoke her mind and didn’t take crap from anyone. She wasn’t some lemming others could push around or some bee looking to follow a queen. It meant our peers didn’t mess with her, but it also meant they didn’t include her.

She dismissed the issue with a flippant wave of her hand. “It’s whatever. But we’re talking about you and your rules right now.”

I chewed on my lip, really wishing she’d drop it. I liked talking about the rules as much as I liked having to follow them.

“I might even get the after-dark rule. Maybe your mom’s afraid you’ll get abducted or something. Orrr,” she added, dragging out the word, “your mom’s a spy. No–a superhero! That’s it. All her enemies are out to get her, and she’s afraid they’ll snatch you for ransom or something. You said you guys move every few months, right?”

I shook my head as I picked sesame seeds off the bun of my neglected burger. “I’ve considered every scenario you can think of. My mom is too clumsy to be a spy and not nearly strong enough to be a superhero. I’ve wondered if she might be in the Witness Protection Program, but if she was, I’d know, right? It’s not like we change our names on a regular basis.”

“So you have no idea why you guys move around so much?” Shea pried, looking like a fox trying to lure out its prey.

“Nope,” I sighed. “I stopped asking years ago because she never gives me a straight answer. For all I know, it’s something stupid, like she owes someone money. She does have loads of it, even though I’ve never known her to hold a job.”

“Really?” Shea’s hazel eyes sparkled with intrigue.

I’d never told a friend this much about my personal life, and a strange sort of guilt twisted in my belly for betraying my mom’s trust in such a way. But there was something about Shea that made me want to confide in her. I’d kept all this bottled up for so long, it felt freeing to finally share it with someone.

As if sensing my discomfort on the tangent we’d taken, Shea went back to posing theories. “She could be something else. Like a werewolf. Or a vampire.”

I choked on my clearly ill-timed sip of soda and laughed. “Seriously?”

“Oh, right. You don’t go out after dark. Werewolf it is.”

“Yep, that must be it.” I chuckled. The thought of my beautiful, dainty mother sprouting fur and howling at the moon was so ludicrous I had to push my can of soda away to avoid the risk of it coming out of my nose.

“So, tonight. You’re going,” Shea pushed.

I frowned, the weight of my mother’s expectations dragging the corners of my mouth.

Of course, I wanted to go. I hadn’t been to a party since elementary school, when everyone had their birthday parties at lunch time. A real high school party sounded like the event of a lifetime, which in itself was super pathetic. My chest burned with the desire to go. But Mom would never, ever, in a million years, let me leave the house after sunset.

“I really do want to,” I began.

“I know there’s a ‘but’ coming, so save it,” Shea interjected. “If your mom won’t let you go, then I say you should sneak out.”

“I’ve tried that. She always catches me in the act, like she’s psychic.”

Shea pushed her tongue into her cheek. “Then you’re clearly doing it wrong. But, you’ve never had a partner in crime before. I could distract her while you creep out your bedroom window.”

The more I thought about it, the more I wanted to make this party happen. But how? Maybe I could reason with Mom. I wasn’t a child anymore. I was seventeen, and in just a few months, I’d be a legal adult and wouldn’t need her permission anyway.

Not to mention, I’d been feeling for some time now that I deserved an explanation for the crazy rules. A little bit of truth was long overdue.

“Okay,” I decided, suddenly feeling brave. “I’ll find a way to go. Meet me at my house at seven.”

“Make it eight,” Shea said. “Only losers go to a party on time. Or so I’ve heard.”

“Eight it is.” A bubble of excitement bounced in my chest, shadowed by a stab of doubt threatening to pop it.

***

“Dinner’s ready,” Mom called from the kitchen.

I’d been pacing in my room for close to an hour, trying to put together just the right words to make my case. It had been years since I pushed for any kind of leniency on the rules, accepting them as just a way of life.

For the most part, I hadn’t really minded. I was fairly content to stay in with Mom every night and watch movies or play games. I was fine not being glued to my phone as most teens were—though, let’s be real, I might be slightly addicted to streaming services. I was even okay with the fact that I’d never been swimming before. Not like I knew what I was missing.

But this party was a chance to have some real fun, to be normal for one precious night. Until Shea brought it up, I hadn’t admitted to myself how desperately I wanted to be like everyone else. Moving around all the time was exhausting, and not having lasting friends was…lonely.

Mom owed me this one small exception to the rules.

I took one deep breath in front of the mirror, fixing my hair just right as if preparing for a speech in front of a large audience. I tried to steal some confidence from the bold blue strands that framed my face—thanks to a bottle of dye and Shea’s goading.

You can do this, I told myself, then turned away from my reflection and headed for the kitchen.

Mom looked up as she was setting the table and smiled at me when I entered.

Her long pale blonde hair always seemed to waft around her, as if unbound by the laws of gravity, forever floating in a sea of its own imagination. I had no idea where I got my black-as-midnight hair, but I undoubtedly got my eyes from Mom, whose own cerulean irises were bright with happiness this evening.

I felt an extra twinge of guilt, knowing that I was about to snuff out their light with the words I’d prepared.

“I made your favorite,” Mom said, placing a full plate on the table. “Pesto grilled salmon and fettuccine alfredo.”

“Thanks, Mom,” I said through the lump in my throat. I sat at the table and looked down at my plate, the delicious smell taunting me.

“How was school today?” she asked as she sat across the table and poked a fork into her food.

“It was alright.” I looked out the window. The last bit of daylight was clinging lazily to the horizon, slowly dragging its glow across the late autumn sky.

“Just alright?” Mom asked before popping a bite of herb-covered fish into her mouth.

The clock would be striking seven soon. Now is as good a time as any.

“Actually, something kinda cool did happen today,” I hedged, picking at my food. “One of the football players is throwing a party tonight, and I was invited to go.”

Her jaw froze mid-chew, and the light immediately vanished from her eyes.

“Shea will be there,” I added quickly. “We won’t stay long; just one hour would be enough. And I promise not to drink any—”

“Not tonight,” Mom cut me off.

I’d expected this response. “Mom, I never get to go to social functions. I’m not asking for something outrageous here. Just one party, at which I promise to be on my best behavior.”

“There will be other parties,” she said, her casual tone masking whatever dark and heavy secret she was keeping.

“Parties that you still won’t let me go to,” I said, unable to keep a bit of sass out of my voice. “I don’t get it. Every girl my age gets to go out after school. Everyone gets to hang out with friends and do things at night.”

“But those girls aren’t my daughters.” Her tone warned me not to continue, but I wasn’t going to heed it this time.

“I never ask for anything,” I went on, my big speech rushing out and skipping over words I’d prepared. “I never complain when we have to pack all our things and rush out all of a sudden. I get straight A’s in school and have never gotten in trouble. In case you haven’t noticed, I’m a pretty good kid. All I’m asking for, just this once, is one tiny hour of freedom.”

Mom stared down at her food, stoic. “I’m sorry, honey. The answer is no.”

Anger bubbled up under the surface, an anger I was so used to shoving back down. Mom was basically my best friend, but she was also a very secretive person. I’d been conditioned not to pry, not to complain, but I deserved an explanation, and I was tired of following the status quo she’d set.

“Why is the answer no?” I tried to sound like an adult deserving of the respect I was asking for and not like the indignant teenager I felt bristling on the inside. “Why don’t you ever let me even go into the backyard after sunset? What’s so scary about the dark?”

“We’re not having this discussion right now,” Mom said flatly, continuing to eat her food as if our talk was over.

“Then when?” I demanded, slamming my hand on the table. “I’m seventeen years old. I’m not just some child you can cart around the country with you anymore. I’m almost an adult, and I need to know why. Why do you hop around from place to place? Why can’t we do anything online? And what’s the deal with water? What are you so afraid of?”

“That’s enough, Arya!” she snapped.

The silence that ensued made me realize how loud my voice had gotten, making me feel very young and naïve now. I hated feeling so small, so helpless to control anything in my life. I wasn’t willing to just go with the flow anymore.

“Unless you can give me an explanation for your rules, I will no longer abide by them,” I declared in a low but strong voice.

A spark of panic lit Mom’s blue eyes, and there was a fear behind them that part of me believed had always been there, hiding.

“Did it ever occur to you that those rules exist to protect you?” A note of desperation raised the pitch of her voice.

“Protect me from what?”

I’d always suspected she was running from something, that something bad had happened to her that somehow related to night and water.

She stayed silent, looking at me with pleading eyes.

“If you have something to tell me, now would be the time,” I said firmly. “Whatever it is, I’m ready to listen.”

Her eyes fell to the floor, darting back and forth in deliberation. Anticipation sizzled in my chest like pop rocks in soda. Was I actually going to get to hear about Mom’s mysterious past?

I knew nothing about her history, grandparents, or extended family. I didn’t even know who my father was. Every time I asked, Mom always changed the subject. Was I finally going to get some clue, some missing piece of this almost empty puzzle?

Her eyes stopped their pacing and returned to meet my gaze, and I knew. She had decided to continue the secrecy.

I pushed away from the table and stood. “Then I’m going.”

“No, you can’t.” Mom jumped out of her chair.

“I’ll be back before midnight,” I asserted, pushing my chair into the table and heading for the door.

“Arya Lynn Walker, you are not leaving this house!” she yelled in her well-practiced maternal tone.

Some young, skittish side of me wanted to do as she said, to please her and avoid repercussions. But my determination to make a stand was behind the wheel, and I had no intention of turning around. Maybe this one act of mutiny would finally get her to confess something, anything.

I strode for the door, but Mom ran ahead of me and gripped the knob.

“Let me out,” I insisted, narrowing my eyes at her.

“I can’t do that.”

“Let me out!” I yelled. My voice sounded strangely musical, not my own.

Mom gasped and dropped her hand.

I was startled by the power of my own shout and ashamed that I had talked back so brazenly, enough to make her jump. But I had gone too far to give up now. Mom had released the door knob. I had to take my chance before the opportunity closed.

I rushed out, slamming the door behind me and running down the street. My pulse raced, my hands shaking as I pulled out my phone to dial Shea’s number and put the phone to my ear.

“Hey, things didn’t go so well. Can I come over before the party?” I asked.

“Of course, come on over,” Shea’s worried voice replied. “Is everything okay?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I’ll see you in a few minutes.” I hung up and stuck my hands in my pockets as I strode to Shea’s house down the street.

I hated what happened back there, but it needed to happen, one way or another, and had needed to for some time. I’d had enough of secrets and changed subjects, enough of blindly complying with ridiculous requests.

Things were never going to be the same after tonight, and that was both exciting and terrifying.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 2
Arya

“I’m sure everything will be okay,” Shea reassured me as we walked back from the party. “I can’t even tell you how many times I’ve argued with Gram, and it always turns out alright.”

I had tried to enjoy the party, but I spent the whole time wrangling a giant knot of stress in my gut. Mom hadn’t called or even texted, which was incredibly uncharacteristic of her. Even when I was at school, she usually texted at least once to check-in.

Had I broken her heart? Sent her into a nervous breakdown? I dreaded going home, and I was grateful that Shea offered to come with me. I really needed that support right now.

“I hope so,” I said, kicking a pebble in my path. “My mom and I have never fought like this. I’ve never even talked back to her before. I know it’s a silly thing for a teenager, but she’s kinda my best friend—besides you, of course.”

“I don’t think that’s silly at all,” Shea said. “I think it’s kinda sweet, actually. I wish I could say that about Gram. I mean, I love her, but I wouldn’t call us ‘friends’.”

We continued walking in silence for a moment, and then Shea added, “I’ll stick around as long as you want me to. Or, I can leave right away to give you guys time to talk. Whatever you need.”

“Thanks,” I said, managing a half-smile.

My house came into view, and the stress knot constricted even tighter. I had no idea what to expect, and part of me hoped that we could just go back to the way things were. I’d rather have a happy relationship with Mom, even if it was shrouded in secrecy.

As we got closer, I realized something was off. The front door was wide open. Mom never left the door open after nightfall. As soon as the sun went down, she would turn the deadbolt. The stress knot flared with a wave of panic, and I picked up the pace, my brisk walk quickly turning into a run.

“What’s wrong?” Shea asked, running behind me.

“I hope nothing,” I said as we made it to the door.

I scanned every inch of the living room. Nothing in the house was out of place. Everything was just as it had been when I left.

“Mom?” I called out.

No answer.

I bolted across the small living room toward the last place I’d seen Mom—the kitchen.

“Mom?” I called out again, receiving the same empty silence in reply.

“Arya, something about this doesn’t feel right,” Shea said, hovering in the doorway and looking around. “We should go.”

I didn’t have time to wonder at the unfamiliar caution of my usually reckless friend.

“I have to find my mom,” I insisted, the idea of leaving the house seeming ridiculous.

I stomped into the kitchen and then froze.

Lying on the floor, pale blue eyes open wide and beautiful face fixed in anguish, was my mother.

I dropped to the floor beside her, my hands fluttering and fumbling, eventually finding their way to Mom’s unflinching face.

“Mom? Mom!” I yelled, gripping her shoulders and trying to shake her awake.

Mom’s body was cold and unresponsive.

Remembering from movies I’d seen, I pressed my index and middle fingers to her neck under her jaw, feeling around for a pulse. But there was no tell-tale thump under her skin.

“Oh no!” Shea gasped as she came into the room behind me.

“Call 9-1-1!” I shrieked, then turned Mom’s head the other way to search for a pulse on the other side of her neck.

But as I did, my fingers ran over a series of angry red punctures that looked like a bite mark. A dry bite mark. No blood. With a bite this deep, there should be blood everywhere, shouldn’t there?

Panic spiked in my chest as I tried to comprehend what I was seeing. Something had bitten her! But what? How could a bite hurt her this badly? Badly enough to… No, she couldn’t be dead. She just couldn’t!

My head was a din of white noise as I fought the heavy sob that threatened to constrict my chest. But I couldn’t cry. Crying would mean admitting defeat, facing the reality that my mom was…

I was vaguely aware of the sound of Shea dialing on her phone as she paced nervously around the kitchen and of the trudge of heavy feet coming in through the front door behind me.

A large hand landed on my shoulder, and I sucked in a breath before spinning my head around.

“You have to come with me,” said a man I’d never seen before.

His build was threatening enough. He could have easily been the one who attacked my mom.

I jerked my shoulder away from his hand. “Who are you? Did you hurt my mom?” I accused with a tremulous voice, my mind a clashing storm of sorrow, anger, and paranoia.

“No, but if we don’t leave now, the ones who did will get you, too,” he said.

“I’m not going anywhere with you,” I protested, lips twitching between a sneer and a pout. Don’t cry, don’t cry!

“If you don’t, you will die.”

The seriousness of his tone shook me, making me doubt myself even further.

“Please, we don’t have much time.” He held out a large hand. “If I wanted to kill you, don’t you think I would have already? I am not your enemy.”

I looked up at Shea, who was staring at the stranger with intense eyes, holding her phone to a deaf ear.

“Please,” the man urged once more, and I believed the sincerity and desperation in his voice.

Mom was dead. Someone or something had killed her. And I believed this man when he said I was in danger of being next.

I didn’t have a lot of options. Stay here and wait for the cops to arrive—and risk whatever fate awaited me if the murderer returned before then—or take a leap of faith and trust this man, who seemed to genuinely want to help me.

Without a word, I reluctantly accepted his outstretched hand. He pulled me to my feet, and together, Shea and I followed him briskly out of the house, my legs jumping ahead of my body as if whatever had attacked my mom was going to jump out at any second.

He charged toward a sleek black sedan parked along the curb and opened the back door.  Trepidation rooted my feet to the sidewalk at the thought of getting in this stranger’s car, but I couldn’t find my voice to object.

“You never said anything about getting into a car,” Shea said, voicing my thoughts.

“We have to get off the streets,” he said, holding the door open impatiently. “We’re too exposed here.”

“Then we can go to my house. It’s just down the street.” Shea pointed in that direction.

“It’s too close.” The man shook his head. “They will follow Arya’s scent there.”

“Follow her scent?” Shea asked mockingly. “She’s not some rodent at a fox hunt.”

He cut a narrowed gaze at Shea. “I’ll explain everything, but we have to get to a safe place first.” His broad shoulders bristled with urgency. “Please, they may already be on to us.”

I stole a hesitant glance at Shea.

“I’m not leaving your side,” Shea promised, taking my hand and squeezing it firmly.

We nodded to each other and got in the car. The man closed the door and rushed into the driver’s seat, wasting no time starting the engine and speeding down the road.

Now that I had a chance, I took a good look at the man sitting in front of me. He looked to be in his late thirties, with short brown hair and handsome dark stubble framing his rugged face. He had the look of a gladiator, rough and strong, with scars marring the bulges on his arms.

“Who are you, and what do you want with me?” I hiccupped, now wishing I had just stayed with my mom and waited for the police.

He looked at me in the rearview mirror. “My name is Caesar. I came to invite you to a school for… special people like you. I had no idea you were in any kind of danger. We didn’t realize you were a target.”

“A target for who?” I asked, trying to remain calm. “Who did that to my mom?”

Tears welled in my eyes, but I knew if I let them break, they would render me useless.

“Vampires,” Caesar replied, dead serious.

“Vampires?” I snapped, not bothering to hide my skepticism. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

“This isn’t a joke, Arya,” he shot back, radiating authority. “You don’t live in the world you think you do. Do you even know what you are?”

I narrowed my eyes. What was he talking about?

Shea gripped the shoulder of his seat and leaned forward. “What is she?”

I turned to her, ready to scold her for joking at a time like this. But she looked like she completely believed every word this guy was saying.

“Arya, have you ever experienced anything strange? Anything you couldn’t explain?” Caesar kept his gaze on me in the mirror, ignoring Shea’s question.

My mind flipped through screenshots of my life. There was nothing normal about the way I grew up, but nothing to indicate I was something otherworldly, as this man was clearly suggesting.

“No,” I answered honestly.

“What about your mother?” he asked.

I shook my head, not yet ready to say anything relating to my mom.

“You’ve never… been to the beach? Or had anything weird happen to you while swimming?”

I met his steely gaze in the mirror. Why was he asking about swimming? Was there really something to the stupid no-water rule?

“I’ve never been allowed to swim,” I replied reluctantly, leaning on the edge of my seat in anticipation of some explanation at last.

Caesar’s brows raised in an understanding that was completely lost to me. What did he know that I didn’t?

“So your mom knew, and she tried to keep you from it,” he mused with a nod.

“From what?” I asked at the same time as Shea.

Caesar sighed, flicking an irritated look at Shea through the rearview mirror before returning his eyes to me. “Arya, you’re a mermaid.”

The balloon of excitement that had been growing inside me popped, the sound like a whoopee cushion in my head. I didn’t know what I’d been hoping he would tell me, but this certainly wasn’t it.

“A mermaid?” I deadpanned, and the fury inside me won out over my fear. “Okay, that’s it. Just let me out of the car.”

“It’s true,” he swore.

“First, you say vampires attacked my house, and now you expect me to believe that I’m a mermaid?” I summarized in a mocking tone. “I don’t know if you’re crazy or just toying with me, but my mom just died! This is sick!”

“Think about it, Arya,” he said. “I know you saw that bite mark on your mom’s neck. What do you think that could’ve been from?”

“Not vampires,” I practically yelled, throwing up my hands in exasperation. “They don’t exist.”

“Actually, that’s not true,” Shea said, her voice low. She couldn’t even meet my gaze when I turned to her.

I rolled my eyes. I knew Shea was into weird stuff, but now wasn’t the time for her to defend this psycho. I damn sure wasn’t buying into this bullshit. My mother’s dead body back at home was real, and I needed to do something about it.

“Let me out of the car,” I demanded, running my hand over the door panel in search of the lock.

“I can prove it to you,” Caesar growled, clearly getting frustrated.

“And how exactly are you going to prove to me that I’m a mermaid?” I asked, all sass.

“Mermaids aren’t the only shape-shifters in the world,” he said, harshly turning the steering wheel. “There are more species than you can imagine. For centuries, we’ve been hunted down by vampires, but we finally have a place where we can be safe from them.”

He reached back over his seat to hand me a business card. I scowled at it for a moment, then took it only because I was afraid to leave him driving one-handed for too long.

The card read “THE DOME,” and under that, “Academy for the Gifted.” As I read it, impossibly, the “G” turned into an “Sh” to read “Academy for the Shifted.”

I blinked hard several times, but the letters kept changing back and forth. If this was a prank, it was a very well-thought-out one. Beneath the words was an ornate insignia, a crest divided into four sections, each with a different symbol inside: talons, a wing, a spiral, and claw marks.

“Like I said earlier, I came here tonight to invite you to the school,” he continued as I inspected the card. “We don’t often get stray mermaids, so I knew it would be best for me to deliver the invitation personally. To explain to you who we are and why you should come to the school.”

He looked back over his shoulder. “Normally, initiates either grew up in families that are already affiliated with the school, or have begun to exhibit abilities that would make them aware of their status, so that they’re eager when we arrive to explain.”

“You keep saying ‘we,’” Shea said. “Does that mean you’re a shape-shifter too?”

I shot her a look that said Don’t be ridiculous, but Shea’s focus was solely on Caesar.

“I am,” he said with pride.

“Shea, you can’t really believe all this,” I said.

“Actually, I do,” she said, still not meeting my gaze.

“Well, I don’t.” I shook my head, trying to rein in my frustration and desperation. “And I want no part of this sick game he’s playing with us. Please take me home so I can call the cops and find out what really happened to my mom.”

“I said I can prove it to you.” Suddenly, he pulled the car over onto the side of the road. Then he got out and yanked open my door, waving his hand in an invitation for me to get out.

I didn’t hesitate. I didn’t know what he was planning to do, but now was my chance to make a run for it.

I scampered out of the car, realizing we were on a long stretch of highway that led to Chicago. There was nothing but green fields around us for miles in either direction. It would be a long run back, if I even made it that far.

Shea hopped out after me, and it was clear that she had no intention of running. Her eyes were trained unblinkingly on Caesar. I stayed close to Shea so that I could grab her arm and drag her away if I had to.

Caesar walked a few feet into the grass and began unbuttoning his black shirt.

“What the?! Why are you stripping?” I shrieked.

“Just wait,” Caesar said with a hint of irritation in his voice.

He threw off his shirt and pulled down his pants, and I was now truly terrified of what he might be planning to do.

I grabbed Shea’s arm and squeezed, trying to tell her telepathically to escape with me now that his pants were around his ankles. Shea didn’t get the message, and the momentum of my sudden tug on Shea’s unmoving arm caused me to trip to the ground.

I pushed myself up with my palms in time to see something that just wasn’t possible.

Caesar had transformed from a large, muscular man into an even bigger mythical beast. All over, his skin sprouted small brown feathers. His rugged face morphed, his nose and mouth growing and twisting into a huge black beak with a dagger-sharp tip. His hands and feet enlarged to smooth black talons that dug into the grass as he landed on all fours. And out of his broad back emerged the most magnificent pair of brown wings, unfurling and expanding, making the air crack with their power.

Standing before me was a gryphon—a beast of legend. This creature didn’t exist, and yet, here it was, not three feet in front of me, looking at me with Caesar’s golden-brown eyes.
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Chapter 3
Shea

I was pretty sure my mouth was hanging wide open as I stared at the spectacular gryphon that had been a hot naked man only seconds before. Arya’s panic barely registered in my mind, and I couldn’t bring myself to move to help her.

Every nerve in my body sizzled with volatile electricity.

I knew about the shifter world, in a vague sort of way. Gram used to tell me bedtime stories about them, and there were the occasional whispered conversations or clandestine meetings that I was never allowed to attend. Not that I hadn’t tried to snoop, but the wards Gram used could keep even the most curious cat away.

Shifters had never quite seemed real to me, not in the sense that they were a myth but rather that they were some faraway concept detached from me.

Now I was in the middle of the shifter world, staring at a gryphon that had just transformed in front of me and my best friend, who, it turned out, was a freakin’ mermaid.

This was probably the best moment of my life! Finally, validation for my place in the world of magic and the supernatural, a place that was never allowed to me by my warden of a grandmother.

Hot gryphon man was taking Arya to a school for shifters, and I was going to get into that school if it killed me.

All I ever dreamed of was learning more about the magic my family possessed, the magic that was “kept hidden from me for my own safety.” Of course, with no grimoire to guide us, my family’s magic was limited anyway. What if this school had knowledge of how to access it?

But Arya.

I looked down at my raven-haired friend at last, who was just managing to pick herself up off the ground.

A mermaid. That’s what Caesar had said.

It didn’t entirely surprise me. I’d known something was special about Arya the first time we met. Something about those beach-blue eyes had demanded the immediate friendship that sparked between us. Besides, Arya was a little too pretty to be human. Seriously. Most people had to be photoshopped to look that good.

I cleared my throat, a bubble of nerves rippling in my stomach. “I wanna go to the school, too.”

The gryphon looked at me, his feathered brow raised. He turned and shifted back to human, snatching his clothes up off the ground and stepping back into his jeans with his back turned to us.

I had to admit I was a little disappointed the peep show had been so brief. He was seriously hot, and it wasn’t often a girl got a chance to witness naked male perfection without paying for it. His tight ass looked good enough to bite, and I realized my teeth were digging into my bottom lip as I watched him pull his pants up over it.

“Are you a shifter?” Caesar asked before pulling his shirt over his head and covering the most sculpted set of abs I’d ever seen.

Dang it.

“I’m assuming no, since we likely would’ve found you before now.” His eyes shifted to where Arya stood, one arm wrapped around her middle.

My heart dropped a touch at the rejection. I knew it was selfish, trying to get into a shifter school when my best friend had just lost her mom and gotten the biggest shock of her life. This wasn’t about me. I needed to be the supportive friend who wasn’t, in fact, trying to steal the opportunity that Arya clearly needed.

I put a hand on Arya’s shoulder, giving her an encouraging smile.

“We need to keep moving.” Caesar waved us toward the car, looking around the area cautiously and reminding both of us that we were still on the run from killer vampires.

I grabbed Arya’s hand and tugged her toward the car.

“No,” Arya said, pulling back. Her eyes were wild and dark with denial. “This is insane.”

I sighed, letting my shoulders sag. “I know it’s a lot to process, but I swear it’s all true. Everything he said.”

Arya’s eyes narrowed. “What makes you so sure all of a sudden? Why did you say you wanted to go to the school?”

The accusation and distrust in Arya’s voice stung;  maybe I deserved it. I had been keeping a pretty big secret from her.

“Well, I’m kind of a witch,” I admitted sheepishly. “I have magic in my veins. I’m just not allowed to learn how to use it.”

Arya crinkled her nose, an expression that was way too cute for someone who was obviously freaking out.

Caesar scoffed, agitation clear in the clench of his jaw. “This little confession session is sweet and all, but we need to leave. Now!” Seeing Arya’s hesitation, he added, “Unless you would prefer to become a vampire’s snack?”

Arya shook her head angrily but followed me into the back seat. Her normally pale features looked even whiter—if that were possible—with just a hint of green around the edges. She was practically bioluminescent in the shadows.

Once we were all settled and Caesar was clipping down the road once more, he leaned back into his seat. “We only allow shifters at the school.”

I frowned. “The magic in my veins is the same magic that lets shifters shift.”

He scoffed. “Hardly. Shifters don’t exactly have a choice. You do. We need a safe place to hone our powers and learn control. You don’t. And even if you did, there’s nothing we could teach you. We don’t cast magic.”

Wrong. He was so wrong. There was so much I could learn at that school. So much I could learn just from watching various shifter types use their powers. It would definitely be more than I’d learn wasting away at Gram’s house.

“But, you don’t—”

“The answer is no,” Caesar ground out.

“But Arya will need me.”

I felt almost dirty for using my friend’s trauma as a bargaining chip. Surely seeing our bond would make Caesar realize it was for the best that I go with her. And I really did want to support Arya. I didn’t know the last time I felt so close to someone, and I couldn’t stand the thought of letting her go through her loss alone.

“The answer is still no,” Caesar said.

“What kind of monster are you?” Arya suddenly snapped at Caesar, her fists clenched and her eyes brimming with tears. “My mom just died, and you want to separate me from my only friend in the world.”

The bond between Arya and I tugged, strengthened, and my heart skipped at knowing Arya could feel it, too. She actually wanted me to go with her.

“There are plenty of your kind at the school,” Caesar said to Arya, his voice considerably softer than how he’d spoken to me. “You will be well taken care of, I promise you.”

Arya growled, but I caught her eye and shook my head. “Let’s just call this a draw.” For now.

This wasn’t over, not by a long shot. But I couldn’t put Arya through any other form of conflict.

“We’ll text every day. Our friendship isn’t going to end. You can count on that. Maybe you can finally get that Facebook account you’ve been drooling over.” I gave her a half-hearted smile, desperately hoping to lighten the mood.

Arya let out a short and bitter burst of laughter, then hiccupped. “Right.”

“Arya, we’ll talk about your options when we get to the school.”

Caesar pulled into a parking lot after paying the toll for entrance. “For now, Shea, you’ll have to catch a cab home.”

He reached into his pocket, pulling out a wad of bills. Peeling some twenties off the outside, he handed them to me, making me feel like a cheap hooker he just wanted to get rid of.

“Here’s some money for the fare. I’m sorry I can’t take you back myself, but it’s not safe.”

“What if the vampires come looking for me?” I asked, not bothering to hide my indignation.

My scent was all over Arya’s house; they might think she went off with me somewhere. They might still come after me, and I wouldn’t have any way to protect myself this far from home, and still, he was just going to leave me here? For a hotty, he was a real prick.

“They won’t. It’s not you they’re after.” Caesar ran a hand through his hair, then got out of the car.

I wasn’t convinced, and I wanted to call him a prick out loud, but one look at Arya hugging herself in the corner of the back seat made me think better of arguing.

Instead, I threw my arms around Arya’s neck, squeezing her tight. “It’s gonna be okay,” I whispered.

Arya’s head nodded against my shoulder.

“I’ll always be here for you. No matter what. Okay?”

Arya nodded again, sniffling.

I slowly peeled myself away, shooting a glare at Caesar, who was still wearing that hunted look and tapping his foot to an impatient beat.

“Your parents are witches, too, right?” Caesar asked. Was that actually a hint of concern in his voice?

“Uh, yeah,” I said, my words dripping with sarcasm. “Why?”

“You should be fine, but you’ll want to tell them what happened. They should be able to make sure no one follows Arya’s scent to your house.”

“Ah.” Of course. I didn’t bother asking why Caesar assumed I couldn’t do it. That was a sore enough point without arguing it over with Professor Prick. “Well, thanks. I guess.”

Caesar nodded, then put a hand behind Arya’s back and steered her toward the subway entrance—one of the few below-ground ones in the city. Arya cast a backward glance, and I waved my hand and tried to smile.

I never knew my mom. She died from some kind of magical accident when I was too young to remember—which was why Gram refused to teach me magic. I didn’t remember losing her. I couldn’t imagine having her die right in front of me and then being dragged off to some school—albeit a pretty damn cool school—all in one day.

And the rules... I always knew those rules were weird, even for Arya’s helicopter mom, but why would she keep her own daughter from the shifter world? What was she hiding from?

I watched Arya and Caesar until they disappeared. But I wasn’t going to get an Uber just yet. After looking around the parking lot to see if anyone was watching, I ducked my head and jogged to where the pair had disappeared.

If I could just see which line they were taking, I might be able to figure out how to get to the school on my own. If I could get inside the building, maybe I could prove that I belong there. Besides, I wasn’t going to let a fabled gryphon take my shattered friend away without knowing where.

I crept down the stairs, crouching to peek below the ceiling. I didn’t need Caesar knowing I was following them. Caesar nodded to the attendant and handed a ticket to Arya. She took it, and they slid through the turnstiles.

I frowned. The man had a car, so why was he taking the subway to the school? And he obviously did that a lot, considering he had a pass.

I waited, frozen on my step, until they disappeared from view once more.

Rushing down the stairs, I looked for Caesar and Arya, but they were likely down the next set of stairs, well out of view. I slowed my walk to something a bit more casual, trying to look harmless, invisible. I was usually pretty good at that. A couple of people were approaching the turnstiles, so I tried to position myself between them and the guard as I swung over the contraption.

“Hey!” came the indignant response from a woman behind me.

I turned a little, lifting my hand. “Not riding. My friend needs her phone.” And I took off, to the alarmed protests of fellow passengers and the angry glare of the guard on duty. I wasn’t sure when the next train would pull through, but I had to get my eyes on Arya before she boarded.

The guard caught my arm just as I reached the platform.

I held up my free hand in surrender, cursing internally. “Not looking for any trouble. Just wanted to get this phone to my friend before she boarded.”

I looked around, spotting Arya’s tell-tale blue-black locks and Caesar’s impressive form beside her. My gaze flicked to the sign hanging overhead, the unmistakable green strip beckoning to riders seeking to take the green line south.

“Likely story,” the woman said, looking me over. Her brow arched. “You don’t look like one of our regular jumpers. You’re not a runaway, are you?”

I shook my head. “No, ma’am. And I wasn’t trying to ride. Look, see?” I pulled out my own phone, showing it to the woman. “My friend accidentally left this. She’s going to be devastated.”

The woman snorted. “Kids. What’s your name?” She had a badge on that said Officer A. Benson.

“Shea. Shea Le Fay,” I volunteered, putting on my best authority-pleasing pout. “Please, Ms. Benson. I won’t do it again.”

Officer Benson grimaced but led me to the turnstile, opening a side gate to let me through. “I better not catch you doing anything like that again.”

I nodded obediently.

“You have what you need to get you home?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good. Now get.” Officer Benson shooed me away, putting her hands on her belt.

I gave a final nod and a smile, my heart just about beating out of my chest. I’d rather not have an offense on my record, and I really didn’t want Gram to hear about this. Things were complicated enough without a court date hanging over my head.

I forced a deep breath and headed back up the stairs. There had to be some way to track Arya’s phone, but at least I knew they were headed south on the green line. It wasn’t a location, but it was a start. I pulled out my phone, checked out all the stops on the green line, and wondered where Arya would get off.

Too bad I didn’t have magic for this kind of situation. Lighting a candle and basic object moving, sure. Most of the magic I had managed to learn was the garden variety, and I just wanted the opportunity to find out what my magic was capable of.

Without a grimoire, I’d need a safe place to test and study—or maybe another witch to help me find new incantations and potions, though that was more unlikely than getting into the school. Damn witches and their secrecy.

Besides, Arya needed me. Of that, I was certain.
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Chapter 4
Arya

The subway tunnel was a blur as the train sped through it.

I was detached from the world around me, struggling to keep reality from crashing down on me. I wasn’t ready to face what happened at my house, not yet, not in the presence of this stranger. I couldn’t afford to fall apart, not when I still knew so little about what was actually going on.

I cleared my throat, trying to dislodge the lump there, and looked at the man who was my seemingly reluctant escort. He was all puffed up like a lion, watching the passengers of the train like they were predatory hyenas in his savanna.

“Where is this school you’re taking me to?” I asked.

He regarded me with those steely eyes, and his features softened slightly. “I’ll explain soon. Our stop is coming, and then we can speak more freely.”

I nodded, understanding that he still considered us unsafe.

I looked at the uncaring, distracted commuters around us. They looked harmless, ordinary. They certainly didn’t look like the pale creatures portrayed as vampires in movies, but then Caesar looked like a regular guy, too—albeit a pretty darn good-looking one. To look at him, you’d never know there was a feathered beast lurking beneath the surface.

Could one of these people be hiding a supernatural identity and be out to get me?

I tried not to think about that, either. Grief and fear were playing tug-of-war with my heart, and I didn’t want either one to win.

Stop by stop, all the passengers disembarked until Caesar and I were the only two left on the train. I looked at the digital map on the wall. The next stop was the end of the line. Where were we going?

The train slowed for its final destination.

“Come on, this is where we get off,” Caesar said, rising from the bench.

Allowing a sense of curiosity to fill my fretful mind, I followed him to the door, and we exited as soon as it opened. The platform was dim and completely empty. The stairs to the right led to an industrial part of Chicago that I’d never been to before, but I couldn’t imagine a school for supernatural beings dwelling in this neighborhood.

I headed for the stairs, but when Caesar didn’t take the lead, I stopped short and looked back.

He was walking toward a janitorial closet in the darkest corner of the platform.

I cocked my head and walked up behind him, watching as he pulled the same subway pass out of his pocket and swiped it through the reader on the closet door. A little green light came on, and a click sounded. Caesar pulled the door open and nodded for me to precede him inside.

Burning with skepticism and trepidation, I slowly crossed the threshold to find myself on another subway platform. A secret platform. Caesar followed me in and closed the door behind him.

“There, now we can talk freely,” he said. “This subway will take us to The Dome. Here, this is your pass now. It’s the only thing that will unlock that door and allow you to ride this private subway.” He offered it to me.

With a mild sense of privilege washing away my previous hesitation, I accepted it. “You’re trusting me with this?”

“All students get one,” he said with a nod. “None of our students are prisoners of the school. They can come and go whenever they want, with a chaperone if they’re minors, of course.”

That was comforting. Some part of me wanted to trust Caesar, even though I had no solid reason to yet. Knowing that I wasn’t expected to be confined to the school he was taking me to made me feel so much better about the situation. Not like I had anywhere else to go. No extended family. No friends except for Shea, who apparently would be in danger if I stayed with her.

“Let’s get on,” he said. “The train will be leaving soon.”

With his hand on my upper back, he gently steered me toward the waiting train.

“But where’s the school?” I asked.

“You’ll see,” he said, a hint of a smirk on his face. “I don’t want to ruin the surprise. There’s nothing like the first time you see it.”

I raised a curious eyebrow but stepped into the car anyway. We both took a seat on opposite benches facing each other, and the train began to move forward.

“Look, for what it’s worth,” Caesar began with an awkward expression. “I’m truly sorry about your mother. About all of this. It wasn’t supposed to be this way. I was supposed to come to your house and talk to you and your mother about the school, and ideally, you both would’ve come back with me. If we had any idea the vampires were targeting you, I would’ve come much sooner.”

“How did you find out about me?” I asked, choosing to avoid the subject of the night’s previous events. “If I really am what you say I am.”

“We have a seer,” he said. “She helps us locate and welcome shifters from all over the world. Yesterday, when she was doing a routine search, she saw you.”

“A seer?” I asked, trying not to sound as skeptical as I felt. I had to remind myself that this stuff wasn’t as crazy as it seemed—I mean, I did just see him transform into a gryphon.

“Yes. Her name is Celeste,” he replied, braiding his fingers and putting his hands on his lap. “She’s actually the head instructor of the mermaids at the school. You’ll meet her tonight.”

“Is she a mermaid, too?” I really couldn’t keep the skepticism from my tone.

Caesar nodded. “A rare talent among mermaids is the ability to see the future. She’s the most gifted seer I’ve ever met, and she’s been using that skill to find lost shifters like yourself since the school started seven years ago.”

I nodded, trying to wrap my head around all this. He thought I was a mermaid. But how could that be? I’d never experienced anything to suggest I was something other than human, and I’d certainly never sprouted a tail with a flashy flipper.

But, then again, I’d never really been in open water before, either. Mom hadn’t even allowed me to take baths. It’d been nothing but showers since before I could remember.

Could this have been the reason for the no-water rule? If I really was what he said, she’d kept me from all of it on purpose. But why?

“How does someone become a mermaid?” I asked. “Is it random?”

Caesar shook his head. “Mermaids are born mermaids. It’s hereditary.”

“So that would mean that my mom was a mermaid?”

“One of your parents would have to be, yes,” he answered. “Do you know anything about your father?”

I frowned and shook my head. “I guess my mom was hiding more than I thought.”

I leaned back and looked out the window, watching the darkness outside zoom by. I knew I should be taking this time to ask more questions, but I didn’t have it in me, not when the questions I really wanted to ask were ones he couldn’t answer for me.

How could Mom keep this from me? The no-swimming rule made so much sense now. Mom knew I was a mermaid and had intentionally kept it from me. Did that mean she had been a mermaid, too? Or was it my mysterious father whom Mom would never talk about? I didn’t even know his name.

A dirty, poisonous feeling began to bleed into my veins. Betrayal. All this time, Mom had known. She kept this massive secret, the very essence of my being, from me.

I tried to push away those thoughts, to will the poison out. I didn’t want to feel it, not when I was so shattered by her sudden loss. I’d never hear her voice again, never see that secretive smile again. Between the betrayal and the sorrow, I was being ripped apart from the inside out.

Tears brimmed again, and I blinked them away. My entire being was begging to cry, to shed the weight of all this anguish and regret, but now was not the time or place to give my body the release it needed.

According to Caesar, we’d be at the school soon, and the last thing I wanted was to be a wailing, soggy mess in front of so many strangers. I had to keep it together for just a little while longer.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Caesar move. He came to sit beside me.

“I know what you must be feeling,” he said in a low voice. “Seven years ago, my parents were killed by vampires.”

I looked at his face, which was tight with tension. I could now see the sadness behind his stoic eyes. Was this loss the reason for his roughness?

I had no words of comfort to offer. I was just as broken by the loss as he was.

Instead, I asked, “Why do vampires go after shifters?”

He sighed and leaned forward, his elbows resting on his knees. “They believe they are the superior species, and they want to rule over humans. Shifters believe that all races of humans are equal and should stand together. We’ve been fighting their advances for centuries. Venoms and bites from certain shifter species are fatal to vampires, so we are the only thing standing in the way of their dark dreams.”

A sudden hatred sparked inside me, focused on the demons that took my mom from me. Part of me hoped I really was a shifter, that I really did have some secret powers ready to be unleashed somewhere in me because I wanted to hurt them. All of them. I wanted revenge.

“Is there a way to beat them?” I asked, a new edge to my voice.

“I hope so,” he said, giving me a strange look, as if he expected me to explode at any minute. It was a look of anticipation.

Feeling uncomfortable under his intense gaze, I turned to look out the window again. As I did, the darkness outside suddenly broke and gave way to a beautiful blue. The lights within the train slowly dimmed, allowing the blue around us to brighten and cast an almost magical glow on the benches and walls.

“Whoa,” I gasped, turning my whole body around to take a better look. The train was now passing through a glass tunnel that was completely underwater. Fish of all sizes and colors swam beyond the glass. Where were we?

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Caesar said with a smile in his voice. “Look out the other side.”

I turned around to do as he suggested, and I couldn’t believe what I saw.

In the distance a few miles away, an enormous glass dome winked at me through the surprisingly clear water. I couldn’t tell just how big it was from here, but it looked as though it spanned at least a mile. Magnificent metallic buildings filled its womb, twinkling like a modern city of Atlantis. I’d never seen anything so wondrous in my whole sheltered life.

“Arya Walker, welcome to The Dome,” Caesar said.

“This is incredible!” I gushed. “Where are we?”

“At the bottom of Lake Michigan,” he answered. “It’s our greatest and most important secret.”

“How long has this place been here?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off the glass structure.

“Seven years. After our previous school was destroyed, we needed a new location that the vampires would never find. So far, our plan has worked.”

I had no more words. I was mesmerized by the sight beyond the windows. It made me forget, for a precious moment, the tragedy of this night. I stared at it until it passed out of view as the train curved away, my anticipation building to see what the inside looked like.

Finally, the train came to a stop, and I rushed out the doors with a newfound eagerness. Landing on the platform, I went to the glass that framed this tunnel, placing a tentative hand on it as if I could reach right through it to the dense water on the other side.

I looked up directly above us, amazed by the fact that I couldn’t see the surface. I knew we had to be deep under the lake, but seeing all the water on top of me was no less miraculous.

Having never been anywhere near open water before, I realized I should feel at least a little claustrophobic from being stuck under so much of it. After all, I didn’t know how to swim. If the glass broke, I’d most certainly drown. And yet, I felt absolutely no fear, only extreme wonder and a sense of…comfort.

Caesar came onto the platform and stood beside me. “Are you ready to see the inside?”

All I could do was nod like a shaken bobblehead.

He led me to a large vault-style metal door at the end of the tunnel. He opened a little metal box that was roughly head-level, leaned close so that his face was within inches, and pressed a button. A tiny green laser flashed and moved over his right eye. Then large bolts clanked loudly within the door, and it opened.

“Retina scan,” Caesar informed. “Shifters have unique retina structures. That way, even if a vampire did make it to this point, they wouldn’t be able to get inside.”

Caesar pulled the door open the rest of the way and invited me to follow him through. We came into a large entrance hall whose floors, walls, and ceiling were made entirely out of some dark matte metal.

Directly in front of us was an archway framed by metal columns around which long Japanese-style dragons coiled, shining like silver on the lackluster metal. At the zenith of the arch, the same crest from the business card perched proudly, welcoming me.

A large desk sat to their right, behind which was a large man with a fiery orange beard, his hair buzzed nearly bald. He smiled and nodded at us as we passed.

Through the archway, I could see only a fraction of a long and massive corridor, like something found only in palaces of old. Breathless, I emerged from the entrance hall, staring with wide eyes at the towering grand hall in which I now stood.

The ceiling was at least three stories tall, and shining metallic creatures of ancient lore crawled and slithered up and down the unpolished gray walls.

Dragons snaked up the vaulted ceiling, meeting to hiss at each other at the upper-most point. Mermaids stood in the doorframes of every adjoining corridor as if holding them up. Wolves howled here and there at an unseen moon, and magnificent gryphons stood like gargoyles on the ledges of each story that overlooked this grand hall.

I could never have imagined architecture like this in my wildest dreams. It was  all crafted and molded out of metal, either polished to a glorious shine or left flat and unrefined. There wasn’t a single brick, wooden beam, or even a dab of plaster in the entire place, and yet the darkness of it was nothing short of beautiful.

I reached out to touch one of the wolves that seemed frozen in his climb up the wall, amazed at how meticulously each spike of ruffled fur was molded to look lifelike.

“Is this whole place made out of metal?” I asked, staring straight up.

“Yes. It’s a silver-steel alloy. The student population is mostly made up of weres, who are vulnerable to silver. This helps them better control their shifting ability and be less governed by the phases of the moon.”

“Weres?” I asked, lowering my head to give him a quizzical look.

He gave a gruff chuckle. “There’s much you have to learn about our world. Weres include hounds, which you probably know as werewolves, maos, which are cat shifters, and ursas, the bear shifters.”

“How many different shifters are there?” I asked, my head already spinning.

“In the most common varieties, ten,” Caesar replied. “But, every now and then, something new or something thought to have been extinct will pop up. I’m sure this all seems like a lot right now, and you don’t have to learn it all tonight. There will be plenty of time for that later.”

A group of teenagers came out of one of the many corridors. They were chatting happily, but when they saw Caesar and me, they stopped and fell silent. They looked at me with question marks on their faces, making me feel like some freak on display at a circus, and I refused to cringe under their scrutiny.

I knew how this worked. I’d been the new girl enough times to know never to show signs of weakness. So I stood tall and gave them a cool, unflinching look right back.

“It’s late, and you’ve had a very long and difficult night,” Caesar said, guiding me away from the onlookers and toward a staircase with a firm hand on my back. “Let me show you to your room so you can get some much-needed rest.”

At his suggestion, I suddenly felt the weight of my exhaustion crashing down on me. Nothing sounded better than curling up in a bed with a blanket over my head and letting the darkness swallow me away from my pain for a few precious hours.

I nodded and allowed him to lead me up the stairs.

As we walked, more and more students crossed our path, stopping to watch. Whispers followed us all through the building. I didn’t care to try to catch any of their words. I just wanted to get away from it all.

Seriously, what was their problem? Caesar said new students were brought in all the time. What made my arrival so interesting?

We came to a large pair of doors that were molded to look like arching waves with elegant mermaids swimming through them. Just as he was raising his knuckles to knock, the doors parted inward, and a tall, beautiful redhead greeted us.

“My dear girl,” the woman said. “I have been so looking forward to your arrival, and I’m so terribly sorry it had to be under these circumstances.”

How did she know what happened? Caesar didn’t call anyone.

The woman passed a knowing glance at Caesar for a second, and he nodded.

“This is where I leave you,” he said to me. “Celeste is the head of the mer dorms, and she will take it from here. I’ll be by again in a few days to check on how you’re doing.”

“Uh, thank you,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

He bowed his head, then turned around and stalked down the hall.

“Come, Arya,” Celeste said, beckoning me with an open hand that was creamy white and delicate. “Let’s get you settled in.”

I nodded and followed her through the double doors, eager to be done with this horrible night.

We came into a lounge room where a few teens were sitting on couches, talking, reading, or staring at illuminated laptop screens. Once again, students turned their heads toward me.

I chose to ignore the unwanted attention, keeping my gaze forward.

“How did you know?” I asked, casting sheepish eyes on Celeste.

Celeste nodded, her powerful green eyes glinting in understanding. “Some mermaids have the ability to see the future. I was the one who had the vision of you that brought you to us. But visions don’t always come in a timely manner. I only saw the death of your mother as it happened. I am so sorry.” Her pretty brow furrowed in genuine sympathy.

I had forgotten what Caesar said about Celeste’s ability. There had simply been too much information in the last hour to process it all. I sighed, resigned to the fact that I knew less about this world than any other person in this school.

We went up another short flight of steps and stopped at one of the many doors along the hallway. Celeste pulled a key card out of the pocket of her black dress pants and unlocked the door, then handed me the card.

“This will be your room for as long as you’re a student here,” she said. “There’s a campus map and a class schedule on your desk.”

I walked into the modest bedroom and looked around. There was a comfortable-looking twin bed—complete with blue sheets and comforter—a dresser, a desk with a chair, and a closet. No window.

“Your teachers are expecting you in classes tomorrow morning, but I completely understand if you need a few days to mourn,” Celeste said softly.

I turned to face her. “No, it’s fine. I’m already behind. I’d like to start classes tomorrow.”

Celeste gave a long nod. “In that case, I’ll see you tomorrow in Transformation.” She backed out through the doorway and began to close the door, then stopped. “My door is on the main floor of the common room, under the stairs. If you need anything, please feel free to come and talk to me.”

The smile she offered was so warm and motherly, it reminded me of Mom’s smile. Queue the lump to constrict my throat again.

I coughed unevenly and said, “Thank you.”

Celeste mercifully closed the door, leaving me alone at last.

I stood in the middle of my new room for a few minutes, the weight of my anguish washing over me like the first wave of a tsunami. Drowning in it, I no longer had the strength to make it to the bed.

I crumbled to the floor and sobbed.
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Chapter 5
Arya

What’s more intimidating than a first day at a new school? A first day at a school for shape-shifters when you’re the only one who knows nothing about the shifter world.

I hardly slept that night, so I was up when I heard shuffling and chatter in the hall outside my door. Celeste had said the other students in this section were all mermaids—like me, supposedly. But I was hesitant to go out there.

How would I possibly fit in? These other students had probably known their whole lives what they were. I had no knowledge of their customs or history. It was like I was in a foreign country and I didn’t speak the language.

I sluggishly slid off the bed and picked up the tablet that sat on the desk. A quick tap revealed the class schedule.

Monday-Wednesday-Thursday:

8:00 Mastery

9:00 Algebra

10:00 Chemistry

11:00 English

2:00 Defense

Tuesday-Friday:

8:00 Shifter Biology

9:00 Shifter History

10:00 Transformation

11:00 Music

2:00 Defense

There was a note at the bottom to skip Defense class for the first day, which I was perfectly fine with because it sounded too physical, and I was completely exhausted.

Today was Thursday, which meant I had Shifter Biology first. I looked at the digital clock sitting next to the closed laptop on the desk. Six-forty-five AM. I had about fifteen minutes to get dressed before venturing to find some breakfast.

I had no idea what I’d wear. I hadn’t had the chance to grab clothes before rushing out of the house, and I was still in the same slimming jeans and t-shirt from the party last night. Though they didn’t smell like they’d gone through a rough night, I had no desire to wear the proof of my horrors a minute longer.

Hoping against hope, I slid open the closet door. Surprisingly, the shelves were filled with black slacks, and the rack had a row of black polos, all with a little blue swirl on the left breast.

Apparently, this school had a uniform policy, which I was surprised to be grateful for. I’d always hated schools like that, as I enjoyed expressing myself through fashion—hence the blue streaks in my hair. But wearing the same outfit as everyone else might help me stand out a little less, and I desperately needed that today.

I quickly changed into one of the sets, brushed my hair and teeth, and tied my shoes. I grabbed the tablet, loaded with the schedule and the school map, and readied myself to start the day, when I realized I didn’t have any school supplies whatsoever: no pen, pencil, paper, nothing.

I couldn’t just show up to classes empty-handed, regardless of the haphazard way I got here. I looked around the room, hoping to once again find a surprise resource, but there was nothing in the desk drawers or anywhere else in this modest space. Just a detached keyboard that had been sitting under the tablet.

Sighing, I looked at the keyboard. Maybe I could type notes. What else was I supposed to do?

Leaning against the foot of the desk was a stylish laptop bag with the school’s crest embroidered in shiny, colorful thread. I shoved the keyboard and tablet in the bag and slung it over my shoulder, then took a deep breath before opening the bedroom door and heading out.

The common room was a buzz of activity, with students moving all about. And just as last night, when they saw me enter their space, they all quieted to look at me.

“There she is, the new mermaid,” I heard one of them whisper, followed by barely stifled giggles.

I pretended not to hear, pretended not to notice them staring, and strode through the common room with my head held high. Didn’t they have anything better to do than gawk at the new kid? This was worse than when we moved to Tucson, and I’d been the only white girl at Sunnyside High.

I pushed through the wave doors into the massive grand hall, trying to orient myself and remember where things were from last night. There was no way I was going to ask anyone for directions, so I was going to have to find the cafeteria on my own.

I removed the tablet from my bag and pulled up the school map, taking a good look at it for the first time. There were the mermaid dorms and the grand hall at the center, from which several hallways branched out. My eyes scanned the screen until they caught sight of the words DINING HALL on the ground floor to the left of the grand hall.

There, that wasn’t so bad. I wasn’t some helpless damsel in distress—I had to remind myself of that after everything that happened yesterday.

I put the tablet back away and smoothed the front of my shirt, then made my way to the stairs that would take me back down to the ground floor of the grand hall.

Unlike in the mermaid common room, when I passed other students, they didn’t stare and whisper. The uniform was doing its job, after all. I did get the occasional up-down look from some of the male students, which on a day like this was a welcome confidence booster.

Many of them were filing into the archways to the left of the grand hall, so I followed the masses, hoping they would lead me to the right place. Once I passed under the arch, I realized there wasn’t much farther to look.

The entire span of the left side of this building was the dining hall. Tables packed with people filled the open space, and all the way to the back of the room was a huge buffet station. The smell of bacon and eggs assaulted my nostrils, and I realized how hungry I really was, having hardly eaten the night before.

After waiting in line for a few minutes, I left the buffet station with a tray full of delicious-smelling food. Now, I just had to find a place to sit and devour it. I was used to the whole first-day cafeteria shuffle, and I just didn’t care if I offended anyone today by intruding on them. I looked around the large room, scouring for an empty seat.

There was a round table not too far away with two empty seats, and I saw that all the girls at that table were wearing the same symbol on their shirts as mine. Mermaids.

I put on a friendly face and approached the table.

“Hi, girls,” I greeted with a chipper voice. “Mind if I sit with you?”

The three girls stopped their conversation and shot me looks down their noses. The strawberry blond in the middle had a polished beauty, the kind one sees in magazines. She was flanked by a girl with hair so dirty blonde it appeared to have a greenish tint to it and another with long black hair similar to mine.

The strawberry blonde was clearly the queen bee, and I reluctantly wished I’d noted that fact before approaching them.

“This table is full,” said the strawberry blonde in an unashamedly catty tone.

“Ohh-kaay,” I said, pursing my lips. I turned away from the table without direction.

Luckily, I spotted an empty seat at the end of a long rectangular table, and I wasted no time in snagging it and digging into my food. The group of boys to my right were in a loud debate about something, and I was happy that none of them noticed me.

As I ate, I saw that all the students had varying symbols on their shirts—one of the four symbols that made up the school crest.

The boys arguing next to me all had the three red slashes on their shirts. I knew that the blue swirl was for mermaids, and I couldn’t help but wonder what the other four symbols meant. Caesar had said there were nearly a dozen different shifters in the world, so why were there only four symbols?

When my tray was empty and my belly pleasantly full, I rushed out of the dining hall and went in search of my first class. According to the map, it was out the double doors at the far end of the grand hall and across the campus in a big pie-slice-shaped building.

Once again, I followed a flock of students out of the end of the hall and stepped into a scene I hadn’t expected—but then, nothing about the school was within the realm of my expectations.

The campus looked like a regular school campus, complete with the most vibrant green grass filling the space between every connecting sidewalk. Grass was the last thing I thought I’d see under a dome at the bottom of a lake.

There were even fruit-bearing trees standing here and there, offering shade from the surprisingly bright turquoise light that filtered from the surface through the depths of water above The Dome.

I realized I had stopped to stare—right in the middle of the pedestrian traffic on the wide sidewalk—and continued my trek toward the pie-slice building, which in actuality, was much bigger than the digital map could convey.

“James, calm down, man.”

There was a group of boys on the grass that appeared to be in a fight—or on the brink of one. I would’ve ignored them completely if the sound of growling hadn’t caught my attention.

A boy in the center of the quarrel had his hands firmly on the chest of the one who was growling, trying to calm him down. But the growling boy heard none of it. His breathing came louder and more forceful, and his eyes began to glow a bright red. I thought I was seeing things and blinked hard.

“James, no!” the mediator yelled, and before the last word was out of his mouth, the growling boy’s body ripped out of his uniform, sprouted a thick coat of ashy brown fur, and mutated into a giant, snarling wolf.

I gasped and jumped away from the scene, clutching my bag to my frantically beating heart.

No one else around reacted the way I had. Many either rolled their eyes and shook their heads or laughed in derision, making fun of the boy, who was now a huge hairy dog. Was this a regular occurrence?

“James Barnes, what do you think you’re doing?” a woman yelled as she made her way across the yard.

“Oh, he’s in for it now,” another student snickered before fleeing the scene like everyone else.

All too eager to get away, I did the same, rushing even quicker toward my first class. I didn’t know if I would ever get used to seeing people turn into oversized beasts, but it didn’t look like I would have much of a choice.

Once I entered the building, finding my classroom was easy. All the doors were labeled by subject, and Shifter Biology was the eighth door down, between Chemistry and General Biology.

I was the first student to arrive, and I was happy that I wouldn’t have to awkwardly struggle to find my seat in front of a full class.

The teacher, dressed in the same style of formal clothing as Celeste had been last night, looked up from her laptop when she saw me enter.

“Ah, you must be Arya.” She rose from her desk and walked over to me, offering me a welcoming smile. “I’m Mrs. Sharp. I’m very pleased to have you in my class.”

“Uh, thanks,” I said, smiling back. “Are the seats assigned?”

“Yes. Your seat is in the second row, third column.” Mrs. Sharp held out an open hand toward the seat in question. “I know you’re a bit new to all of this, but we get new shifters in class at least once a month, so we often go back over the basics. If you have any questions during the lecture, feel free to speak up.”

Mrs. Sharp’s demeanor was so sweet, almost motherly. I already felt calmer for being in her presence, and the reassurance that a refresher course was in order was also a big relief.

I nodded and took my seat.

As more students began to fill the seats around me, I studied the educational posters and diagrams on the walls. There were diagrams of about a dozen different creatures, complete with skeletons, musculature, organ structure, and vein maps.

There was a dragon to the right of the dry erase board, a gryphon next to that, some kind of large furry creature with nine tails—and again, I wondered just how many different shifters there were.

The mermaid diagram was especially interesting, and I studied it until class started, imagining just how a human’s bones could mutate and combine like that.

“Good morning, class,” Mrs. Sharp announced. “As we’ve had a couple of new students recently, I think it best to go over the basics.”

There was a collective groan from the class, and I sunk into my chair, hoping to avoid blame for the repetition.

The other students began pulling tablets out of their cases and setting them on their desks.

So I don’t need a pen and paper after all.

I was glad that I had the sense enough to take the tablet with me. I pulled it out and started it up on my desk, finding the keyboard pretty much attached itself with some sort of magnetic clasp, then set my sights back on the teacher, eager to type down everything she said.

Mrs. Sharp flipped a switch to dim the lights, and a machine projected an image onto the whiteboard. The image was of ten different creatures separated into groups.

“All shifter species are classified into the four major categories,” Mrs. Sharp lectured. “Who can tell me the four categories?”

A girl somewhere behind me must have raised her hand.

“Adina,” Mrs. Sharp called.

“The four categories are archaic, avian, were, and the best of all, oceanid,” the girl said with a haughty tone.

Mrs. Sharp frowned at the girl but continued to say, “That’s correct. There are three major shifter species under the archaic class, which are gryphons, kitsunes, and nagas.”

She pointed to the group on the top left of the image. Obviously, I already knew what a gryphon was. The other two creatures, though, I didn’t recognize at all. One was a fox-like creature with a cluster of fluffy tails, and the other was some sort of lizard-man that honestly looked the most frightening of all.

“Avian houses the flying shifters: dragons, phoenixes, and harpies,” Mrs. Sharp continued, pointing to the group on the top right.

Again, I knew what a dragon was, and my only knowledge of phoenixes came from Harry Potter, but I was sure phoenix shifters were much cooler than that. The harpy had to be the weird creature with wings for arms and talons for feet. I wasn’t sure why that made me cringe, but it did.

“Currently, mermaids are the only species classified under oceanid, simply because they have just recently come out of the water, so to speak, and we don’t have enough knowledge of what other species may reside in the depths.”

Mrs. Sharp pointed to the lone mermaid figure on the bottom left of the image, and her summation had my mind whirring with all kinds of fantastical ideas of marine creatures with tentacles and electric spikes. I clearly watched way too many movies, but when you aren’t allowed to have a social life, what else are you supposed to do?

“And as for weres, the three major types are hounds, maos, and ursas.”

I was happily surprised that I remembered those from Caesar’s explanation last night. See, I’ve totally got this.

So, the boy who had turned into a giant dog not five minutes ago in the yard was a hound. As I had gathered from the teacher’s reaction outside, students weren’t allowed to just shift whenever they wanted. I was super grateful for that because if I thought I had to see even one more person transform into a monster today, I was going to freak the hell out.

“Now, who can tell me which is the only species that is forced to shift under a full moon?” Mrs. Sharp asked the class.

The boy in front of me raised his hand. “Trick question,” he said with a smug chuckle. “There are three: hounds, maos, and ursas.”

“Correct. And what is special about their creation that is different from all other shifters?”

“Weres become weres because they’re either bitten or scratched by another were, while all other shifters are born as what they are,” the boy answered.

“Very good. Can someone else tell me what makes mermaids different from other species in terms of birth?”

The class was silent in response. I looked around the room at the other students, and a few rows behind me, one girl was raising her hand.

“Come on, guys, we just went over this last week.” Mrs. Sharp gave them all a moment to remember before letting out a sigh. “All right, take it away, Adina.”

“Mermaids are the only shifters that are born in their shifter form,” Adina answered with pride. “We are the one true shifter species.”

Wait a minute. What? Mermaids are born mermaids?

My heart thudded against my ribcage, and I reeled under the implications of what that fact meant. There really was no way Mom hadn’t known.

Mrs. Sharp sighed again. “Thank you, Adina, but in the future, please keep your opinions to yourself.”

The rest of the lecture was on the puberty trigger, the hormonal stage of development that caused most of the shifter species—excluding weres and mermaids—to have the ability to shift. This usually happened anywhere between twelve and sixteen and was when most students were invited to the school.

When the lecture was over, I felt infinitely better about being here, like I could at least comprehend most of what was going on. I now knew which category each of the symbols referred to—the blue swirl was mermaid, of course, the red slash for weres, the wing for avians, and the talon-looking symbol for archaic.

As I walked to my next class, I was able to tell roughly what type of shifter each student was by which symbol they wore on their shirt.

Next on my schedule was Shifter History. When I found it, I was a little shell-shocked to see that Caesar was sitting behind the desk at the front of the room. I knew that he was the school director, but not that he also taught classes. He didn’t look up as I entered, and I was somewhat relieved not to gain his attention.

The room was structured like a lecture hall with theater-style seats of red upholstery. I assumed that these seats were not assigned and sat in a seat at the front of the class. I opened my tablet on my lap, excited to take more notes.

A shadow fell over me as I was getting situated, and I looked up from my screen to see the three girls from the dining hall standing in front of me, all of them giving me dirty looks.

It was only then that I recognized that the arrogant mermaid who’d been making all the comments in Shifter Bio—the one named Adina—was the greenish-blonde one.

“What?” I asked, holding my head high as I stared right back at them.

The arrogant strawberry blonde leader hmphed at me, then turned her head in a demeaning gesture and led her trio up the stairs to sit at the back of the class.

My blood seethed in my veins, and I noticed that my hands were shaking on either side of my table.

What the hell was their problem? I had half a mind to stalk after and demand to know what stick they had up their asses about me.

It wasn’t like I had never been dissed by other girls before. Under any other circumstances, such a thing wouldn’t have fazed me. I was used to this kind of crap as the frequent new kid. But I was already vulnerable, like cracked glass, and I wasn’t sure how much more I could take before I cracked—either into an explosion of rage or a shattering of misery.

I fought the angry tears that stung my eyes, not just for their hazing, but for everything that had happened in the last twenty-four hours.

Just focus on class, I told myself. Just get through this. Those bitches will get over it eventually, and so will I.

Caesar started class just then, giving me the perfect distraction.

“Today, we’re going to talk about the Mer Allocation. Do any of you know what this refers to?”

There were some giggles in the class behind me; some I knew came from Adina and her trio, but it was a guy who raised his hand. Caesar pointed his index finger at the guy.

“It was when the mer migrated from living in the ocean to living on land.”

Caesar nodded. “Yes. I’m sure you’re all too young to remember, but it was a big shock to many of us to learn that mers even existed. They had always been a subject of legend, a fairytale even to us shifters.”

He clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace leisurely on stage, and my attention was locked on his every word.

“They trickled in at first. Testing the waters, so to speak.” He chuckled at his joke, but no one else did. “Then assimilated into human society, assuming human identities to live on land full-time. Due to global warming, overfishing, and pollution, along with upgraded hunting technology by hunters, the mermaids no longer felt safe in the depths, and believed their only way to escape the dangers of humans was to join them. Does anyone know when this happened?”

Another hand went up. “1995?” a girl in the back answered.

“Correct. The movement began in the early eighties, and by 1995, the entire mer civilizations of the Caribbean and Pacific Ocean had merged with humans.”

Caesar pointed to a student I hadn’t seen raise a hand.

“Is it true that Celeste was one of the pioneers that led the mer to land?” a girl asked.

“Very good, Jenna. Yes, in fact, were it not for Celeste’s brilliance with financial gains, the mer might never have made the switch. And were it not for Celeste, none of us would be here in this room.” He paused to let that sink in.

“When The Dome’s predecessor school was destroyed by vampires eight years ago, Celeste came forth with the vast funding she and other mermaids had amassed using their fortune-telling skills. She offered to help create a new school for shifters of all origins. Celeste made The Dome possible, and it has proven to be the greatest shifter sanctuary of all time.”

I was on the edge of my seat, frantically typing everything he said. I found it all fascinating! I was blown away by the history of a people I never knew I belonged to—and still questioned that relationship. After all, I had yet to see proof that I was actually a mermaid.

What if Celeste and Caesar had gotten it wrong? What if that was why those other girls dogged me? Because they could tell I wasn’t one of them? After learning about the mermaids’ history, I would be so honored to be a part of that community, to be welcomed into their culture, and learn all I could.

“Are there any questions on the lecture?” Caesar asked the class.

“I have a question,” a gratingly familiar voice said from the back of the room.

“Yes, Cora,” Caesar said.

I turned around to see who had raised their hand. Sure enough, it was the strawberry-blonde diva.

“Why have all the teachers been searching for a stray mermaid all these years?” Cora asked, shooting a venomous look at me.

A stray mermaid? The teachers have been searching for someone like me? Why?

I turned my quizzical gaze on Caesar, as did the rest of the class.

Caesar faltered momentarily, and I didn’t miss that his eyes flashed to me for a second.

“I’m sorry?” he asked, obviously feigning ignorance.

“What’s so special about this new mermaid you brought in last night?” Cora rephrased, this time directly targeting me. “I think we all want to know.”

“Ooo, I smell blood in the water,” some boy yelled in the background, and snickers followed.

I stared at Caesar with anticipation, barely breathing. If there was something special about me—something other than being a mermaid, which was already incredible if it was true—then I wanted to know about it. Maybe it could shed some light on the vampire attack on my house, on my mom…

“I think you should leave the gossip in the dorm rooms, Cora,” Caesar said, dismissing the issue entirely. “Now, does anyone have any questions about the lecture?”

The class was quiet for a moment, but then one student raised their hand to ask something trivial.

I didn’t hear it. My brain was abuzz with speculation. What did those mermaid girls know that I didn’t? It seemed that everyone knew more than I did, and not just about the shifter world, but about me.

Now that I really thought about it, it did seem strange for a school director to come to a prospective student’s home in the middle of the night to invite her to a school, shifter or not. Not that I didn’t appreciate him swooping in to save me, but what was so urgent about my placement at the school that it couldn’t wait until an appropriate hour during the day?

But if they did expect something special from me, what if I disappointed them? My next class was Transformation, and I had no idea how to transform, or if I even could. What if I failed, proving myself to be nothing but human?

They would kick me out for sure. But then, I’d already seen too much of their world. Would they kill me to protect their secret?

The bell rang, announcing the end of class. I left the lecture hall and nervously made my way to the gymnasium where Transformation was held. My legs moved sluggishly like I was trudging through molasses, and part of me—a big part—wanted to turn around and run back to my room.

Why did it feel like I was heading to my own execution?
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Chapter 6
Arya

Finding the Mermaid Transformation class was easy. All I had to do was follow the stench of arrogance and privilege.

It wasn’t just the sea witch trio that gave me that impression of mermaids. Every student who carried themselves with a sense of self-importance had the mermaid symbol on their shirt.

The training room was on the far side of the second largest building on campus, which appeared to be used for physical activities. According to the map, there was a gymnasium on the top floor with all manner of sports and exercise equipment and a pool.

I walked through the door, the pounding of my heart against my eardrum beating in time with my footsteps like a death march cadence. The space inside was almost entirely monopolized by an enormous swimming pool, with diving boards of various heights at one end and several metal hoops hanging from the ceiling here and there.

There were already several students in the pool, all of them wearing the same fitted swim top of black elastic.

The realization that I’d be expected to swim shot white-hot panic into my chest. I had never been in any amount of water, and I was almost certain to drown if I tried to swim, or, at the very least, make a fool of myself flapping around gracelessly.

As I stood paralyzed with anxiety, someone leapt out of the water like a dolphin, heading toward one of the hanging hoops. The woman’s speed was remarkable, but I did manage to catch sight of something breathtaking before she landed in the water—a long, shimmering green tail where her legs should be, delicate gossamer fins decorating her hips and the bottom of the tail like glorious streamers celebrating its majesty.

I was aware that my jaw had fallen open, but I couldn’t connect my brain to my body to close it. All this talk of mermaids today, but I still hadn’t fully accepted them as real until that moment.

Unlike the two other shifters I had witnessed, this mermaid wasn’t monstrous in any way. On the contrary, it was probably the most beautiful living thing I’d ever seen.

The jumper’s head resurfaced a few feet away from where she landed. She pushed her hands up over her face and down the back of her red hair. It was Celeste.

“Arya,” she called with a beaming smile when she saw me. “I’m so excited to give you your first lesson! Go into the locker room, and you’ll find a swim top in your locker. Just look for the locker with your name on it; it’s the third one in the back row.”

Too dumbfounded to speak, I just nodded and made my way to the back of the room where there was a pair of doors, each with the appropriate gender stick figure on it—except these figures had tails instead of legs. Cute.

As I walked, I saw more beautiful mermaid tails splashing through the water. Even though I knew everyone was giving me dirty looks, I couldn’t help but stare at all of them. They were all just so beautiful.

One of the most interesting things I noticed was that not all of their tails were the same color. In fact, no two tails looked the same. The majority were varying shades of blue and green, but every now and then, there was a splash of red or yellow.

I playfully imagined what color my tail would turn out to be—if I was what they said I was. My heart fell at the question.

I pushed open the door to the ladies locker room and ignored the stares and whispers as I beelined straight to the last row to look for my locker. Third one in, I found my name on a digital screen, at the bottom of which was a flashing oval, the words PRESS FINGER HERE displayed above it.

I pressed my index finger to the circle, and after a moment, there was a beep, and my locker popped open. The screen now said CALIBRATED. GOOD MORNING, ARYA.

Wow. They sure like their gadgets here.

Just as Celeste had said, a long black swim top hung inside. I took it out and inspected it. Something was missing. It had to be. There were no bottoms included. I scanned every corner of the inside of the locker, but it was completely empty.

Did they actually expect me to go out there with nothing below the waist, or was this some kind of hazing prank?

I looked around, half expecting to see Cora and her cronies giggling in a corner, but they were nowhere in sight. A few lockers down, another girl was pulling on her swim top. It went down past her buttocks to just above her knees, looking almost like a tube dress. Then, the girl discreetly slipped out of her panties and placed all her clothes in her locker.

So, we really are expected to go commando.

My cheeks instantly burned at that realization. After a moment of thought, the reason behind it came to me: any bottoms a mer might be wearing would get in the way of two legs becoming one fin.

Logic, though, didn’t make me any less uncomfortable with the idea of leaving my lady bits completely bare—in a class with boys, no less.

I would just have to be extra careful. No bending over, that was for damn sure!

Accepting my wardrobe fate, I took off my uniform and pulled on the swim top. The fabric clung to me like a second skin, and I happily found that no part of it hiked up when I made different movements. In fact, the more I moved, the more I realized how difficult it would be to show anything I shouldn’t, even if I tried.

It was like the fabric learned my body, tightening and giving in certain places to offer more comfort. Could this be some kind of smart clothing? Was such a thing even possible yet?

As ready as I would ever be, I put my clothes and laptop bag in my locker, the door automatically locking when I closed it, and went back out to the pool.

Celeste stood outside the locker room, dripping as she waited for me. It was almost a shock to see her walking around on two creamy legs after that spectacle in the pool.

“Are you ready?” Celeste’s green eyes were bright as she gazed at me. Even soaking wet, her long red hair looked amazing.

“Um, actually, I’m not so sure about this,” I said with a timid shrug, then lowered my voice to say, “I’ve never done this before. I don’t even know if I can shift. And I definitely can’t swim.”

Rather than becoming upset or looking disappointed, Celeste gave an indulgent laugh and put her hand on my back to guide me toward the pool.

“Don’t worry about any of that. The water in the pool is salt water—mermaids automatically transform in salt water.”

“Really?” I asked in a hushed tone.

Celeste gave an encouraging nod. “You won’t even have to try. Just let your body do what it was meant to do. Don’t fight it—that lesson comes later.” She winked at me.

“Okay,” I said, doubt weighing down my tone.

I examined the crystal clear water as we came closer. There were no steps to ease my way in like I’d seen in movies. From the looks of it, every part of this pool was just as deep as the rest, and it seemed to be at least two meters deep, enough for the water to go over my head and then some.

“Just go in at whatever pace you feel comfortable with,” Celeste said as we stood at the edge of the pool. “And don’t be alarmed when your skin starts to react.”

“What will happen?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off the water in front of me.

“Dip a toe in and see,” Celeste encouraged.

My fear overridden by curiosity, I stretched out a leg and allowed my toes to submerge into the pleasantly warm water. Instantly, a prickling sensation devoured every inch of my wet skin, and I instinctively retracted my foot. The flesh that had previously been smooth and unblemished had begun to peel, revealing shimmery scales beneath.

I gasped, in awe of the reaction a tiny amount of salt water could produce.

“Oh, just dive in already,” Cora’s unmistakable voice said behind me, and suddenly, swift hands thrust against my back, knocking me off balance and forcing me to belly-flop into the pool.

I tried to scream, but water rushed into my open mouth and filled my lungs. I threw out my arms to find something—anything—to hold onto, splashing fruitlessly and grabbing nothing but water.

And then the whole-body circus of sensations took hold of my consciousness, and I could see, hear, and feel nothing else.

That same prickling covered the surface of my entire body, an itch that no amount of scratching could satisfy. Before I could even process that, the bones in my hips, legs, and feet began to shift, unsetting and resetting, breaking and healing, so quickly that the pain began and ended in the blink of an eye.

Half blinded by the sting of the water in my eyes, I hunched over to look at my legs. I could just make out that they had connected into one piece.

Another piercing pain rippled through my chest and the sides of my neck, and I felt the skin on my throat splitting. Squeezing my eyes shut, I cried out again in panic, releasing bubbles into the water around me like an over-shaken can of soda, and clutched at my neck as it seemed to tear apart.

All at once, the experience was over, and the world, both inside and outside of my body, was silent and calm. I opened my eyes, surprised to find that the water no longer stung and that I could see perfectly.

I gasped, only to realize that I could breathe. Water filled the inside of my mouth, throat, and lungs, yet somehow I could still inhale and exhale without struggle. I took in a deep breath, and tiny bubbles appeared at the corners of my eyes. With my hands still clutching my throat, I could feel that those bubbles were releasing from three long slits on either side of my neck.

Holy crap, I have gills!

Burning with the thrill of my new reality, I looked down at my legs and found a long, magnificent tail in their place. It was the most beautiful shade of pearlescent pink. Tissue-thin fins formed a makeshift skirt around my waist and blossomed from the end of my tail, long and flowing, like silk swaying in the wind.

It was true. It was all true! I really was a mermaid!

My heart sang with a newfound freedom and joy. I twirled in the water, the liquid submitting easily to my will.

I flexed my tail, marveling at the revelation of having only one limb instead of two. Rather than having only knee and ankle joints, it was like my new tail had hundreds of joints, and they obeyed my every internal command, bending backward and forward like a snake’s spine.

I flicked the end of my tail and watched as the water rippled in its wake. For a girl who had never set foot—or any other body part—in water, I felt like an Olympic swimmer. No, I felt like Aqua Man—Aqua Woman?

The sound of arguing echoed through the water from the surface, and I suddenly remembered that I’d been pushed into the pool. I should be pissed.

I spun around and swam to the surface.

In my current form, the dry world felt painfully loud and overbearing, assaulting all my senses. I blinked through the brightness of the fluorescent lights at Celeste sternly chiding Cora, whose expression looked bored.

“Look, she’s totally fine,” Cora said, waving a hand at me. “I did her a favor. It would have taken her all period to get in there at the rate she was going.”

“That’s no concern of yours, and your little act of charity has earned you a week’s detention,” Celeste scolded.

“What?” Cora snapped, stomping her foot in protest.

“Want to make it two?” Celeste threatened.

Cora hmphed and scowled at me, then stormed off to the girl’s locker room.

Turning her attention back to me, Celeste knelt at the edge of the pool. “I’m so sorry, she had no right to do that. How are you feeling?”

“Actually, I feel incredible,” I confessed, my chest barely containing my electric joy. “I can’t believe I went my whole life without knowing this part of myself.”

“Well, I won’t pretend to know anything about your home life, but I’m sure your mother had a good reason for keeping you in the dark.” Celeste’s emerald eyes were sincere yet cryptic as they looked down on me.

I looked away, unable to comment. The mention of my mom caused the joy of transforming to evaporate, the buzz in my chest turning into a sour taste in my mouth.

Celeste thought my mom had a good reason for hiding this. I only wished I knew what that reason was.
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Chapter 7
Tobias

“Niko,” Brett said, lightly smacking our friend on the arm in his lazy, surfer-boy way—even though he wasn’t a skater or a surfer. “How was your night with Amy?”

He directed his boisterous laugh down the hallway so that it was sure to echo along the silver-steel walls to where Amy and her friends walked ahead.

Niko shot Brett a glare and a silencing hiss, and I just shook my head, cringing inwardly a bit. My friends were idiots sometimes. Or most of the time. And really, it was mostly Brett who was the idiot.

“Dude, let the man have some privacy,” I chided in a lower tone. The way Amy snapped her sky-blue hair over her shoulder suggested that she’d heard Brett loud and clear. “This isn’t a locker room. Have some class.”

Brett threw his hands in the air. “Leave class to the graduates. Just because we’re shifters doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have some teenage fun. Let’s bring a little normalcy back to this school.”

“So, normal to you is being a dick?” Niko folded his arms across his chest.

“If that’s what it takes,” Brett said with a smug smile.

I shook my head. Whatever happened between Niko and Amy was their business. “Why don’t you stop obsessing about everyone else’s sex life and get one of your own? Ask Ashlyn out. She’s a phoenix. I bet she could spice things up for you.”

“Honestly, I’d rather eat lead,” Brett said, drawing out the words with a lazy expression and walking backward so he could face us as he spoke. “She’s a little bit too intense for my blood. That girl is going to burn down the school one of these days.”

“But we’re underwater,” Niko argued.

“Exactly, hazardous to my health,” Brett said.

I resisted the powerful urge to slap Brett on the back of his head the way my father always did when I said or did something stupid. Towering over both of them physically brought out the dominance in me. And when they acted so idiotic, it was all I could do to not turn into my least favorite parent.

Of course, I was probably a little envious of their free spirits, as I wasn’t given much freedom at all. As heir to the Dracul line, I had a certain image to uphold. It didn’t help that the entire school seemed to bow at my feet, either. Mostly the avians, of course, but I’d caught more than one nod from a were or kitsune.

Sometimes, I wished I didn’t have the status, or the expectations that came with it.

“Honestly, I’m more interested in that new chick who showed up in the middle of the night,” Brett added. “She somehow went her whole life not knowing she was a mermaid. I bet she’d be lots of fun to play with.”

“That’s impossible,” Niko said. “Brett, you’re an idiot. There’s no way a mermaid would not know she was a mermaid.”

“It’s true,” Brett said with a mischievous grin. “I overheard that her mother was totally clueless or something. And maybe she was afraid of water? Anyway, the girl had no idea until Caesar told her.”

“How do you know—?”

“Tobias.”

The baritone voice I’d know anywhere cut off my question. Niko and Brett knew the voice, too, and said a quick and respectful hello before skittering off toward the dining hall. Cowards.

I straightened my back, filling the full six feet of my height. Yet, no matter how tall or strong I became, my father’s presence always made me feel like that small, ten-year-old boy.

“Hello, Father,” I said, bowing slightly. “What brings you to The Dome?”

I clasped my hands behind my back in the same way he did when talking with someone he considered his equal.

My father did not mirror me, though. “Caesar offered his office—”

“Lord Arthur,” Miss Tanis, the dragon mastery teacher interrupted with a pinched smile. She was a distant cousin of ours. “I was not aware you were visiting The Dome today.”

She pushed aside her brown hair and touched the frames of her glasses, which were a fiery red color today.

“Aida!” Arthur’s smile was uninhibited and clearly not forced. A stark contrast to the look he’d given his own son. But I didn’t care.

I relaxed my stance slightly since Arthur’s attention was elsewhere. And then I caught sight of my mother rounding the corner to meet us. Her long, thick auburn hair hung around her shoulders, and I noticed she wore the lavender dress I’d bought her for her last birthday.

“Hey, Mom.” I met her halfway and wrapped my arms around her delicate shoulders.

“Hello, Tobias,” she said in the soft tone I liked to think was reserved only for me, but was certain my sister, Tamara, got an equal dosage of it.

“I didn’t know you were coming to visit,” I said, pulling back from her.

“Your father wanted to discuss something with you,” she said, and we both looked at Arthur and Miss Tanis, who were fully engaged in their conversation.

I tried to avoid looking directly at Mom’s face as she watched them but failed, and I felt the stab of pain that always accompanied the expression she wore.

Octavia was beautiful. She was my mother, but I couldn’t argue that fact. I’d heard more than one of my friends comment on her beauty, despite her age, and I’d seen the looks other men gave her, though she never noticed.

She looked twenty years younger than her age, with her thick auburn locks, near-flawless porcelain skin, and amber eyes. My black hair, thick eyebrows, and strong features were straight from Arthur, but my amber eyes came from her.

Octavia always looked a hundred times more ethereal whenever she watched Arthur. The reason she never noticed the gazes from others was because of the undying love that drew her eyes to the face of Arthur, and only Arthur. She could stare unabashedly if his attention and her thoughts were distracted. But the second his eyes met hers, the spell was broken.

Though her expression only changed a fraction, small enough that anyone else might miss it, I had that pain-laced expression burned into my memory. I didn’t see it now, but I knew it would come the second Arthur finished his conversation with Miss Tanis, so I fixed my gaze on the polished floor.

“I’ve accepted it, Tobias,” she said softly, tilting her head to force me to meet her eyes.

“He doesn’t deserve you,” I gritted out bitterly. It wasn’t the first time I’d said it to her, either. “Do you still feed Adam and Alex and…her every other Sunday night? Does Tamara put up with it? Or has she started making excuses to miss out? She said she would.” I grumbled the last part under my breath.

Octavia tilted her head down so she could look at me through her   It was her way of showing me authority, ever since I grew an inch taller than her when I was eleven. It was still effective.

“It’s not your father’s fault,” she said.

“Bullsh—”

“Tobias Dracul,” she cut me off in her firm tone. The one that demanded the attention of every creature around her. “You will not curse at me.”

Since no one other than Arthur and Miss Tanis were nearby, I got the full force of it. My father and Dragon Mastery teacher didn’t even glance over at us, lost to their own private bubble.

I straightened again but lowered my head and laced my fingers in front of me.

“It’s not fair,” I said so quietly she shouldn’t have heard me.

But she was my mother.

“I know it’s not fair,” she said in her soft tone and I felt a hand reach out to loosen the grip my fingers had on each other.

I looked at her only to see that pain on her face. “Are you…?” She couldn’t even finish the sentence. “Have you…?”

At first, I wasn’t sure what she was trying to say, but it only took a second.

“Have I fallen in love?” The words came out with a bitter edge.

She nodded, her brows pinching together.

I looked down at my hands but made sure my words rang with truth to put her at ease. “No, Mom. I haven’t fallen in love.” I almost added that I vowed I never would.

I didn’t know the exact words of the curse on the Dracul line, but I was pretty sure falling in love was just as certain as that love being unrequited.

It was the reason Octavia looked at Arthur the way she did but never got a look in return. It was the reason I had half-brothers. Arthur loved Adam and Alex’s mother, and that was the reason why she’d left him when Alex was a baby. It was the reason Tamara would have an arranged marriage. I probably would, too.

I didn’t know which was worse: loving my future wife as she yearned for another, or turning into my father. There was no way around it, no matter what a Dracul did or didn’t do. I was pretty sure a relative tried to escape it by becoming a hermit, but ended up falling for the poor hunter girl who got lost and fell into—and then out of—his arms.

Octavia blew a sigh of relief.

“Don’t worry, Mom,” I said, lightening my tone. “I’m only eighteen. And I have plenty of responsibilities to keep me busy.”

She smiled at me, but I didn’t meet her eyes. We both knew there was nothing she could do to protect me from the inevitable. But as long as I kept things purely physical, and kept my emotions securely locked away, I would never suffer the curse’s wrath.

“Hello, Octavia,” Miss Tanis said formally as she passed, adjusting her glasses.

“Nice to see you, Aida,” Octavia said in her genuine way.

“I’ll see you in the morning, Tobias,” Miss Tanis said over her shoulder before disappearing around the corner.

“Tobias.” Arthur also approached. “I have some business to discuss with you.” He seemed to be in a better mood after talking with Miss Tanis.

I groaned internally. I’d hoped to ask my mother what the reason for their visit was, to prepare myself for whatever Arthur’s business was. But I’d gotten so caught up in being angry at Arthur that I’d completely forgotten.

But…what could I do?

“Caesar’s office, you said?” I asked.

Arthur nodded and led the way.

***

“Tobias, I’m impressed with the progress you’ve made at The Dome,” Arthur said when we were standing alone in Caesar’s office.

I was speechless. I was expecting a lecture, not praise. And the fact that Arthur came unannounced had me thinking I’d majorly screwed up somehow.

I bowed my head slightly in gratitude.

“What do you know of this Arya girl?” Arthur was never one to beat around the bush.

“Who?” I wasn’t sure if I was more baffled that my father had come all the way to ask about the new girl in school, or that Arthur actually knew the name of that new girl.

“The mermaid Caesar recently found,” Arthur clarified with a wave of his hand.

“Only the gossip that has been circling around the school,” I said with my chin held high.

“And what gossip is that?” Arthur’s thick eyebrow arched toward his widow’s peak.

“Just that she somehow never knew she was a mermaid until Caesar contacted her. And that her mother died in some shifter or vampire attack?”

The muscles in Arthur’s stern face relaxed slightly.

“Why? What should I know about her?” I knew I was inching toward the line where my father would snap and put me in my place, but I couldn’t help it. I was curious. And I’d been out of the presence of my father for so long that my manners were out of practice.

But Arthur didn’t snap or even silently disapprove. Instead, his features softened as they often did when he was deep in thought, and then he placed both hands behind his back.

“Intelligence tells us that she could be the siren from the prophecy.”

Arthur wasn’t the type to joke or tease. I was pretty sure I’d never even heard him use sarcasm. So, though I was dubious, I knew my father would never talk lightly about something as serious as the prophecy.

“You think she’s the siren?” I had to make sure I heard him correctly.

Arthur nodded once.

“But she’s a teenager. And she thought she was human only hours ago. How could she possibly—?”

“Tobias,” Arthur interrupted sternly, but not condescending like I was used to. Still, it silenced me. “It is imperative that we find out if she’s the siren from the prophecy before anyone else.”

I didn’t dare ask what would happen if someone else found out first.

“This is your chance to prove yourself, Tobias.” Did Arthur actually just smile?

“You want me to find out?” I hedged. “But how? If she didn’t even know she was a mermaid, how do you expect her to know she’s not only a siren but the siren? It’s not like the prophecy is common knowledge.”

I wasn’t even entirely sure what a siren could do. I knew they were sort of a type of mer, and that they could compel others somehow. But they were so rare that hardly anything definitive was known about them or their powers. Not to mention that the mer were a very secretive species and didn’t like to share their knowledge.

How was I going to be able to find out if this girl was a siren if I didn’t know what a siren’s powers were? How would I recognize them?

“Befriend her, Tobias. Gain her trust.”

“Befriend her?” I knew that wasn’t the word my father meant. “You mean seduce her?” I hid the slimy feeling of disgust from my expression.

Arthur shrugged uncharacteristically. “If that’s what it takes to get close to her, then yes, seduce her.”

“I’m not charming some poor girl into thinking I’m interested in her.” I folded my arms over my chest and stood up straighter, so I towered just a bit more over my father.

“I’m not asking you to fall in love with the girl,” Arthur said, laughing once. “We all know where that gets a Dracul. Just get close to her and find out if she’s the girl we’ve been waiting for.”

I wanted to punch him in the face for speaking so casually about the very pain I saw on my mother’s face every day—or at the very least, slap him upside the head. But I refrained. And here he was, asking me to do the exact thing to Arya that he’d been doing to my mother for decades.

Arthur might not have said the words, but seducing Arya was exactly what he intended me to do. I had no intention of obeying that order. In fact, I now had every reason to stay as far away from that girl as possible.

“I won’t do it,” I said firmly, turning my back and reaching for the door. I was willing to do almost anything for my father—mostly out of fear rather than love—but this was the one thing I could never agree to.

“You will not turn your back on me, boy!”

I froze in my tracks, suddenly ten years old again.

“You will face me when I’m speaking to you!”

I turned slowly and set my jaw, bracing for the lashing.

“Tobias, you are a disgrace to the royal Dracul line.” Arthur’s voice was low and cruel. “I would have done anything, and I would have sacrificed anything, to protect our people.”

He threw the door open and stomped out before slamming it inches from my nose.

Despite how small and dejected I felt, I knew one thing for certain: I would have nothing to do with Arya.
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Chapter 8
Caesar

The final steps of the departing students left the classroom quiet and peaceful after a long day of teaching. I rubbed at my temples as I glanced down at the screen built into my desk. Another set of assignments had been graded. Reaching down, I tapped the Submit button, sending off the newly posted grades to their respective students.

Running a hand through my hair, I let loose a heavy sigh.

Why couldn’t I shake this feeling? Why couldn’t I get her face out of my head?

“What has your feathers ruffled?”

I jumped at the voice that disrupted my peaceful silence.

“Kai!” I called in annoyance. “Why do you find it so hard to knock?”

“The door was open. Why would I knock?”

“A tapping on the door is a lot less jarring than your enthusiastic voice.”

Kai Inari, the math teacher, made his way toward my desk. He was wearing a button-down tan shirt, the top button undone, and a cardinal tie pulled a little loose around his collar. He was Japanese-American and my oldest friend. We’d known each other so long that I could almost see Kai’s fox features in the sharp angles of his face.

“I think the door was ajar-ring, but that’s just me,” Kai replied casually.

I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t in the mood for his corny humor.

“Besides, I could have just phased through the closed door anyway,” he added. “On a more serious note, I just wanted to swing by and talk to you about some new tech we’re developing. It’s just about ready for field testing with the shifter military.”

“I’ve got a lot on my mind, my friend,” I replied wearily, looking back down at my screen. “Now isn’t a very good time.”

Kai tilted his head, his ears flicking. “A vampire tracking system. The latest and greatest.”

My eyes made their way back up to his face. “Better than the ones your team has come up with in the past, I hope.”

He moved forward, taking my words as an invitation to explain things.

“We’ve been using ineffective methods up to this point. Our current gear picks up patterns by searching reported attacks on news and social media databases to locate large groups of them. But the problem is, we’re tracking the attacks, not the vampires themselves.”

My heart rate increased as I realized what this could mean. “And your new tech could locate any vampire, anywhere, anytime?”

Scrunching his brow, he sucked in a breath between his teeth. “Not exactly. But we’re getting closer to that ultimate goal.”

Waiting expectantly, I raised my eyebrows.

Kai cleared his throat. “The new tracking system has been fine-tuned to detect the chemical that vampires expel when they need to drink. You know, when their animal instincts are kicking into gear, so to speak.”

I nodded slowly. “That’s getting us a bit closer to what we really want to be able to do.”

I noticed Celeste quietly standing at the door, unbeknownst to Kai. I had sent her a message between classes, asking if she could stop by at the end of the day to talk about Arya.

“It’s progress,” Kai said. “I sent the schematics for the system directly to your tablet, so when you get a chance, could you take a look at them? And if you like what you see, maybe use your impeccable gryphon charm to persuade Celeste to approve the finances?”

I stared at the kitsune, waiting for the punchline.

Kai’s serious face grimaced, then cracked into a huge grin as he laughed. “Impeccable—get it, Caesar? Im-peck-able? Because of your beak?”

I just shook my head.

Celeste spoke from the doorway. “Just like you, Kai, your jokes don’t improve with age.”

Kai jumped in surprise, whirling around to face the doorway. There, Celeste was leaning against the frame with folded arms.

“We call that karma, Kai,” I said. “You scared me, and then you got it worse.”

“Celeste!” Kai greeted sweetly. He’d always been taken with her, ever since we’d first met her at Framboise Island. “Er, how much of the conversation did you hear?”

She didn’t move from her position. “That really isn’t the question, is it? The question is: how much money is this tinkering project of yours going to cost?”

Kai pointed a finger in the air. “You can’t put a price tag on kitsune-made inventions, my dear. That’s like trying to figure out how much the sun is worth.”

“Actually, that analogy makes no sense,” Celeste replied, her hands dropping to her sides and striding forward. “But, I’ll work with Caesar to see if your foxy little project is worth it.”

“Wonderful,” Kai said, slightly bowing his head. “That’s all I ask.”

“I have some important matters to discuss with Caesar now, Kai,” Celeste said. “I’m sure you have your hands full.”

Kai nodded. “I’ll be on my way. Thank you both for considering this new project. Once it’s approved, we’ll get right to work.”

My slender friend skimmed past Celeste and out the door.

“He’s a good man,” I said, getting to my feet. “Please, Celeste, take a seat. And thank you for coming to speak with me.”

A few loose strands jumped out from the smooth bun of Celeste’s otherwise perfectly kept red hair. In the eight years I’d known her, she’d hardly aged a day. She eased into one of the chairs that sat before my desk, and I sat back down as well.

Though I knew Celeste’s gifts were specific to glimpsing the future, I did my best to keep my mind blank. I couldn’t have her knowing about the thoughts that had been plaguing me all day and night. I didn’t even want to have them. And who really knew if this talented seer couldn’t read minds as well?

“Your message sounded urgent,” Celeste said, starting the conversation. “Is everything okay?”

I shrugged. “I wouldn’t say it’s urgent, exactly. I just need someone to talk to about some things that have been weighing on my mind.” Or at least, the things that should be.

Celeste half-smiled. “I’m assuming Kai wasn’t cutting it?”

“Like I said, Kai is a good man, but he’s hardly one I can talk to about serious matters.”

“Understood,” she replied. I knew that, while Celeste and Kai got along, she didn’t care much for the kitsune’s company. “What’s been on your mind, Caesar?”

Looking past Celeste, I saw that the door to my classroom was still open. I navigated to the room controls on my desk tablet and sent the command for the door to shut and lock.

“Today in one of my morning classes, a student had the nerve to ask me why we’ve been searching for a stray mermaid. Arya happened to be in that class, and all eyes went straight to her.”

Celeste nodded expectantly. “Our students are sharp. Where did the conversation go after that?”

“I was able to shift it back to our class topic pretty quickly,” I replied. “But Arya now knows, at the very least, that we were looking for somebody out of the ordinary. She can’t know about the prophecy, not yet.”

The prophecy. I had been present when Celeste received it seven years ago, and I now heard her voice replay that moment in my head.

A siren will emerge as a stray mermaid and bring destruction to Hadrian, leader of the vampires, summoning ultimate peace between shifters and vampires once and for all.

Ever since then, we’d been searching for the one—this stray mermaid. And I was convinced it was Arya.

“We’ve been over this before, Caesar,” Celeste said cautiously. “While Arya does fit within the parameters of the prophecy, I can’t be completely sure she is the mermaid we’ve been looking for.”

“Why else did it take you so long to find her?” I reasoned. “She’s seventeen years old—”

“And before today, she’d never shifted,” Celeste interrupted. She was one of only a handful of people that could do this without setting me off. “Even for a shifter that we find after their puberty trigger, seventeen is a late age to be found. But Arya is a mermaid—the puberty trigger doesn’t apply to her.”

“Yes,” I agreed, a little annoyed with the proud reminder. “All mermaids are lucky enough to be born with the ability to shift.”

Celeste bit her upper lip. “Although I hate to admit it, my clairvoyance isn’t all-inclusive. There are billions of people in the world, and while a small percentage of them have shifting abilities, there are many we don’t know about who would benefit from what we have here at The Dome. And the mermaid from the prophecy? She could still be out there.”

Deep inside, I felt that Arya was the one. I couldn’t prove it, but in the moments I’d been around the girl, my instincts screamed that she was the prophesied mermaid.

“And we’ll keep looking,” I reassured her.

“That being said,” Celeste continued, “I have hope that Arya is the siren. But only time will tell if she truly is.”

“Time and training,” I added.

“Speaking of which, thank you for assigning her to music class. Having her in close proximity will help me keep a better eye on her outside of my other interaction with her and the other mer students.”

“Music is a powerful form of art that has a magical quality to it,” I said. “And as we both know, music can bring forth incredible things.”

“With Arya, that is the hope,” Celeste said with a smile.

I nodded. “Yes, it is.”

A quietness fell around us as we let that last statement settle in. It felt right. We’d work with Arya and help her as best we could. Hadrian had to be stopped. No. Not just stopped. The vampire leader had to die.

My thoughts pulled me into painful memories of the school on Framboise Island in South Dakota when I was eighteen. My mother’s helpless scream pulling me from the sky. The bruised, broken bodies of my parents in gryphon form lying nearby, stripped of their wings, their barren eyes staring at me. And Hadrian’s pale, taunting face catching in the moonlight as he crouched in the window.

Say one last goodbye to your family.

Explosions erupting from the school, burying my family…

“Do you wish to discuss anything else, Caesar?”

Celeste’s question stole the terrible memory away as if it were caught in a breeze.

I blinked a few times, processing her words. “I don’t believe so. We’ll just want to keep our ears out for any more of these rumors about our stray mermaid. The less people know, the better we can protect Arya. She’s dealing with enough already, what with the death of her mother and being whisked away to a new world with foreign abilities.”

“Agreed,” Celeste said with a nod as she got to her feet. “I will keep you posted on the training Arya goes through, as well as her progress.”

“Any and all information is helpful,” I said. “Thank you, Celeste, for all that you have done and are doing for our cause. We couldn’t do this without you.”

She chuckled. “I agree with that statement, too.”

Her pride used to bother me, but I’d grown to see past it. The head mermaid really did care for all shifters, despite the front she put on.

A few taps on my desk tablet opened the classroom door, and Celeste made for it.

“One more thing,” I said quickly, stopping her before she made it to the door. “Could you please send Arya here? I’d like to see how her first day of classes went.”

“I’ll gladly have her sent your way,” she said, then stepped out of the classroom.

I watched her leave.

A notification from my tablet chimed, and I looked down. It was Kai’s schematics for the new vampire tracking system. This only brought back the image of Hadrian’s sneering face.

I gritted my teeth, finding my eyes stinging with the threat of tears. I pounded my fist on the desk in an attempt to let my emotions flood in a different way. It wouldn’t do for Arya to see me sobbing like an infant. But at least the scandalous thoughts that had been plaguing me were being overridden by the pain.

I tapped on my tablet, opening Kai’s schematics, trying to distract his mind from everything. I needed something productive to focus on. After scanning the description of the project, I found I couldn’t concentrate on the technical terminology.

I could use a flight right about now.

And then Arya entered the room, hands in her uniform pockets, looking tired and a little out of place.

I smiled, shoving all my feelings aside for the moment.

“Come in,” I said, getting to my feet and gesturing for her to come forward.

“You wanted to see me?” she asked, moving closer to the desk.

“Just for a moment,” I replied. “I know after a full day of being stuck inside classrooms, the last place you’d want to be right now is back here.”

She shrugged. “This place is incredible—even the classrooms. I’ve been to a lot of schools, but this one? It’s amazing.”

I chuckled. “Yes, it’s quite a unique school, and it will only get more amazing for you. But tell me, how has your day been?”

She breathed in heavily, then let it out in one big gust. She paused for a moment, looking above me for a few moments, then made eye contact again. “Overwhelming?”

“I can imagine. This school, although amazing, is very different from any other school you’ve ever been to. And while there are good differences, there are likely some that aren’t so good.”

“It’s actually the similarities that make it hard,” she said quickly, her lips instantly becoming a line, as if she felt she’d overstepped some boundary with her words.

I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”

Arya shrugged. “You know…cliques. I’ve already run into some.”

“I suppose you’ll find cliques just about anywhere you go,” I replied.

“That’s just how it goes.” Her tired eyes suddenly widened as a wave of excitement lit up her face. “I shifted into mermaid form for the first time today!”

Smiling, I said, “That’s great. You’ll find that shifting will be an excellent outlet for you, something you’ll be able to turn to whenever you want. At least, with enough practice.”

“Hopefully, it won’t take me too long,” she replied.

“The best advice I can give you is to have patience,” I advised. “Have patience and keep trying. A mix of those two things will get you there.”

She looked down at her hands in her lap and nodded.

“One more thing and then you can head back to your afternoon,” I continued, taking on a more serious tone. “It’s not something that is easy for me to discuss. But I know what you are going through and that a lot is hitting you at once. Most of all, I know what it’s like to lose family members.”

She continued to look down, and I saw her neck bob with a forced swallow.

“If you ever need someone to talk to, and you don’t feel like there’s anybody else, you can come to me, okay?”

Arya nodded quickly, sniffling. “Thank you. Can I go now?”

I studied her for a few seconds, fighting the temptation to ask about the one thing that had truly been on my mind all day. But I knew I couldn’t, shouldn’t. It was completely inappropriate. “Of course.”

She stood up and hurried out the door.

I leaned back in my chair, exhaling deeply. I should be focusing on the prophecy, on Kai’s stupid inventions, on preparing Arya the best I could for what was to come.

But how was I going to do Arya justice when I couldn’t get her sassy witch friend out of my head?
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Chapter 9
Shea

A full day had passed before I could get back to the subway where I’d last seen Arya disappear. I’d heard nothing from her. Not that I really expected to. I mean, she was in a super-secret school for shifters, and her first day had to have been stressful.

The Find My Friends app worked, but the results left me a little confused. The dot disappeared somewhere over Lake Michigan. Or, more likely, under. That was part of the reason it had taken me so long. I’d needled Gram for any kind of magic or spells until she started asking questions.

When the questioning became too heated and ultimately led to the same stubborn wall, I retreated to the anger I kept bottled up—the anger born of magic unspent, of a lifetime of knowing that what I was capable of was well out of reach.

The magic I’d possessed since the day I’d sparked with life could never be accessed, not to its full potential. Not without being taught—which Gram was loathe to do—and not without the grimoire my family had lost.

And so we fought. We fought about the lost magic. We fought about my desire to start a new grimoire. And I’d blamed her, like always, for refusing to tell me about how the grimoire was lost in the first place, or how we were involved in the shifter world today, or how she performed the more skilled spells.

It was an awful fight. They always got just a bit ugly. Guilt still gnawed at my insides for starting the thing. But she’d stopped prying and scolding, and for now, my interest in the school was safe. Because telling Gram was out of the question. She’d just tell me no, like all the other times before.

Why she was so hell-bent on keeping me from the supernatural world, I had no idea. I just knew I belonged at that school, and I wasn’t going to let her stop me. Magic or not, I’d be better off at a place where I could learn about the mystical creatures of this world than twiddling my fingers over stupid things like calculus and English essays no one cared about.

I glanced around the street to see if anyone was looking, then partially lifted the flap on my bag and peered inside. The vial was there and safe. I lowered the flap but let my fingers slip below it to linger over the smooth glass.

Gram would kill me if she knew I’d raided her potions cabinet. But I needed to prove to the shifters that I was one of them, at least in some form. Fingers crossed, I hoped this would do the trick.

I took a deep breath and headed down the stairway that led to the subway. I had my money ready—in my pocket, not my bag, so I wouldn’t accidentally flash the precious object—and a quick glance around told me I didn’t have to worry about the scrutiny of that guard who’d caught me jumping the turnstile. Just as well. I wasn’t planning to do anything stupid this time.

At least, not until I got to the school.

Ticket in hand, I made it through to the green train, waiting at the same terminal Arya had disappeared through. The overhead display said it would be a few minutes before the next train arrived.

I looked around at the other passengers milling about the platform, shuffling on and off cars. I wondered if any of them were shifters. If Caesar had brought Arya this way, it was likely that other students would take this route.

But I didn’t sense anything. Not like I had with Arya. That girl gave off some serious shifter vibes. I was surprised I hadn’t realized it before. But then again, I didn’t have enough experience with shifters or my magic to know what to look for.

The train came to a quick stop, the doors sliding open. A flood of passengers got off, and when they thinned, I merged with the crowd looking to get on. The doors hissed closed again, and I looked around, finally deciding on a handrail for stability as the train sped away.

I turned on my phone and watched the GPS move over the map. I wasn’t even close to where I’d last seen Arya’s phone disappear. I sighed and patted my bag again, looking at the seats and scanning the faces around me for any supernatural hints.

Would I get a feeling that I was looking at a shifter? I’d thought that was the reason I’d been drawn to Arya, not realizing my own magic was speaking to me, but now I wasn’t so sure. And it wasn’t like my Spidey senses were tingling at the moment.

The next stop thinned out the crowd around me, and I grabbed a vacant seat. I couldn’t help but notice the guy barreling toward my car, barely squeezing through the closing doors as the muffled voice on the intercom announced our departure.

He sighed as he looked around, then plopped into the seat next to me. He huffed and puffed, then leaned forward to rest his elbows on his knees.

I smirked. “Just made it, huh?”

The guy looked up and smiled, sporting an adorable pair of dimples. “Yeah. Didn’t want to wait the fifteen minutes for the next one, you know?”

I nodded.

“I’m Max,” he said, holding out his hand.

I accepted and gave a firm shake. “Shea.”

He wasn’t exactly stacked, but he had a nice cut to his physique, the sleeves of his plain white t-shirt hugging the bulge of his biceps. I wondered if that was the result of diligence or pure male hormones.

He leaned back in his seat, his legs extending into the aisle. “You take the ‘L’ often?”

“Not really. Why? You the ‘L’ police?” I asked, lowering my voice to a mocking tone, complete with air quotes.

Max laughed. “Nah. I’m just on and off these things all day, and I’m pretty good with faces. I would’ve remembered yours.”

I blushed, pursing my lips. “Is that so?”

It was Max’s turn to blush. I smiled as I watched him falter. I’d spent so much time in Shallow Grave that I’d forgotten not all guys are idiots. Max seemed pretty sharp. Okay, and yes, he was kinda cute. In a vanilla sort of way.

Could he be a shifter? He didn’t have near the sheer animal magnetism that Caesar had radiated, but there was something about him. Heck, there had to be because I’d struggled to get Caesar off my mind for the last twenty-four hours, and I realized now that this guy had just about wiped my mental slate clean.

Damn, I really needed to get out more if all it took was a run-in with any random hot guy to make me drool.

“So, why exactly are you on and off the subs all day?” I asked, flicking my hair over my shoulder.

He braided his fingers to hang his hands in the space between his legs and bit his bottom lip as he seemed to consider my question. “Uh, would you believe I’m a courier?”

I shrugged, masking my intrigue. “Sure.”

“Yeah, well, I run errands for people, deliver messages and stuff,” he said, and I couldn’t tell if he was being vague intentionally.

I arched a brow, swaying slightly as the train sped along the track. “You know there are such things as cellphones and computers, right? Wouldn’t texts and emails be faster than you running all over town?”

Max laughed, scratching at the short brown hair at the back of his neck. “Yeah. But believe it or not, some things still require a personal touch.”

“I’m sure.”

The overhead speaker rattled off information, and the train slowed.

Max stood and stretched, his white shirt lifting to expose a glimpse of the V-shaped muscle that peeked over the top of his jeans. My mouth actually watered, and it was all I could do to halt my gaze from exploring the rest of his body as he looked over his shoulder at me.

“End of the line for me. You getting off at the next stop?”

Okay, so he wasn’t a shifter. I wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed by that.

“Maybe,” I replied elusively.

“It’s the last one on the green line,” he deadpanned, a playful glint in his green eyes.

I folded my arms, a stubborn smirk on my face.

He smirked back. “Ah, I see how it is. Well, maybe I’ll see you around.”

“Assuming you can remember my face,” I teased.

Max grinned, a challenge flaring his pupils. “Oh, trust me. That won’t be a problem.”

“Goodbye, Max.” My eyes slid suggestively to where the doors were hissing closed behind him.

Max snaked through the narrowing opening just in time. He rapped on the window and waved as the train took off for its next destination.

I waved, feeling the tiniest bit of regret. It wasn’t often a hot guy popped into my life, and here two had in as many days. Maybe this was the universe’s way of saying, “Open your eyes, Shea!” But I had more important things to worry about.

I patted my bag again and waited for my stop. It didn’t take long.

My phone still said I wasn’t close enough—not nearly in, under, or over Lake Michigan. I took one last look at the few remaining passengers as they unloaded. None of them looked like shifters. And still no tingling feeling.

I hesitated, then darted off the train before the doors could close on me.

I looked around at the platform as the passengers dissipated, leaving me alone at the end of the line with my growing doubts. There had to be something else. Something I was missing. Was there a ferry nearby?

I passed by a closet door before stopping and turning back for a double take. Something about the lock on it caught my attention. I peered at it, then snapped my fingers. It was an electronic lock. Way too high-tech for janitorial supplies. It wasn’t like anyone would be desperate enough to steal toilet paper.

I looked around the emptied platform. There would be more people stopping here in a bit, and others might be looking to get on as the train headed in the other direction. I had to work quickly. I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and took a deep breath.

Unlocking spells were fairly basic, and I’d managed to figure out at least that much magic on my own, but I had no idea if they worked on electronic locks. They definitely didn’t work on computer passwords. I tried that once, in a failed attempt to learn more about the world my Gram was a part of—the world my mom had been a part of…

I flexed my fingers.

“Sahad.”

The hum of magic moved through me, a warmth and tingling in the tips of my fingers. I smiled. There wasn’t a better feeling in the world than tapping into that well of power—almost like sinking into a hot tub and letting your muscles give in to the heat.

But the door stood unmoved.

“Balls,” I hissed under my breath. Not that one.

I wiped my hands on my pants again and then shook them out,  swaying my hips side to side as I revved up for another try.

I only knew three spells that could work: Unlock, like with a key—which had already failed—Undo, like a button or clasp, and Open, to allow passage. I decided on the third for my next try. The roar of the next train approached, and I rushed to cast my next spell.

“Wepah,” I breathed, my pulse pounding a frantic tune in my ears.

There was a faint click, barely audible over the roar of the oncoming train. With a trembling, anticipating hand, I gently pulled the handle. It opened.

Yes! It was all I could do not to scream the word out loud.

I took one last glance around to make sure I wasn’t seen, then slipped inside as stealthily as I could manage, closing the door silently behind me.

I was surprised to find myself on another platform on the other side, although this one seemed a little cleaner and brighter. No ancient chewing gum plastered to the ground, no discarded wrappers or homeless guy hunkering down in a corner.

The rail was empty, and I wondered when the next train was scheduled to arrive and if it would be full of shifters when it did. I had no idea if they’d be friendly or hostile.

Shifters don’t take kindly to witches. The warning echoed into my mind, one of the few brief things Gram had said to me on the subject.

Apparently, the shifter world wasn’t fond of those who used magic, even though their innate supernatural abilities weren’t far from those of witches.

Dragons and phoenixes could conjure fire. So could I.

Harpies could heal. So could I—well, sort of. I could mend paper cuts, at least, which was why I needed to be at that damn school. They could teach me how to hone these skills, whether they believed it or not.

I wanted to go to this school so bad. To learn more about who I am and have a safe place to practice my magic with like-minded people. Away from Gram, who thought using magic was practically a cardinal sin.

I just wanted to be myself. I could do that with Arya. I could be me with shifters.

A familiar whoosh sounded down the tunnel, and I glanced down the track to see a car coming.

I stepped behind a support beam and waited. The train stopped, and the doors slid open, but no other sounds came. I peeked around the column, and when I saw no one getting off, I bolted for the car. The doors closed behind me, and the train took off, headed back the way it had come.

I took a steadying breath, hoping to build my courage. A laugh bubbled out of me. A secret platform. What was this, Hogwarts?

For several minutes, the dark tunnels blurred past. Most of the transit system in the city was above-ground, and I was surprised at how much of my trek had been subterranean.

Suddenly, the view outside the windows opened up, and the tunnel I was careening down was  made of glass rather than cement. And there was nothing but bright blue all around me, casting an almost magical glow all over the inside of the train.

I was on the bottom of Lake Michigan. Holy balls!

I peered out the window behind me, pressing my face to it like a kid outside a candy store. A gleaming dome sat on the lake floor in the distance. My eyes about popped out of my head, and my breath caught in my throat. Then came the laughter again, growing maniacal and uncontrollable.

“This. Is. Incredible!” I blurted to no one, and for the first time in my life, I felt like this was where I was supposed to be.

I stayed like that, even when the track curved and The Dome disappeared from sight. I barely even noticed when the train came to a stop, my mind spinning with questions.

What did it look like on the inside? What was the history? The technology? The Dome looked like some alien world, and my mind began to create an interior to match.

Finally, I stepped off and stared at the vault-like door in front of me, barring my way forward. This lock was way more high tech than the one on the platform, and the camera above the door told me I was being watched.

I squared my shoulders and marched toward the door like I owned the place. I had to look the part of a student here. Heck, I was the part, they just didn’t know it yet.

“First time here?” came a male voice over the intercom, rough and intimidating.

I nodded, then realized the speaker might be expecting a verbal response. “Yes.”

“We’ll just need a retina scan.”

Ah, so that’s what that thing was. Did shifters have different eyes than humans? I thought of the way the eyes of animals seemed to glow in the dark. Was this scanner sensitive to reflection?

I approached the digital scanner on the wall beside the door and let out a breath as I leveled my eye to the device. I didn’t know the right spell to change the actual structure of my eyes, but I did have one trick up my sleeve and I was damn sure going to use it.

“Wepah,” I whispered as a green light flashed over my vision.

The door buzzed, and without skipping a beat, I grabbed the handle and pulled it open.

My heart felt like it was going to jump out of my chest like the thing from Alien, but I kept my shit together, cool as a cucumber.

“Welcome to Shifter Academy,” the speaker voice continued. “Step inside, and they’ll get you settled.”

“Thanks.” I strode in.

The door slammed shut behind me with an ominous thud, and I jumped.

I clutched my bag, hugging it tight to my chest. I wasn’t sure when I’d have to pull out the vial, but I needed to be ready.

My mouth fell open as I took in the dark metals and intricate figures. Japanese-style dragons coiled around the archway, climbing toward the same symbol I’d seen on that card Caesar showed us. The hall beyond looked even more detailed, and I was drawn to it like a magnet.

“Welcome,” a woman’s voice called out, snapping me out of my trance. The woman—no, a freaking goddess—sat behind a large desk, her bright red hair and green eyes arresting.

I felt about an inch tall, and I clasped my hands behind my back. “Um, I’m here to attend the school.”

“Yes, of course. I’m Celeste, head of the Acceptance Department, but you can call me Ms. Smith. Which kind of were are you, and who sent you to us?”

My mouth hung open for a moment, words completely escaping me. A were? Like a werewolf? Why did this woman think I was a were?

“Well?” Ms. Smith asked after I stood there staring dumbly for several long moments. Those green eyes drilled into me, her foot tapping beneath the desk.

“Not a were,” I finally said.

I pulled the potion out of my bag, pulled off the cork and tossed it back like a shot. The liquid burned down my throat and, instantly, I felt the transformation taking hold of me. I was prepared to shred out of my clothes, to grow fur and claws and inch-long teeth.

What I wasn’t prepared for was shrinking into my clothes that suddenly piled over me like a deflated hot air balloon.

What the hell? The label on the shelf had said “feline”…

Oh. A cat. I’m a fucking cat!

I thought this potion was to shift into a mountain lion or something equally impressive. Who the hell would ever want or need to turn into a cute little kitten? I mean, I hadn’t seen myself yet, but it was me, so obviously I must look adorable. Soooooo not what I was going for.

I hissed as I tried to scramble my way out through the neck of my shirt.

Ms. Smith threw her head back and laughed, slapping her knee and everything. When she recovered, she leveled an icy glare at me.

“You’re no shifter, witch.” The label rolled off her tongue like vomit, and I cringed, my catty whiskers tickling my cheeks. “I don’t know how you got in, but you can be sure it won’t happen again. Now, put yourself back together.”

Letting out a catty snort, I willed the magic of the potion to free me and grew into my own skin once more.

At the look of embarrassed shock on Ms. Smith’s face, I looked down at myself.

Aaaaand, I’m naked. Yep. Perfect.

I wasn’t about to desperately pick up my clothes like a discarded one-night stand, so I just stood there, letting my lady bits hang out for all to see. Let her be the one who was embarrassed.

“I belong here,” I declared, putting my hand on my bare hip. “If transforming into an animal is the only requirement for admittance, I just gave you that. If you need some flashy show of fire or water, I can do that, too.”

I raised my hand to conjure a ball of flames, but she rushed forward to catch my hand and force it down.

“Please don’t, you’ll burn this whole place to the ground,” Ms. Smith hissed. “This school is a refuge for those who don’t have a choice but to shift and could unintentionally hurt others. You don’t check that box. You will leave and never come back. Do we understand each other?”

“Why?” I snapped, every fight I’d had with Gram blowing the top off any cool I might have been able to conjure. “Why can’t I be here? What do you people have against witches?”

Ms. Smith’s lip twitched in what looked like a failed attempt to snarl.

“Everyone here shifts because they have to. Because it’s what their bodies do when they get bitten or get wet or get angry. You?” She looked me up and down with disgust curling her lips. “You have to drink some tonic to turn into a pathetic rodent. That’s not shifting. That’s pretending.”

I took a step back, my attitude flaring in full force. “I’m Shea Le Fay, and I’m not leaving until I convince you that I belong here.”

Her eyes widened, then narrowed even further than before. “I knew there was something familiar about you.”

“What does that mea—?”

“Out.” Ms. Smith pointed to the door, outrage flaring her nostrils.

My heart stalled. “But—”

“OUT!”

I staggered back from the venom in that one word. Somewhere deep down, I knew this would be the outcome, but still, I had to try. Stupid. All this way for nothing. And I very disastrously wasted my only chance at a good first impression.

Ms. Smith tapped a button on the phone at her desk and spoke into the device. “Caesar, I need your assistance.”

Oh gods, no!

“What is it?” replied the begrudgingly familiar voice.

“We have a little pest problem, and she needs to be escorted out,” Ms. Smith replied, dusting off her hands in a gesture of dismissal.

There was a pause, then the voice said, “Be right there.”

No. No, no, no!

Being naked in front of this prudish and prejudiced stranger was one thing, but exposing the girls to Professor Grumpy Gryphon was sooooo not going to happen.

I did scramble to gather up my clothes then, like a drunk college girl caught at a frat party. And just like a drunk girl, I lost my balance as I tried to shove one of my legs into my stupidly tight skinny jeans and landed flat on my bare ass.

The metal floor was ice cold against my skin, but that didn’t keep every inch of me from burning with humiliation.

Just when I thought things couldn’t possibly get any worse, the face of the crazy hot gryphon shifter loomed over me.

Kill me. Somebody, anybody, please put me out of my misery.

I jackknifed upward and clutched my t-shirt over my stupidly big boobs. And he just stared. Why was he staring? My face was on fire, and I could only imagine it was a very unattractive shade of red.

“Shea?” he asked, arching a sexy eyebrow. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”

I got to my feet, my sass kicking in to rescue my severely wounded pride. “You tell a shunned witch about a supernatural school and expect her not to do everything she can to get in?”

Amusement tugged at the corners of his lips, and the heat in his eyes made me all kinds of confused. “While I’m impressed at your efforts, you can’t be here.”

I pouted, hoping that sympathy might change his mind. “I’m a witch who’s not allowed to learn magic. I’m descended from one of the most powerful bloodlines, and they won’t teach me a thing. While I might not be at risk of exploding into a wild beast, I am at risk of losing control of my powers and potentially hurting innocent people. I do belong here.”

He looked at me for a long moment, and to his credit, his eyes never dipped below my face. I wasn’t sure whether to be grateful or offended by that.

“I understand that must be hard for you,” he said finally. “But I can’t allow you into this school. The history between shifters and witches isn’t pretty, and I assure you that you’re better off not being here.”

My heart fell as I accepted that he was not going to budge on this, at least not right now. “Can I at least see Arya? Just to make sure she’s okay?”

“Think you can put your clothes back on first?” he suggested, giving me a wry, challenging smirk.

My cheeks burned anew. “Oh, right.”

Without a word, he spun around to offer me some privacy, and I turned my back to him as well as I pulled on my panties, jeans, and t-shirt, just in case he decided to sneak one last peek.

I cleared my throat when I was decent once again, and he turned around to face me.

“Just wait here, I’ll get her for you,” he said before heading through the archway.

The tension in the entry room was thick as I waited, Ms. Smith having returned to her desk and pretending I didn’t exist. A few excruciating minutes later, the doors opened, and Caesar appeared with Arya beside him. My friend’s pretty face shone with a bright smile when she saw me.

“Shea!” She ran to me, and I caught her in a desperate embrace. “What are you doing here?”

“Just stopping by to check in on you.” It wasn’t a complete lie; that had been part of my motivation. All of my anger and disappointment ebbed as I focused on her. “How are you? Settling in?”

Arya’s smile faltered. “I’m...okay.”

I raised a brow.

“So?” Arya asked, hope sparking in her eyes. “Are you coming to school here?”

“Not while Ursula over here reigns,” I quietly grumped, tipping my head in the direction of the desk.

Arya’s brows scrunched, and she glanced that way. I nodded once.

At Arya’s insistent stare, I stole a glance over my shoulder and saw Ms. Smith standing again, this time leaning on the front of her desk with arms and ankles crossed. My face reddened. Crap.

“If you’re all done, I believe it’s time for you to go,” Ms. Smith said in that calm, infuriating manner of a woman who knows she’s in control.

Arya pulled me into another hug. “We’ll get you in,” she whispered. Her voice resumed a normal volume as she added, “We’ll just have to figure some things out first.”

I pulled away when Ms. Smith cleared her throat. “Can you ever forgive me for not telling you about who I was?”

Arya nodded. “It’s probably better that you didn’t. I can barely process it all now, and I’m a mermaid.”

I chuckled. “If you need anything, anytime—”

“I know. Thanks.” Arya turned to Caesar. “Do you mind if I ride with her, just to the other platform?”

Ms. Smith frowned, but Caesar nodded.

Arya nodded back, then smiled at me.

We took a step toward the exit, but Ms. Smith’s voice stopped us. “Just so you know, Arya, witches are no friends of mermaids. You’d be wise to remember that.”

Arya dipped her head, and we hurried out.

“So what's it like?” I asked as we settled into the train.

“Incredible. You've never seen anything like it.” She shook her head, her voice filled with awe. “Do you have any idea how many types of shifters there are? I’ve come across like six. And I took my first swim today.”

“And?” I coaxed, desperate for details.

“I didn't drown.”

“Duh.” I smiled and gave her a good-natured nudge.

“It kinda felt like I was slipping into my own skin for the first time.” Her eyes twinkled as she said, “My tail's pink.”

I chuckled. “Of course it is.”

Arya laughed but grew quiet again, looking at her hands as they rested in her lap.

“But?” I prodded.

She let out a long breath. “Let’s just say being a mermaid isn't all it's cracked up to be.”

I grabbed her hand and squeezed it, trying to give her an encouraging smile. I didn't know what she was going through, but I wanted to reassure her that I was here to listen if she wanted to talk about it.

I managed a playful smile. “Made any friends yet?” I asked, though I kinda hated to hear the answer.

A “no” meant that Arya still needed me, and there was nothing I could do to fix that, but a “yes” meant that I might lose her to a world I could never really be a part of.

“Not yet, but it was only my first day. I’m used to it.”

We continued to chat amiably as the train carried me away from my dreams, The Dome shrinking and fading until it disappeared entirely. This wasn't over. Not by a long shot.

Still, all of it hurt more than I cared to let on. But I knew Arya was hurting more. She was strong, and I had a feeling she wouldn't give in to her grief until she absolutely had to.

I just hoped Arya would be surrounded by friends, if—or when—she finally broke.
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Chapter 10
Arya

How was it possible that after the incredibly long day I had and how exhausted I felt that I couldn’t sleep?

So many thoughts and questions were whirling through my head. Why did Caesar take such an interest in me? Why did all the other mermaids hate me so much? It seemed like new students arrived at the school all the time, and yet I was the topic of discussion on everyone’s lips. What was so special about me?

And then, there was the topic of Shea. How on earth was I going to get Shea accepted at this school? Having her here would mean having a true friend. Shea had been there with me through all the stuff with my mom, and she knew me as someone other than that new mermaid girl.

Transforming into a mermaid had been the most profound and magical experience of my life, and yet it was tainted by the fact that Mom had kept it from me all this time.

Caesar said that mermaid DNA was hereditary, so either Mom was a mermaid, or my father was, and Mom had definitely known about it. I couldn’t figure out why she tried so hard to keep me from that part of myself. Being in the water, twisting and twirling in my natural form, I’d felt more myself than ever before. How could Mom keep that from me?

I felt guilty for being angry at her for it because she was dead. I hadn’t even begun to mourn her loss yet. I wasn’t ready to feel the pain of knowing I’d never see that bright smile again. Hell, I’d even miss hearing her recite the rules for the billionth time.

I wondered, if Mom came back to me right here, right now, would I even bother to ask her about any of this shifter stuff? Or would I just hug her as tight as I could and never let go? Would I give up all this knowledge about myself and where I fit in the world and go back to life as an ignorant, sheltered teen if it meant having her back?

A sigh escaped me as I opened my eyes for the umpteenth time. I looked at the digital clock on my desk. It was past midnight. My stomach started to rumble, and I remembered that I’d skipped out on dinner in favor of saying goodbye to Shea. Well, maybe a full belly would ease my body enough to push me over that sleep threshold.

I got out of bed, slipped on my shoes, and crept out of my room. The mermaid common room was empty, and I was grateful for that. The last thing I needed right now was to run into another mermaid who hated me for absolutely no reason, and I was pretty sure I wouldn’t be able to resist the urge to tell them to fuck off if I did.

The grand hall was so empty and silent that my steps echoed as I made my way down the stairs and toward the dining hall. It was strange to see the usually buzzing dining hall vacant and dark. Almost haunting, really.

I knew the buffet station would be empty, but I hoped I could at least find a vending machine or something. As I looked around, the walls of the dining hall were disappointingly bare. I frowned. There had to be food in here somewhere.

Behind the buffet station, I saw a door I assumed led to the kitchen. I crept around the counters and tried the knob.

Yes!

The kitchen was about a third the size of the dining hall, the biggest I’d ever been in. I imagined this was what a five-star restaurant kitchen would look like, with a dozen or so counters, three double-door steel refrigerators, and a massive brick oven at the back, flanked by a tower of smaller ovens on either side.

Jackpot.

Shaking with the hunger that now possessed my senses, I rushed to the nearest fridge, eager to pick out anything that looked appetizing. I piled an armload of goodies on the counter and began to dig in.

A sound from the entrance of the kitchen made me almost choke on the roast chicken I’d just popped into my mouth, seized by the sudden fear of being caught. I didn’t know if students were allowed to be in here after hours, and I really didn’t want to get in trouble on my first day.

Should I hide? Run?

When I looked at the door, however, another student was standing there, looking just as surprised to see me as I was to see him.

The guy was tall with a lean yet muscular frame, making him quite intimidating. But his facial features were just the opposite—handsome, sultry, with a dark look that drew me in. His thick crown of black hair complemented his amber eyes and tanned skin nicely, making everything about him give off a pleasant warmth.

He stood there for a long moment, just staring at me like I was a ghost. His gaze wasn’t the same resentful glare or gossipy curiosity I got from everyone else. Rather, he looked almost frightened, frozen in place as he debated whether to complete the task he came here for or turn tail and run.

Finally, he broke his stare. He cast his eyes away from me and went to one of the tall cabinets to rummage for his own midnight snack.

“You couldn’t sleep either?” I asked, hoping to ease the strange tension in the room.

He paused for a moment, the only acknowledgment he gave me before continuing his search.

Great, another person who’d rather pretend I don’t exist. I took another frustrated bite of my chicken leg, tearing the meat off the bone in a very unladylike fashion.

I heard him open and close the fridge behind me, and I resigned myself to just ignore him the way he was ignoring me and finish my meal in silence.

To my shock, he came up behind me and placed a plate of smoked salmon in front of me.

“As a mermaid, you really should have more fish in your diet,” he said matter-of-factly before sitting down at the other end of the counter to focus on his own plate.

“Oh. Uh, thank you,” I stammered, unsure how to respond to his detached helpfulness.

The salmon really did smell good, better than the chicken. If mermaids really had lived underwater for thousands of years, it would make sense that sea-based foods would be better for me. That would explain why Mom had made fish so often.

I took a good look at my standoffish dining partner. He wore the wing symbol on his chest. An avian. But was he a dragon, a phoenix, or a harpy?

“I’m Arya,” I ventured, hoping to get him to open up.

“I know,” he said without looking up at me. “The whole school knows who you are.”

Okay? “You know who I am. Who are you?” I asked, unwilling to be brushed off that easily.

He sighed, as if accepting that we were going to have to talk. “Tobias,” he answered curtly.

I took that as a win and smiled to myself. “What type of shifter are you?”

He rolled his eyes before reluctantly aiming them at me. “Why is that important?”

“Look, I’m just making small talk,” I said, barely stifling my irritation. “I’m new here, and I’m just trying to make some friends.”

“And why do we have to be friends?” he snapped.

The pure disdain in his voice hit me harder than I expected, and all the pain of being so hated since I got here coalesced with the pain of losing my mom and imploded.

“Because I have no friends,” I said, hearing my voice break as the words came out. “Because I have no one and nothing left in this whole world. I’m completely alone.”

Before I could stop myself, I was openly weeping over the salmon he’d given me. I put my head in my hands, letting them catch the burning tears that spilled over.

Tobias gave another long sigh, and when I heard his chair scrape against the floor, I assumed he was getting up to leave me to cry by myself. It was just as well; I didn’t want anyone to see me like this. Not that anyone really cared.

“Please, don’t cry,” his voice said from beside me, both his gesture and his proximity catching me off guard. “I’m not usually this rude. I just had an unpleasant talk with my father. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you.”

I lifted my face and looked at his through a layer of tears. The rigidness that had previously etched his face had smoothed, leaving behind an almost apologetic expression. Almost.

“At least you have a father,” I sniffed. “What I wouldn’t give to hear my mom lecture me one more time.”

I didn’t care that I was being overly vulnerable and honest. I had no more fucks left to give. I was done fighting everything and everyone, most of all myself.

Curiosity pinched Tobias’s smooth brow. “What happened to your mom?”

I gave a defeated laugh. “What? You don’t know? It’s not broadcasted all over the school? My mom was killed by vampires last night, and yet everyone in this school treats me like some pariah they can’t wait to get rid of.”

The pain of that truth stabbed at my belly, and a deep wail of despair clawed its way out of my throat.

“Wow, I had no idea,” Tobias said, sincerity in his voice for the first time. “I really am sorry. I don’t know what I would do if my mom died. My father, well, he’s another issue entirely.”

He laughed nervously, maybe an attempt to lighten the mood, but my mood was too heavy to be budged.

A long moment passed where the only sound in the kitchen was my pathetic sobbing and occasional sniffle. I expected Tobias to leave. Even a normal guy would be uncomfortable around a strange girl crying.

But he stayed. He offered no more words of support and made no gestures. He just stood by my side like a statue, and somehow, his presence was comforting. Maybe he did care. What other reason would he have to stay?

When my tear wells had dried up, and my body was too exhausted to cry anymore, I looked up, and Tobias was ready with a napkin.

I accepted it and wiped the sticky tears off my face and fingers.

“Thank you,” I hiccupped. “Thank you for staying with me. You could have left at any time, but you didn’t.”

Tobias shrugged. “Yeah, well, no one should have to go through that kind of loss alone. And…if it means that much to you…I guess we can be friends.”

His tone sounded so robotic, so uninterested, but the corner of his mouth rose in a joking smile, and he winked at me. “As for your earlier question, I’m a dragon.”

This guy was a mystery, but I kind of liked that. He played it off like he was above emotion, but he’d proven that a kindhearted, empathetic individual was hiding underneath those thick scales.

“Nice to meet you, Dragon Tobias,” I said in as light a tone as I could manage.

He nodded his head toward our still-full plates. “You should finish your food. As a mermaid, you really need more omega threes than the rest of us. I think there’s a box of seaweed chips in the cupboard. You should take those back to your room for snacking while you study.”

He went back around the counter to attend to his plate.

“For a dragon, you sure seem to know a lot about mermaids,” I teased, relishing the opportunity to get away from my sorrow and pretend my outburst never happened.

“I know a lot about everything,” he said, stabbing his fork into a piece of pork. “I’m a well of useless knowledge. If we’re going to hang out, you might as well get used to my encyclopedic recitations.”

I laughed, and we finished our food in a much more pleasant manner than we’d started. It had been a long and tumultuous first day, but at least I came out of it with one new friend, however reluctant he was for the company. And it didn’t hurt at all that he was one of the hottest guys I’d ever met.

I just hoped that didn’t mean I was about to get burned.
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Chapter 11
Tobias

I shoveled in my last bite, both eager and reluctant to leave. I was grateful for the silence that had settled between us. It gave me a chance to process the earth-shattering paralysis I’d experienced at first seeing Arya.

What the hell had that been? It was like a lightning bolt had shot straight through me, seizing every nerve in my body. I wanted to brush it off as mere surprise at finding the kitchen occupied, but nothing—shy of my father’s disapproval—ever shook me so deeply.

Maybe it was just her beauty. She was, indeed, beautiful. That rebellious lock of blue hair amongst her black waves amplifying the cerulean of her eyes and complementing the creamy perfection of her skin. And her figure… Well, I tried very hard not to look too long at the delicate slope of her neck, at the mound of perky breasts hiding under her polo…

But I wasn’t the type to be so bewitched by a pretty face, even if my stiffening cock had other ideas.

It wasn’t just the traitorous appendage that responded to her. My whole body seemed to tingle with a strange kind of electricity, and the warmth in my chest was close to scalding.

A dangerous thought whispered in the back of my mind, but I rejected it. Such a thing couldn’t be allowed to happen. Not to me. And especially not with her.

The silence dragged on, but it was a comfortable silence. Any other girl would’ve insisted on keeping the conversation going, on filling the air with noise. Clearly, Arya had more going for her than a pretty face and those piercing blue eyes I’d been doing my best to avoid the last several minutes.

“Is it true you were unaware of your nature until Caesar found you?” I asked finally, setting my fork down and pushing my plate away.

I didn’t want to know anything more about her, didn’t want to give into my burning curiosity, and definitely not my physical urges. But I had offered her friendship—like an idiot. I could hardly fault myself for that, though. What kind of asshole wouldn’t come to the aid of such a broken, beautiful creature? I wasn’t completely immune to my humanity.

Arya’s eyebrows furrowed for a split second before she shrugged. “My mom had these crazy rules. I wasn’t allowed out after dark, I couldn’t go swimming, and social media was completely banned. I’m not sure how they’re all connected, but I’m convinced there was no way I could’ve figured it out myself.” She laughed once. It was a sad sort of laugh.

It surprised me that she didn’t seem to have any animosity toward her mother for having such strict boundaries. Especially ones that prevented much of a social life. Arya seemed like the type of girl who craved attending pool parties that lasted past sunset and posting on Instagram to document her life.

All the mermaids I knew were precisely that type. Even the few humans I knew would’ve rebelled against rules that confining. I certainly wished I could rebel more against my father’s rules, and I shuddered at the memories of the consequences that followed when I’d dared to try.

I shook off the thought.

“Anyway,” she continued, “I thought mermaids were a myth until…well, yesterday. And dragon shifters? Aren’t those supposed to be the hot guys on the covers of paranormal romance books?” She laughed, a real laugh this time. “The ones girls daydream about and stupid high school guys wish they were?”

She stared longer than I was comfortable with. And those eyes.

I picked up our empty plates and took them to the sink. “I’m not familiar with that genre.”

I hated how I bristled at her implication that I wasn’t a hot guy. I shouldn’t care whether or not she found me attractive. All the better if she didn’t. There were enough girls at this school that would drop their panties for me at a mere wink, which was great for the occasions when I needed to vent my pent-up hormones.

Those escapades were free of emotional ties, which I simply couldn’t afford to confuse with sex. I especially refused to form any kind of bond with Arya, emotional or physical. Clearly, my dick didn’t agree, as it was currently straining against my briefs.

“Oh?” she asked. “What genre do you prefer?”

She made her way to me as I squirted some dish soap and began to scrub, trying to think about my dragon history essay to lessen the swell in my pants. Her nearness made it impossible.

“I don’t have much time for novels,” I said, keeping my eyes on the dish in my hands.

For being so talkative, she was suddenly quiet again. Maybe she thought I needed to concentrate on something as simple as washing dishes. Strange.

“So what do you have time for?” she asked as I turned the faucet on to rinse the first plate. “I m-mean…” she stammered. “What do you like to read? You said so yourself that you’re a walking encyclopedia. Tell me something.”

I looked at her—at those blue eyes that drew me in and threatened to hold me captive.

I had the sudden urge to run my fingers through my hair so I’d have an excuse to duck away from her gaze. But my hands were wet, so I reached for a drying towel instead. It wasn’t where the staff usually left it.

Where is that damn thing?

I ripped my gaze away as Arya slowly took the now-clean plate from me. Like she’d scare me away if she moved too quickly. She probably would.

Smart girl.

And, of course, she was holding the towel.

I turned back to the sink to scrub the other plate while Arya dried. The rote action helped clear my head.

“What do you want to know?” I asked.

“Well… My mom kept this entire world from me. So, you can pretty much tell me anything about shifters, and I guarantee that I won’t already know it. Like the fish thing.” She pointed at the plate I washed. “I mean, yeah, of course, it makes sense that a mermaid should eat fish. But also, yeah, I didn’t know it.”

I rinsed the plate and handed it to her, then quickly washed and rinsed the utensils before answering. “So, your hair didn’t clue you in?”

I turned off the faucet, then took the towel from her when she’d finished drying to wipe my hands.

“My hair?”

“The blue streaks didn’t hint to you that you weren’t exactly human?”

She held up a lock of black and blue. “Dyed. It was the one thing my mom actually let me do that was semi-rebellious.”

She leaned against the sink with both hands behind her. Something seemed to dawn on her suddenly.

“Is that why that Adina girl’s hair is that dirty blondish-greenish color?” Her face scrunched into a disgusted expression when she said it. “Because she’s a mermaid?”

I barked a laugh at her admittedly adorable grimace, then quickly composed myself again. “It actually has something to do with food preference, in Adina’s case.”

“Oh?”

“I believe she’s overly fond of kelp.”

Arya made that face again. I held back another laugh, but a smile slipped out.

“Some mermaids have hair color that would never be natural to a human or other shifter. As a kid, I knew a mermaid who liked to frequent the lake at my family’s vacation property. Her hair was brilliant violet. She was good friends with my mom.”

That sad look returned to her pretty face.

I studied her, trying to decipher the change of mood. But it didn’t take me long. Idiot. Her mom just died.

“I’m sorry,” I amended quickly, terrified that the waterworks would start again. I didn’t handle crying well, and Arya’s earlier had made me feel so utterly useless. “I shouldn’t—”

“No, it’s fine,” Arya said, but I could see the tears brimming on her dark lashes. “It’s just fresh, is all.”

“I don’t know how losing your mom could ever be less than fresh,” I said. “Unless your mom was like my father—”

I gripped my hair for an excuse to look at the floor, but I couldn’t do it long, and I made it look like I was running my fingers through it so she wouldn’t think I was some freak.

Yeah, she’d probably already come to that conclusion.

Still, I needed to stop saying things like that about Arthur. It always made its way back to him. Why couldn’t I be one of the illegitimate sons, like Adam or Alex, who could say and do whatever they wanted?

It was a burden being the heir. So much was expected. So much was required. I hadn’t had a moment of peace since the day I was born. I was grateful puberty came early for me and I’d been accepted to the school at thirteen.

But I’d never really wish to not be the heir because that would mean that Octavia wouldn’t be my mother. And I couldn’t imagine…

“I’m really sorry for your loss,” I said, and for once my voice sounded like I actually meant the words.

I wasn’t the greatest at conveying emotion, so it surprised me that I actually sounded like I could. It didn’t mean that I never felt anything. I just wasn’t great at expressing it.

She smiled sadly once more, but fortunately didn’t begin crying again.

One of the kitchen doors creaked open. For a high tech facility, you would think they could afford some WD40. I was grateful for the warning, though, because I suddenly realized my proximity to Arya was closer than I wanted anyone to see.

Especially Ms. Tanis. The teacher’s eyes smiled—though her mouth didn’t—as soon as we locked eyes.

I covertly took a step away. It probably wasn’t subtle enough. I couldn’t care, though. I wouldn’t allow myself to care.

“Students should be in their dorms at this hour,” Ms. Tanis said sternly with a raised eyebrow. The smile in her eyes was gone. “You know that, Mr. Dracul.”

“Of course. Sorry, Ms. Tanis,” I muttered under my breath and exited as quickly as my legs could carry me. I only heard the end of Arya’s apology about being a new student and not knowing the rules.

Free of her intoxicating presence, my head mercifully cleared. But I didn’t slow as I trekked through the hallway. I couldn’t have Arya thinking I wanted to continue our conversation by stalling—and I hated that I secretly did.

Still, it wasn’t long before I heard the click of heels behind me.

“Mr. Dracul!” Ms. Tanis was out of breath as she came up behind me.

“I know, I know,” I said, slowing my pace just a little. “I’m heading straight back.” I tried not to sound annoyed that she apparently felt the need to tell me twice.

“No, it’s not that,” she said, holding a hand out to stop me. For someone so petite, she certainly made me feel about a foot shorter in certain circumstances. Like this one. Just like Arthur did.

“Is it about what happened last week? Because Brett—”

“It’s not about Brett,” she interrupted and squeezed her eyes tight. She exhaled and then smiled. “Your father spoke to me today.”

Like I hadn’t seen them right in front of me. I crossed my arms over my chest. I didn’t like the tone in her voice.

“He informed me of the task he assigned you.”

I resisted the urge to snort in derision, instead biting my lip. Arthur assigned a task master? Faking a friendship with Arya was that important?

“He told you,” was all I said.

“Clearly, your father was wrong.” She hooked a thumb back toward the kitchen. “But he wanted me to convince you of the importance of…fulfilling your assignment.”

Assignment? Really? I wasn’t in the damn military! Well, not yet. But I didn’t like thinking about that.

I didn’t grace my distant relative and Dragon Mastery teacher with a response.

“But I can see that you haven’t wasted any time,” she said, pride shining behind her glasses. “Perhaps I’ll shirk my responsibility in checking the kitchen the next time I’m on curfew duty.” She winked.

I couldn’t help the scowl that narrowed my eyes.

“Look,” she said, putting a hand on my still-folded arm, and it was all I could do not to angrily shrug her off for the intrusion into my personal space. “You don’t have to fall for her. He didn’t ask you to do that.”

“I know what my father asked,” I ground out.

“Okay.” She let go of my arm, nodded once, and then clomped down the hallway in the opposite direction. Running off to send back a report to Lord Dracul about my obedience, no doubt.

I raced up the stairs to the second floor and barreled into the avian common room. I wanted to crash face-first onto my bed and sink into unconsciousness. I wanted to be alone.

“Don’t you look bright-eyed this evening?” Brett teased from the couch, ruining any hope I had of sneaking into my room unnoticed. He was shooting zombies on the large flat screen. Sneaking off to bed usually didn’t take any effort with the pseudo-apocalyptic distractions.

Niko was snoring in the chair next to Brett. His controller lay loosely in his hands.

“Did ya find the teacher’s stash of espresso to go with your midnight snack?” Brett asked. “Or did you corner Cora in one of the greenhouses again?” He winked just like Ms. Tanis had.

I wanted to punch him in the face.

“You’re the only one banned from the espresso,” I deadpanned. “And since when do you even notice my sneaking by your virtual bloodshed? Seriously, Brett, haven’t you beat this game yet?”

“Three times, actually.” He grinned wide.

“You’re a dragon, Brett. How is that game at all entertaining? Slow humans shooting dead guys?”

“You’re changing the subject,” Brett said, then uncharacteristically turned off his game. And the TV.

“No, I did not corner Cora,” I said, rolling my eyes at his idiocy and moving to head to my room.

“Nope. Not done talking.” Brett stood and stretched but then sobered and looked me in the eye. “What did Lord Dracul want?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I replied flatly, pointedly keeping my thoughts miles away from a pair of bright eyes.

Brett raised an eyebrow. For speaking as slowly as he sometimes did and fronting the persona of a washed-up surfer, Brett was surprisingly observant.

“He needed me to do something,” I said. “An assignment, sort of.”

“Assignment?”

I nodded, my lips pressed in a flat line.

“What is it?” His eyebrows rose.

“Top secret.”

“Liar.”

I shrugged. “I’m not telling you.” I hadn’t even decided if I was actually going to do it.

“Well…are you gonna do it?” Brett asked, weirdly reading my mind.

I narrowed my eyes like it would help me read Brett’s mind. I shook my head. “I’m going to bed. I’ve got an essay to write in the morning.”

I had a responsibility to my family above all else. And now that I’d met Arya, it didn’t really seem like I had a choice.
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Chapter 12
Arya

I woke up feeling much better. The ugly cry I’d had with Tobias last night had really shed the weight of mourning I’d been carrying, and everything about the current morning felt lighter, brighter. My arms were less shaky, my legs felt springy, and the pain that had been gnawing at my guts was now replaced by a gentle, energizing buzz.

I hopped out of bed and tapped on my tablet to look at my schedule. Surprisingly, today’s classes looked like a typical day at school: Math, Chemistry, English. Everything aside from my first class, which was Mastery—whatever that was—and my last class, Defense.

I was actually looking forward to attending my basic classes. I hoped they would offer a vital sense of normalcy that my life had been lacking recently. The idea of Defense did not give me that same comfort. PE had always been my least favorite subject, and Defense sounded like PE tenfold.

Although I definitely understood the need for it, especially after what happened to Mom, I had no physical prowess whatsoever. I realized that was the point of the class—to improve my physical abilities—but still, it did not appeal to me at all.

After getting dressed and grabbing my laptop bag, I made my way down to the dining hall, happy to know that I wouldn’t have to play musical chairs to eat because, whether he liked it or not, Tobias was my new dining partner.

I filled my tray and easily spotted the large dragon shifter sitting at a table with two other boys.

I claimed the empty seat next to him. His eyes almost bugged out of his head, and I thought I noticed his face turn a shade of pink.

“Good morning,” I greeted him and his friends, whose mouths fell open as they looked at me. “I know, I know, new mermaid and all, big shocker.” I decided to break the ice by diving right into it.

“Uh, sorry, do we know you?” one of Tobias’s friends asked, shaking his blond head as if he had long hair.

“Brett,” the other friend hissed under his breath.

Tobias gave a sidelong glance at the boy—who must be Brett—but didn’t say anything. I still hadn’t quite figured him out, but I chose to interpret his silence as acceptance.

“Tobias and I know each other,” I answered Brett’s question, pretending not to notice its rude intent. “We ran into each other last night and had a good talk. I thought it might be fun to get to know his friends.” I offered a friendly smile.

Brett and the other boy slowly turned their heads in Tobias’s direction simultaneously, and it became pretty clear that Tobias hadn’t mentioned our little late-night encounter.

Tobias looked at me for a moment, chewing on his bottom lip as if internally debating something, then said, “Uh, yeah, I ran into her here last night after the meeting with my father. She’s cool.”

Even though his tone sounded reluctant, my chest swelled at his verbal stamp of approval.

Brett looked back at me with a wide smile. “Is it true that you had no idea you were a mermaid until you came here?”

He was leaning forward, beaming at me like I was some kind of tabloid celebrity. Definitely better than treating me like a pariah.

I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “Yep. I’m a shifter newbie in every way.”

“Whoa, that’s so weird,” Brett said. “I’ve never met a mermaid who wasn’t… well, an elitist snob from birth. Have you tried transforming yet? What was it like?”

“Brett, give the girl a break,” the other friend chastised, holding his fork aloft over his plate. Then he looked at me. “Sorry, Brett has no filter. I’m Niko.”

I laughed. “It’s okay, I don’t mind. I’ve heard that my fellow mermaids can be quite… delightful. I can promise you guys I’m nothing like them.”

“Glad to hear it. Tobias found a keeper.” He winked at Tobias, who just rolled his eyes and turned away.

“What are we talking about?” a chipper female voice asked just before a pretty redhead sat on the other side of Brett.

“Oh, hey, Ashlyn.” Brett gave her a wave. “Just getting to know the new, new girl.”

I cocked my head at that strange description, and Ashlyn’s friendly smile grew wider as she took me in.

“Omigod, thank you!” She reached out to put a hand on mine in a gesture of solidarity. “I was getting so tired of being the new girl. You’d think a stray phoenix showing up would be old news fast, but I’m still the hot topic after three months.”

“That’s because you keep setting fires,” Tobias deadpanned without looking up from the scrambled eggs he was pushing through ketchup on his plate with his fork.

“Accidentally,” she corrected indignantly, shooting a glare at him. Then she smiled back at me. “But now that you’re here, everyone’s forgotten all about little ol’ me.”

“Until you start another fire,” Brett interjected with a smirk.

She slapped him on the shoulder. “Will you shut up!”

I couldn’t help but snicker at their friendly teasing, and honestly, hearing that another new student got the same treatment I was receiving was somehow comforting.

Ashlyn looked back at me. “Anyway, I know how hard it is to be the new girl, so I’d love to be your friend. These guys have been my only friends since I got here, and they only got roped in because our dads are friends.”

Her high energy and non-discerning nature drew me in instantly, and I smiled. “Thanks. I could definitely use all the friends I can get.”

The breakfast turned out not to be such a fiasco. Brett spent most of the time asking me random personal questions about my pre-mermaid life, and Tobias and Niko argued about mermaid politics, which was all very educational—I guessed that much of my time spent with Tobias would be.

He was like a handsome computer, always calculating, always spouting facts, and at least making it look as though he had no emotions. But there was something about him I liked, despite all the warning signs—especially the giant “Not Interested” label on his forehead whenever he looked my way.

And Ashlyn and I briefly bonded over our similar histories. Her father had been out of the picture her whole life, just a faceless name on a birthday card once a year. She had thought she was human just like me, raised by a human mom. When it came out a few months ago that she inherited her dad’s phoenix after all, he came back into her life and brought her here.

She was just as new to this world as me and just as spurned by her peers. I couldn’t be more grateful that I met her, for both our sakes.

“Since you know what it’s like to be new to all this, could you help me understand a little bit about the different types of shifters?” I asked her while the boys were distracted. “There’s so many, and I have no idea really what’s unique to any of them. Do they all have the same powers? Is it just their form that’s different?”

She nodded in understanding, her eyes lighting up as if she were excited to be the knowledgeable one for a change. “Okay, so, let me give you a quick breakdown of each shifter type and what their special abilities are:

“Phoenixes”—she put a hand on her chest—“can manifest and manipulate fire, as the boys so graciously shared with you already.” She rolled her eyes. “Dragons are the same. We really only differ in what our shifted forms are.

“Mermaids”—she gestured toward me—“can manipulate water. Some of them can also be seers, like they get visions and stuff. And I’ve heard of special mermaids that can also be sirens, but I don’t really know what they do, you know?”

I nodded vaguely, also having no clue.

“Then you have all the different weres,” she continued. “Hounds turn into wolves and have the sharpest smell sense of the shifters, to the point where some can even tell what emotion you’re feeling by what you smell like.”

“It’s called empathic,” Tobias cut in, and I turned to look at him. “Very well-trained hounds can become empathic.”

“Right,” Ashlyn conferred. “And then there are moas, who turn into big cats—like mountain lions and stuff—and, oh, what’s their special power again?” She pursed her lips in thought.

“Maos have ultra-sensitive hearing,” Tobias informed, his expression looking a little annoyed, like she should already know all of this. “At top skill, some maos can even become telepathic.”

“That’s hearing people’s thoughts, right?” Ashlyn asked. “Or is that moving objects with your mind?”

He sighed and rolled his eyes before looking sideways at her. “Hearing thoughts. Moving objects is called telekineses.”

“Oh, that’s right!” Ashlyn said with a snap of her fingers.

I looked at Tobias for my next question. Of course, he knew everything about the different shifters. I should’ve asked him instead, but Ashlyn was so much friendlier.

“What about Caesar? What can gryphons do?”

Tobias seemed less irritated by my question than he was correcting Ashlyn. “They can manipulate the weather. Mostly just wind, but I’ve heard that Caesar is powerful enough to create storms.”

“Really?” Ashlyn asked him, surprise widening her eyes. “That’s awesome!”

“Kitsunes can manipulate electricity, which is why they make up our tech team. Nagas have paralytic venom that kills vampires, and they can learn to hypnotize people with their eyes. And harpies have the ability to manipulate light waves to either inflict physical damage or heal wounds.” Tobias said all of this in a bored-sounding drone.

I realized my forehead was scrunched upward after listening to him, so I purposely smoothed it. “Wow, they all sound so cool. I still have a hard time believing all this is real, even after seeing it with my own eyes.”

Ashlyn put a hand on top of mine where it rested on the table. “I know, it’s definitely a mind fuck. But you get used to all the weirdness of it after a week or two. Getting a handle on your powers is a different story.”

She frowned and looked down at her plate. She’d been here for a month and hadn’t learned to control her powers. I felt bad for her, especially since I knew the struggle. I had a strong feeling I’d be in the same boat as her.

***

After breakfast, I went to the mermaid training room for my first class, Mastery. As I walked, I tried to guess what the class would entail. I’d never heard of anything like it at any other school. If it was in the mermaid training room, it obviously had something to do specifically with being a mermaid but not shifting.

When I entered the training room, students were just emerging from the locker rooms in their swim tops and getting ready to get in the pool. I followed their example and went to the locker room to get into my own top, then returned to the training room to see what the next hour had in store.

Celeste was at the opposite corner of the room, talking to a small group of students, and I figured I’d just wait for instructions.

I sat at the edge of the pool and, with a thrill in my belly, dipped my feet in the water. Just as last time, a prickling itch swallowed the surface of the skin on my legs, and I watched with rapt attention as the smooth flesh was gradually replaced by glistening pink scales.

I had been too disoriented yesterday to get a good view, but now I could clearly witness my ankles and shins webbing together and stretching out into a tail that still astounded and excited me.

Hell, I could happily sit here all day and splash my tail in the water. Nothing was more comfortable than the feeling of water surrounding me. The coolness on my arms, washing over my tail, it was like discovering the underside of a pillow.

I was tempted to dive in completely, but I wanted to be alert for when the class started—and skip the not-as-pleasant emergence of the gills on my neck. That had been my least favorite part. I knew I’d have to get used to it eventually, but for now, I was enjoying this leisure moment.

A good ten minutes passed, and Celeste still hadn’t officially started the class. Many of the students were just playing in the pool. Had I missed something? I watched the other mermaids swimming, flipping, or just floating in groups and gossiping.

Then, something caught the corner of my eye, and I looked to the far left edge of the pool. One of the male students was waving his hands above the water, and impossibly, a stream of water rose upward and made a somewhat sloppy arc before splashing back to the surface.

My mouth dropped open, and I blinked hard several times. Did I really just see that?

“Quite a trick, huh?” a male voice said behind me.

I looked over my shoulder to see a rather attractive guy standing behind me. For a moment, I lost myself in appreciation for his boy-band good looks. He had sandy brown hair that looked as though it had taken him all morning to get it to feather out so perfectly and beach-blue eyes that seemed to harbor some hidden hunger within their depths.

Thanks to the skin-tight swim top, I could see each sculpted muscle of his defined chest and abs. Damn, were all shifter guys just created hot?

He gave me a crooked smile, then dove head-first into the pool, his form flawless. I watched his legs morph into a handsome dark blue tail as his body cut like a knife through the water. He spun around, and his head surfaced a foot or so in front of me. He swam closer and rested his bent elbow on the edge of the pool.

“So, you’re the new mermaid nobody will shut up about,” he said with a laugh. “I’m Kendall.” He extended a wet hand.

I reached out and accepted it, hating that my cheeks were burning so much. “Yep, I guess that’s me.”

I looked back to the student who had manipulated the water. “How did he do that?” I tipped my chin in that direction.

Kendall nodded. “I know you’re new to all this, so I’ll break it down for you. All shifters have secondary abilities—powers, if you will—aside from just transforming. Mermaids can control water in whatever form they find it. That’s the main purpose of this class, teaching young shifters like us how to master this power.”

I nodded in understanding.

“Buuut, most of us mermaids have been playing with water since before we could talk, so the majority spend this class as a free period,” he explained.

“Ah. So, are you a water manipulation expert?” I asked, a mild attempt at flirting. This guy was seriously gorgeous, and so far, the only mer who would give me the time of day.

“I guess you could say that. And I have other things to study in this class, which is why you won’t find me lounging about like the rest of them.”

“Oh? What is there to master aside from fancy irrigation skills?” I teased.

He chuckled. “I’m a seer.”

My brows shot up. I knew that Celeste was a seer and that the ability was rare, even among mermaids. Now that I thought about it, Kendall had been one of the students Celeste had been talking to on the other side of the room.

“At the beginning of each class, Celeste gives the small handful of us who have the affinity for future sight a brief lesson, helping to guide us through fine-tuning our visions,” Kendall said.

I leaned forward as I perched on the edge of the pool. “So, you can see the future like Celeste? I mean, do you get visions of new shifters when they’re turned or come of age?”

“Haha, no. I’m nowhere near as good as Celeste.” He shook his head. “Celeste can target her sight to just about anything or anyone she wants. That’s how she made her fortune, playing the stock market. You know she’s the one who financed the school, right?”

“Oh yeah. I think they mentioned that in history yesterday,” I said. I imagined a psychic could use future-sight to make millions. Celeste was craftier than I realized.

“The only things I can see are random events specific to me,” Kendall said. “I can’t target my visions—not yet, anyway. And the frustrating thing is, I can’t see the causes, only the outcomes, so I can’t figure out how to prevent what I see.”

A shadow fell over his face for a brief instant, and I wondered if there was something unpleasant he had foreseen that he wished to stop. If only I had that ability. I might have been able to see the vampire attack coming. I might have been able to save my mom.

“Good morning, Arya.” Celeste’s voice jolted me out of my thoughts, and I turned to see that the mer teacher was walking toward us. “I apologize for not tending to you sooner, but my upperclassmen needed some briefing. I see you’ve met Kendall. He’s one of the school’s finest apprentice seers.”

Celeste beamed at him as she settled to sit beside me, not bothering to hide her favoritism toward him. “He might even have my job one day.” She winked at him, and his brows furrowed with a flicker of nervousness.

“I’d better get back to practicing,” Kendall said. “It was nice to meet you, Arya.” And then he dove into the water and swam away.

It was very nice to meet you, too, I thought as his tail whipped in my direction and he zipped through the water. A gorgeous mer-guy who was actually nice? Pinch me, I must be dreaming.

“I know this is all very new to you, so let me explain what we study in this class,” Celeste began.

“Oh, Kendall told me a little bit. He said that mermaids have the power to control water, and...” I gulped as I realized I was going to have to figure out how to do that.

Oh, crap. I’d been so busy ogling him that I hadn’t connected those particular dots.

Celeste nodded at my unspoken dilemma. “It’s all right. No one expects you to shape water into a sea dragon on your first try. There’s no pressure here. We’ll just take it slow and awaken your awareness of your connection to the water. Once you find it, everything else will follow.”

“Okay,” I said with uncertainty, hoping that it would be as simple as Celeste let on.

She claimed that there were no expectations of me, but I could sense that just about everyone was expecting something from me, Caesar most of all. I just had no idea what that was.

***

“So, uh, what do you know about Kendall?” I asked Ashlyn at lunch, trying to be casual.

Tobias hadn’t come to sit with us yet, and I wanted to get this topic out of the way before he came back. I didn’t exactly want Tobias hearing me ask about a different guy.

“You mean Ken Doll?” she replied with a snicker. “He’s your typical pretty boy jock. If this school had sports, he’d probably be the quarterback of the football team.”

“Don’t let Tobias hear you say that,” Brett commented, flickering his gaze to the buffet line where Tobias was currently debating over lunch options.

I laughed, stashing that comment in my box of things to ask about later. “I know mermaids don’t have the best reputation for being, well, human, but is he decent?”

He had been nice to me, but I wanted to get the scoop on him, if there was one. And though Ashlyn was almost as new here as me, it wasn’t like I had anyone else to ask.

She shrugged. “I’ll put it this way—he’s not the worst of them. But he did date the worst of them.”

“What?” I asked.

“Yeah, he and Letti have this on-again-off-again thing going on. As I’m sure you’re aware, that girl is a real piece of work.”

The butterflies that had been bouncing around in my stomach fell dead to the floor. If Kendall could date a girl like that, maybe he wasn’t the guy I started to hope he was.

“Well, that sucks.” I sighed.

“Why, you got the hots for him over Tobias?” She offered a wry grin and nudged me with her elbow. She lowered her voice when she added, “Come on, I see the way you look at him.”

I snorted and rolled my eyes, hoping my cheeks weren’t as red as they felt. “Tobias is about as interested in me as a cat is with water.”

Brett and Niko shared a super brief glance, making me question my assessment.

“Well, it’s just as well, seeing as inter-shifter dating is kind of taboo,” Niko said, pushing around a noodle with his fork.

“Wait, w-what?” I stammered. “There are rules about dating?”

“Well, not technically,” Brett said, tilting his head to the side. “I mean, it’s not written anywhere that two different shifters can’t get together, but it’s just an unspoken rule. Especially with the more elitist breeds like mers and dragons.”

“And phoenixes,” Niko added with a frown.

“Why?” I asked.

“It’s because of the speciesism in the shifter world,” Brett said around a mouthful of chicken. “Everyone is so obsessed with purity in bloodlines—well, aside from weres, obviously. But dragons, phoenixes, and mermaids especially have a cultural heritage that dominates who they are. Parents want to be certain of their childrens’ heritage, and with two different types, you just never know which side of the coin you’re gonna get. You could even end up with a freak who’s a mix of both.”

“Yikes.” Ashlyn grimaced. “As much of an outcast as I already am, I’m really glad I’m just half human and not something else.”

I frowned. So much for any sparks I might have had toward Tobias. Maybe that was why he was so cold toward me. Because even if we did have a certain chemistry, nothing could ever happen between us.

The students in the dining hall began to shuffle.

“Which class do you have next?” Ashlyn asked.

I pursed my lips. “Defense.”

“Me, too!” she exclaimed excitedly, but her words were deafened by the howl Brett and Niko let out.

I balked at them in confusion.

“Good luck,” Brett said. “You’re in with Tobias.”

I arched an eyebrow, my gut clenching at the way he said that. “Okay, what exactly do we do in that class?”

“It’s mostly wrestling and sparring techniques, but every now and then, Caesar pairs us up to fight each other,” Ashlyn said, her tone saying she was about as excited about that idea as I was.

“Sometimes, he even has a few students give us a show in the Simulation Room,” Brett said with a waggle of his brows.

“Simulation Room?” I asked, intrigued.

Brett gave me a wicked grin. “You’re in for a treat the first time you see it. Well, as long as you’re not the one who has to test in it.”

I gulped. I had no idea what that room could be like, but I knew for certain that I never wanted to have to test in it.
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Chapter 13
Arya

“I—hate—this!” I panted as I threw a tired fist at the punching bag in front of me for what felt like the billionth time.

“You can say that again,” Ashlyn said to my right, bending over her knees as she huffed and puffed along with me.

“You haven’t seen anything yet,” Tobias said beside me—not even winded—kicking at his own punching bag like it pissed in his cereal.

Honestly, it was very distracting to work out beside him because, shirtless and glistening, his off-limits hotness was incredibly hard to ignore. I kept finding myself stealing glances at those chiseled muscles and hating myself when my core heated in response.

Defense class was every bit as horrible as I’d imagined it would be. The training room was enormous, divided into sections with different equipment. One section had ellipticals and treadmills, one had full-body punching bags and gloves, one had weights, and then half of the ginormous gymnasium had nothing but a foam mat that covered the entire floor; I assumed that was where the sparring happened.

I took a moment to catch my breath and looked around. There were hundreds of students here. Half the school must be in the gym. Many of them were training just as enthusiastically as I was, but some of them, like Tobias, were really giving it their all.

“Sorry if this is a stupid question, but why are you pushing yourself so hard?” I asked after my lungs had stopped screaming at me.

Tobias didn’t stop his attack on the bag when he answered. “Students can test out of Defense, and seeing as my father is the General of the shifter forces, it’s expected of me to do so.”

He gave the bag one big punch, and it rocked so hard that I thought it was going to fly clean off the chains that held it.

“Wow, a general?” I said on an exhale. “Tough shoes to fill.”

“You have no idea,” Tobias grumbled, giving the bag a death stare.

The idea of testing out of this class was tempting, but I had very little faith that my body would ever excel at this type of thing. I could barely go up a flight of stairs without getting winded, and I had about as much desire to tackle someone as I wanted to be tackled myself.

“How do you test out?” I asked, expecting a harrowing answer.

“You have to win the simulation,” Tobias replied matter-of-factly, turning his head in the direction of the closed-off room in the corner.

I remembered Brett talking about that at lunch. I still had no idea what it really was. Was it some kind of virtual reality, like a video game? Did you have to put on goggles and body sensors? And what were the ‘simulations’ like?

“Alright, class, that’s time.” Caesar’s voice filled the gym. “Time to pair up for forty minutes of sparring.”

“Oh no,” I groaned, my exhausted shoulders slumping as low as they could go.

The class gathered around the foam mat, and Caesar and his assistants paired everyone off. I dreaded him coming to me, dreaded who I might get paired with. If it was Cora or one of those mer-bitches, I was done for. Heck, if it was Tobias, I was done for. Please let it be Ashlyn. At least I know she’ll go easy on me!

“Arya, you’ll be paired with Kendall,” Caesar said when he came to me.

An exclamation point floated over my head at that designation. I was both thrilled and dismayed. Why did it have to be Kendall? I was covered in a thick layer of sweat, and I was sure my hair looked like it had gone through a garbage disposal. Now I had to get up close and personal with the only cute mer guy at this school who didn’t treat me like crap?

Kendall made his way over to me with an expression that said he was pleased with the match. And his shirt was off. And his chest was glistening like that of a Greek god. How the heck was I supposed to focus when he looked like that?

I didn’t miss the glare that Kendall shot Tobias or the glare that Tobias gave in return as he passed him toward his assigned partner. Interesting tension there, and I wondered with a flutter in my belly if it was because of me or something else.

“Go easy on me?” I asked as coyly as I could.

“Of course,” he chuckled.

So quickly, I didn’t know what was happening, Kendall spun around and kicked my feet out from under me.

I was certain I was going to land painfully on my ass as I went flying. I squeezed my eyes shut to brace for impact, but strong arms caught under my back and knees. When I hesitantly peeked one eye open, I saw that Kendall was cradling me against his firm, slick chest, his handsome face wearing a devilish smile.

Oh, this guy is good!

“You fight dirty,” I said, my breathless voice barely audible.

He winked. “I just wanted to sweep you off your feet.”

Swoon!!!

“I’m sorry, but that was really corny,” I giggled, even as I clung to him.

“I know, but I couldn’t help myself.” He laughed back and set me gently down on my feet. “Okay, let’s get to the actual training. I’ll try to teach you some evasive maneuvers you can use against these other guys because I don’t think anyone else you might get paired with will go easy on you.”

“Thanks,” I said, wobbling a little as I regained my footing.

“Besides, you’re small and thin enough that you could easily slip out of many hold positions. You just have to learn how to use your body.”

Kendall was offering to teach me how to use my body. Yes, please! Now I was hot and flushed for a whole different reason, and Defense was suddenly my favorite class.

“Let’s start with escaping a choke hold,” he said, stepping behind me. “I’m gonna put my arms around your neck, and I want you to try to get out.”

I stood in place, feeling the heat coming off his body as he stood centimeters away from my back. He seemed to be waiting for my permission.

“Okay.” I nodded. “Let’s do it.”

One large, muscular arm came over my shoulder and bent under my chin, his hand catching in the bend of his other arm that jackknifed on my opposite shoulder.

The embrace was tight, but not horribly uncomfortable, and I could still breathe easily. Well, okay, not super easily, as I was incredibly distracted by the hard press of his body behind me, and there was a distinctly hard something pressing against my butt cheek that had me all kinds of flustered!

“Alright, now try to get out,” he instructed.

All I could think about was the fact that his warm body was wrapped around mine, and my head was a frenzy of filthy fog. Mostly, I had no desire to get out of this compromising position, but I reminded myself I was supposed to be focusing on becoming a vessel for revenge against the vampires and dragged my mind out of that delicious gutter.

I wrapped my hands around his thick forearm and pulled. Despite his seemingly loose hold on my neck, I couldn’t budge his arm, no matter how much I struggled. I squirmed and wriggled, trying to twist myself around or slip out. It ended with me looking undoubtedly foolish and somewhat crooked.

Kendall laughed, the vibrations of his chest rumbling against my back. “Well, that was a good attempt, but let me show you the right way.”

He released me and moved so that he was in front of me with his back to me. “Put your arms around my neck.”

I had no problem with following those instructions, pressing up against him, and putting my arms in the same formation that his had been on me. Just as he had, I made sure not to hold him too tightly so I wouldn’t hurt him. Not like I actually could.

“No matter how hard you pull on the choking arm, you’re never going to break it free,” he said, tugging on my right forearm as I gripped the bend in my elbow. “You have to go for the parts that can be moved, which in this case is the interlocking arm.”

He grabbed the wrist of my other arm, the one that was bent and next to my face, and pulled it down with ease.

Wow, I was weak. But then again, I wasn’t trying very hard to resist him.

“Once you have that arm down, the lock is broken, and you can push the choking arm out of the way,” he said. “But you have to also roll your shoulder into the disabled arm as you push away the choking arm so that you can escape.”

I felt his shoulder blade gently push into the left side of my chest, which completely distracted me from the hand that pushed at my arm around his neck, and he slipped out of my hold.

Kendall turned around and smiled. “Now you try.”

I nodded and happily let him put his arms around me again. Not a bad place to be, at all. Once he had his arms in place, I reached up for his left wrist and pulled as hard as I could. The arm came down no problem, and I rolled into his chest at the same time as I pushed his choking arm away, hopping out of his hold like a bunny.

Free and floating on air, I spun around with an ear-to-ear smile. “That was amazing! I actually did it!”

“That was perfect! See? You’re a natural.”

“It helps that you’re such a great teacher,” I purred, stepping closer. “Maybe you could help me with Mastery, too?”

“Sure, I wouldn’t mind tutoring you.” His eyes raked heatedly over me, but then softened. “I think it sucks that you missed out on growing up like a mermaid. Is it true that you were never in the water until yesterday?”

There it was, the small reminder that I was different from everyone else, and I stiffened instinctively.

But Kendall wasn’t saying it with judgment. The look in his beach eyes was honest, with a glint of sympathy.

“Yes,” I replied. “They’re calling me the fish out of water.”

Kendall frowned. “I’m sorry. I can’t imagine going my whole life without swimming. That really sucks.”

I nodded. “You have no idea. I feel like I’ve been robbed, and I never even knew it.”

My smile faltered as instant guilt stunned me for making that claim. The person who supposedly robbed me was my mom, and saying such a thing was an insult to her memory. After all, I knew deep down that whatever Mom’s reasons were, they weren’t malicious.

“That’s alright,” Kendall said with a warm smile. “We’ll try to get you caught up on everything you missed. I’ll personally take you under my fin. I’m sure there are lots of things I can teach you.”

With the heated glint in his eyes, there was no missing the innuendo, and honestly, I had a whole lot of pent up teen mischief to catch up on.

When he lunged for me this time, I saw it coming, but saw no reason to resist physical contact with him in this circumstance. He wrapped an arm around my waist and took me down to the mat. “Now, let’s work on your ground game.”

As my head landed on the mat, I caught sight of Tobias staring at us across the room.

He didn’t like me. Most of the time, he avoided eye contact if he could help it.

He couldn’t like me because of the whole speciesism thing.

But as I—let’s be honest—barely struggled under Kendall’s gorgeous body, why did it feel like I was betraying Tobias?
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Chapter 14
Tobias

“Tobias Dracul.”

Caesar’s booming voice snapped me from my obsessive thoughts. I’d subdued my partner, a volatile hound named Jackson, several minutes before; I hadn’t lost to another student in almost a year, and it was getting boring.

Thanks to that, I practically had a front-row seat to watch Arya’s spar with Ken Doll. If you could even call it that. Sparring didn’t require that much…contact, at least not for that long.

I hated that I cared, that it was making my blood boil like fresh magma. I hadn’t noticed I was growling until James called me out on it.

I cracked my neck to dismiss the infuriating images and turned my attention to the school director.

Caesar seemed to be hiding a smile as he held a hand toward me. “Show everyone how it's done.”

I nodded, switching to autopilot as I walked to the center of the large mat. The rest of the students gathered behind the safe zone. I noticed Arya and Kendall still stood close to each other, a little bit separated from the rest of the crowd, and I stifled the possessive rumble in my chest.

Crossing my arms over my chest, I ripped my gaze away from the canoodling pair and calculated whose turn it might be to face me and how much effort I’d need to put into the match.

It probably wasn’t a day for fire manipulation unless I was pitted against Niko again, but we’d been paired last week, so I doubted it. Although, I might make an exception for Kendall. How I’d love the excuse to roast him right now.

But the entire class joined in a collective chuckle as I stood alone on the mat.

I looked at Caesar, who was fighting a smirk.

I uncrossed my arms, looking back at the crowd of my classmates with a questioning scowl. Why wasn’t he calling another student? I found Niko and Brett near the front. Brett pointed at Caesar with a wide grin.

My thick hair lifted in a breeze, and I instantly sparked my fingertips. Gryphons could manipulate air. I snapped my head to Caesar.

“There he is,” Caesar said quietly, causing anyone within hearing distance to laugh out loud. How did I miss the purple glow of Caesar’s eyes?

“I’m going up against you? Sir?”

A gust of wind pushed against the backs of my knees, forcing me into a kneeling position, and my fingers splayed on the mat to keep me from face planting.

Nursing my wounded pride, I silently cursed as my classmates skittered with laughter again. Caesar hated being called by any sort of title, and I had to be corrected more than most, thanks to my strict upbringing.

Caesar remained stoic as the laughter died down. “That’s what I meant when I said: Let’s show them how it’s done.”

I pushed myself off the floor and took my stance without another word.

Fire it is, then.

How the gryphon managed to create a whirlwind that forced me to bend my knees and brace myself—yet didn’t lift a single strand of hair from the students in the front row—always amazed me. But I couldn’t think about it. I clapped my hands to conjure a bright fireball in each, even as my eyes watered from the gusts.

With a flick of my wrists, I urged the fire orbs to grow four times in size within a matter of seconds, or else be extinguished by the increasing winds.

My foot slipped, and with the same motion, I hurled the fireball from my right hand—not directly at Caesar—but into the path of the funnel heading toward the director. Most thought it was my dragon nature that helped me win my fights. Or that I was a Dracul. I let them assume both of those reasons, but I knew it was my analytical calculations that actually gave me the upper hand.

Caesar quickly ducked, avoiding getting a face-full of fire, but I smiled at seeing the tiny red glow on the tips of his dark brown hair before the sparks extinguished.

With a smirk, I managed a quick glance at the crowd before hurling my other fireball at a different point in the funnel to knock into the back of Caesar’s knees. I hoped for a similar result, and maybe even a face plant, as payback for Caesar’s cheap shot moments ago. But I couldn’t help my eyes being drawn to the location of Arya and Kendall, whose hand was brushing a dark lock of hair from her pretty face.

Thanks to the minor distraction, I released my projectile a fraction of a second too late. It hit the gust inches off and was flung away from the orbit around Caesar and into the ceiling tiles, incinerating several of them.

Before I could recover, the gust sent me flying, and I was flat on my back with one of the up-ended treadmills inches from my nose before Caesar put it safely back in its place. His eyes shifted from their brilliant purple glow, darkening until they were back to their hazel color.

The mood in the room shifted, and the room quieted. No one expected me to beat an experienced gryphon, not to mention the defense teacher and director of the school, but they still seemed surprised. Honestly, if any student stood a chance at beating Caesar in a fight, it was General Dracul’s son.

The crowd dispersed and began to exit. Caesar helped me to my feet but didn’t say a word, allowing me to maintain my dignity as I rejoined my friends, who waited near the door.

“You almost had him!” Niko clapped a hand on my shoulder.

“Yeah, I don’t know what your plan was with that second one,” Brett said as we walked from the room. “But man! Using Caesar’s wind against him was freaking brilliant! If he hadn’t ducked, he would’ve needed a new face!”

Even Niko laughed at that and ran a hand over the back of his neck. “What happened with that second one?”

I shrugged. I wasn’t going to admit where my focus had been, not even to myself. “I miscalculated. I was trying to hit the back of Caesar’s knees.”

“Ah!” Brett said. “Payback. Genius.”

“That would’ve been pretty epic,” Niko agreed.

“Next time,” I said, ready for the subject to be dropped.

“Hey, there’s a party this weekend,” Niko said, granting my wish. “It’s at Jackson’s house off campus.”

“The Hound?”

“Yep,” Brett said. “And we’re going.”

I didn’t answer but figured I wouldn’t have much choice in the matter. They always dragged me to social functions.

I made an excuse about homework—which wasn’t really an excuse, Brett just always thought it was—and made my way back to my room.

Partway through my Calculus homework, an email chimed on my laptop.

It was from Arthur. A reminder of just how “imperative it is” that I “befriend the mermaid.”

I rolled my eyes before closing my computer. I wasn’t finished with my homework, but I was finished with the email. Though Arthur had worded it like a request, a favor I would be doing by continuing with this task, I knew it wasn’t.

My instinct told me to push back, to rebel, and do the opposite of what my father wanted. But I cared for my family. I was proud to be a Dracul despite the curse that came with it. And I’d pretty much decided to do it anyway. Not that I could stay away from Arya if I tried. Or stop thinking about her.

And besides, with Arya cozying up to Ken Doll, surely there wasn’t any harm in me being Arya’s friend. If she was interested in one of her own kind—as she should be—I could more easily guard my heart. And I was practiced enough that it wouldn’t be an issue, anyway.

But could I really stand seeing the two of them together? When my insides burned like a raging inferno at the mere thought of it? Hell, just being around her made steam almost literally radiate from me.

It is imperative—Arthur used the word imperative to near annoyance—that we find out if she’s the siren from the prophecy before anyone else. Those were Arthur’s words that day in Caesar’s office.

Step one: Befriend Arya. Check.

Step Two: Find out if she’s the siren. Not quite sure how to go about that part yet.

I wasn’t getting any more homework done anyway, so I pushed from my desk and gave into the obsessive, nagging urge to find her, telling myself I was just following orders. That was all it was. I walked with more determination and purpose than I had in a long time.

Dinner wasn’t for another hour, but I checked the dining hall, hoping to catch Arya before everyone else began trickling in. Sure enough, she sat at one of the tables alone, with her laptop open and some notes sprawled.

At the sight of her, the gnawing ache in my gut finally ceased. The tether that had seemed to constantly pull me toward her since last night stopped tugging, and heat washed through me, a heat that was as soothing as it was destructive.

“Did they forget to put a desk in your room?” I asked as I approached.

She looked up at me, and pink bloomed on her cheeks. “Ashlyn was helping me sort through this Shifter Biology syllabus, but she had to run off to meet her dad.”

I nodded. Mrs. Sharp’s syllabus was famously complicated.

“I’m glad to hear I’m not your only friend,” I said, sitting down across from her. I meant it earnestly, but her responding chuckle and eye roll told me she took it as a joke.

I realized that was probably a good thing.

Silence fell as I contemplated the best way to needle her for any clues that she might be the siren. Subtlety wasn’t one of my strengths, and so little was known about the gifts of sirens that I didn’t really know where to start.

She broke the silence first.

“Caesar was pretty rough on you today,” she said, a note of sympathy hiking her voice at the end.

I bristled at the sore topic.

“Is he always like that?” she continued. Or maybe it was fear I heard.

“He won’t call you up like that,” I assured her, leaning forward and resting my elbows on the table with my fingers laced together. “He reserves his show-off moments for…” I trailed off, seeing her small smile.

“For show-offs like you?” she teased.

“Who says I’m a show-off?”

Did she see my quick spar in class? Sure, I’d barely given that hound a chance, but I assumed she was too preoccupied with her own spar.

“I’m not the one who thinks wrapping my arms around a girl is the best way to teach her defense.” I didn’t mean to say that out loud, and I shut her still-open laptop to distract from the heat rising up my neck.

She raised an eyebrow up into the black and blue hair that swept across her face. She didn’t look mad at the way I’d invaded her space but rather challenged.

“Kendall was showing me how to escape if someone grabbed me from behind. Really, it was basic self-defense.” She shrugged. “Like, human stuff.”

“Yeah, well, as someone who just learned she’s a shifter, you should probably be focusing on learning your shifter means of defense,” I chided, my temperature continuing to escalate.

Her eyes narrowed, and she shrugged again as she slid her closed laptop closer to herself. “Honestly, it was kind of nice doing something I might’ve done in my old life.”

“Well, learning how to get out of a hold like that won’t save you from a vampire,” I said flatly.

“You think I don’t know that?” The volume of her voice rose, and suddenly, those bright blue eyes were blazing. “That’s how my mom died!”

“And vampires aren’t the only things out there,” I continued, unable to stop. I realized that I was horrible for even bringing it up, but she had to know the seriousness of the danger. “There are rogue shifters out there, too. Weres that are running around because we haven’t been able to track them down yet. Nagas who disagreed with the shifter military’s policies and defected for their own self-righteous beliefs. My family has…” I hesitated.

Arya didn’t know about my family history or even the fact that they were still considered royalty. She was the one girl who didn’t treat me like a prince to be won, and I didn’t want to spoil that just yet.

“There are dragon enemies out there also,” I finished vaguely.

She nodded, narrowing her eyes even further, like she was scrutinizing me. Like she was determining whether or not I was telling the truth.

The temperature in my blood rose, and I clenched my fists to prevent any accidental fires from sparking. A woman’s scrutiny had never made me feel this way. So vulnerable. So exposed. And so overwhelmingly turned on.

“Not to mention the hunters!” I blurted, trying to distract her—and myself—from the way she was making me feel. Her ignorance to the dangers was infuriating. “Sure, they’re human, but you catch one mercury bullet and poof!” I made an explosion gesture with my hands.

“Are you trying to scare me?” she asked, her tone eerily calm.

“No, I—”

“I’m not going to pretend that what you said isn’t real or doesn’t matter,” she interrupted. “I know it’s real. My world was shattered by something I never thought existed until it happened. But it’s a little overwhelming learning that I grow a tail when I touch salt water.”

She laughed, but it sounded humorless and harsh.

“The first time I went under, I sprouted gills! It’s just really overwhelming and Ken…” she paused. “It’s nice that some people are helping me ease into this. And adjust.”

She began packing her notes and computer into her bag with assertive, jerky movements.

Crap, she was leaving. I’d really pissed her off. I needed to control this situation.

“You know, the first time I conjured fire, I set my mother’s favorite rug on fire,” I said, making a conscious effort to soften my tone. I prayed it was enough to make her stay. I hadn’t even found out anything useful yet.

And I honestly didn’t want her to go.

She stood to leave.

I stood, too. “What I’m trying to say is that I get it. Figuring out your powers and where you fit in the shifter world can be overwhelming.”

“You don’t understand,” she said and walked from the table.

“I know I don’t understand.” I rounded the table and chased after her. “I was born knowing what I was, but I still struggled. I can’t imagine what you’re going through. It terrified me the first time sparks flew through my fingers. My father had to disable the smoke alarm for about three months until I gained more control.”

I was hoping to receive at least a smile but got only an annoyed frown.

She did stop walking to look at me, though.

“How did you finally get control?” she asked, eyeing me cautiously.

I should’ve known she’d ask, but I’d already opened up so much more than I’d intended that the question caught me off guard. “I–I learned to play the piano.”

“The piano?” There was that skeptical look again.

“Yeah, I mean, the playing wasn’t what taught me control,” I amended. “Practice did that. But learning the piano was what finally calmed me enough to deal with all of the fear that was causing my powers to be so out of control.”

That got a small smile from her.

And I realized I’d accidentally led the conversation to the perfect line of questioning. “Do you play?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Do you… sing?” I tried to sound nonchalant about it but heard the emphasis in my voice.

“No, my musical talent is limited to Spotify playlists,” she said. “I’ll see you later, Tobias.”

I didn’t want her to leave. I’d upset her, and though she infuriated me for lots of reasons, I craved her company. Deep down, I knew this need wasn’t just because of my family obligations, but there was no way I was going to dissect that—not any time soon. I just…needed to keep her from walking away—from this conversation—from me.

I scrambled to think of anything that would make her stay just a second longer. “There’s a party this weekend,” I blurted out.

That did it. She turned back to me with that eyebrow raised beneath that errant lock of blue hair that insisted on covering part of her forehead.

“It’s at Jackson’s house off campus. A were.”

“I, uh—”

“You should come with me.” I hadn’t meant to add the with me part. But it was too late now. I braced myself for the rejection.

Surprise broke the frustrated frown and smoothed her pretty features.

“Okay,” Arya said with a smile and a shrug, pushing that piece of hair behind her ear. “I’d love to come.”

Then she turned and walked away.

And as I failed not to stare at her like a hungry wolf as she did, I internally cursed myself. I had just asked Arya Walker out on a date. What did I get myself into?
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Chapter 15
Shea

I fiddled with the pencil in my hand as I stared blankly at the crazy mashup of childhood fantasy and teenage angst that was my room. I put the pencil down and began tapping my dark purple nails on the blank notebook atop my Rainbow Bright bedcover. The textbook sat open but still unread, despite the multiple times I'd scanned the same paragraph.

I couldn't get Arya, the school, or my untapped powers off my mind. My own school had been distractingly dull since I’d lost my only friend to the coolest school I could imagine. And I'd been rejected by said school—twice.

But wallowing wasn't going to fix anything—I’d been doing plenty of that, and it was a miserable pity party. No, I needed a plan.

Gram's head popped into my doorway. “Time to wrap up. Dinner's going to be ready in ten.”

I nodded, my eyes still glazed over from overthinking.

“Is everything okay?” Gram asked, her brow creased. She came all the way in and sat on the edge of the bed.

I sat up, rubbing my face. “I guess. It's just...”

I stared at her for a moment, trying to decide if I wanted to risk getting in trouble again. Life in this house was just getting back to normal after our last fight. But I had no one else to talk to about this stuff, and if I had to keep it all bottled up any longer, I’d implode.

“Do shifters hate us?” The words rushed out of my mouth before I could stop them.

Gram's mouth hardened into a thin line. Great. I winced as I braced for another lecture.

Instead, Gram sighed. “Oh, Shea, where would you get an idea like that?”

I turned away, guilt seeping through me. I hated lying to her, but I hated being excluded even more. I wanted to take my place in the supernatural world and find the magic that had been stolen from our family. To be so close but not part of it nearly killed me.

“I don't know. You keep me away from it all the time. I thought, you know, maybe shifters hated us or something.” That was as close to the truth as I was willing to stray.

Gram's arms wrapped around me, and I snuggled in, letting out a contented sigh. As a little girl, I’d wondered if maternal hugs were laced with magic.

“No, not hate, really. Distrust, certainly, but not hate.”

I had definitely caught hate vibes from Celeste. I wondered what that woman had against witches.

I pulled away from Gram's embrace to look her in the eyes. “Why, though? Why would anyone hate or dislike us?”

Gram looked at the ceiling. “Do you remember the origin stories I used to tell you?”

I nodded. They were stories of war and hatred. About how the vampires were created to dominate the other races and then shifters to combat the vampires. I never understood why humans turned on the shifters afterward, but something had driven them into hiding. Of course, the Hunters might have something to do with that.

“What I've never told you was that witches were the ones that helped turn armies into the shifters and vampires we have today.”

My brows spiked into my hairline. That was some seriously powerful magic.

Gram nodded. “Many of our kind leaned on transformation magic in order to blend in with the shifters, but it's not quite the same.” She ran a hand through her long silver hair, suddenly looking weary beyond her sixty-some years. “But all magic comes with a price. And without the grimoire...”

I leaned forward, stilling my breath. Would today be the day she finally opened up?

The faint sound of the oven timer chimed, piercing the moment more effectively than a scream.

Gram stood up. “Right. Dinner. Wrap this up, and come on,” she said, waving at my homework.

I slumped. “Right.”

Gram stopped at the door. “You'd tell me if any shifters or vampires were harassing you, right? After what happened to your friend Arya and her poor mother…”

I pasted on a smile. “Yeah, Gram. Sure.”

She hovered there, searching my face. The oven timer wailed again.

My phone started ringing, vibrating toward the edge of my nightstand. Relieved for the distraction, I grabbed it, my eyes lighting up as I scanned the screen. Arya.

“Gotta take this.”

Gram pursed her lips but nodded and closed the door.

“Ahhh, I've missed you!” I squealed into the phone when I swiped the answer button.

Arya laughed. “Missed you more. That's actually why I'm calling. There's going to be a shifter party tomorrow night.”

“At The Dome?” I wasn't sure I should try my luck again so soon.

“No, a were’s house. We're all headed topside for it. You should come. We need to catch up.”

My grin started to fade as I remembered Gram, Caesar, and Celeste.

“Do you think...? I mean, would it be okay, me not being a student and everything?” And I'm a witch, which no one seems to like, I wanted to add.

Arya hesitated a moment. “I don't see why it wouldn't be okay. And it's not like we're all going to be walking around in shifter form. I think. Anyway, if anyone asks, just tell them you’re new and haven't gotten the hang of shifting yet. I’ve got a new friend, Ashlyn. She’s a phoenix who can't shift, and she's been here a few months.”

My smile came back in full force. “Ooh, fire.” An idea was forming. I jotted down the details as Arya rattled them off. We said our goodbyes and hung up.

I checked my closet for something to wear. Jeans and t-shirts—quirky as they were—didn’t feel quite right. But I didn’t want to wear a dress. And not one thing felt fresh or exciting. What exactly would shifters wear to a party? I laughed at myself. Yeah, like there’s some dress code for people who look like animals part-time.

I fingered through my all-too-familiar outfits, then gave up with a sigh. Maybe I’d have time to get a new outfit before the weekend hit. Then again, I didn’t want to look like some thirsty chick vying for attention.

“Shea, come on! Dinner!” came Gram’s voice from down the hall.

I sighed. There was one other thing I needed to do before I could officially pose as a phoenix. Fire. The spell was simple enough—and one of the few I knew—but I couldn’t remember the word. Something like...

“Turn on,” I mumbled, though I knew it wasn’t right. Fire wasn’t one of my usual tricks, not after that incident in first grade. I stuck to unlocking and moving stuff. Moving was especially useful for pranking people, so long as they couldn’t see my eyes when I did it.

Despite Gram’s insistence that I not play with magic, my mother had demanded that I at least know a few spells to defend myself. Before she… Anyway, I wasn’t much of a candle girl, so I rarely had much reason or opportunity to burn anything.

I snapped my fingers repeatedly, trying to jar my memory. “Kat? No. Kit? Unh, uh. Ummmm.”

“Shea?” Gram called again.

“Just a minute!” I called back. I could always ask her, though I didn’t want to raise any suspicions. “Oooh! Khet— Ow!” I shook my hands as the burning sensation dissipated from my fingertips. I was on the right track.

“Food’s getting cold!”

I groaned, my shoulders slumping. “Coming,” I grumbled to myself. Maybe it was time for a refresher course.

I went down the hallway to the dining area, our small table and four chairs nearly filling the space. It was just off a cramped galley kitchen, and opened right into the living room, all decorated in a kitschy-country manner. Gram was sitting at the dining table, scarfing down the delicious meal she’d prepared without waiting.

I plopped into the seat opposite her, inhaling the warm, comforting aroma of spaghetti. “Ah, Gram, you outdid yourself.”

She laughed and shook her head. “I make potpie, and you don’t bat an eye. But throw some noodles in some water?”

“And don’t forget the frozen meatballs you cooked in the oven.”

I slurped up the noodles, then grabbed a napkin to wipe my face. “While we’re on the topic of magic and such,” I began.

“Uh-oh,” Gram said, setting down her fork.

“What’s the spell for fire again?”

Gram grilled me with her eyes. “Why do you need to know?”

“You know, just in case the vampires that were after Arya come sniffing around here,” I hedged. It wasn’t a total lie. That could totally happen, and unlocking or moving objects wouldn’t really help in that scenario. “They’re sensitive to fire, and I just want to make sure I can protect myself.”

Gram hesitated for a moment, a shadow falling over her face. I hadn’t told her the whole truth about Arya. Nothing about her being a shifter and going to a school for her kind. Just about the vampire attack.

“Kapet-khet,” Gram said finally, and my napkin lit on fire.

I yelped and threw it at my glass of water, and Gram laughed and muttered something else under her breath that extinguished the flame.

“Didn’t I tell you?” Gram asked in a wry tone. “Magic comes with a cost.”

“That’s not exactly fair,” I countered, fighting a giggle. “You were the one who used magic, and I had to pay the cost.”

“Magic doesn’t always work the way you expect it to. That’s why you must have the utmost respect with its usage. I just hope I raised you to be responsible enough not to abuse those powers.”

I spun my fork in the spaghetti, the amusement of the moment waning. I hated that she kept so much from me, hated that she hadn’t even tried to rebuild what had been lost. But I couldn’t say any of that—at least, not this time. I needed to be on my best behavior if I wanted permission to go to the party.

“How is Arya?” Gram asked.

I swallowed my water down the wrong pipe and ended up coughing on it.

“Good,” I croaked out. One more cough did the job, and I cleared my throat. “Sorry. Yeah, she had to transfer schools since her mom, you know... So I’m not able to see her as much.”

Gram sat back. “Oh, no. Poor girl. I’m sorry, honey. I know you really liked her.”

I half-smiled. “Yeah, but it’s not like she’s disappeared off the face of the planet. She’s actually in Chicago. We’ll keep in touch.” Mostly true. “And actually, there’s this party this weekend, and Arya invited me.”

Gram’s jaw paused mid-chew.

“I don’t know, honey. It’s so soon.” She was referring to the vampire thing. I had a feeling that might be a tough work-around.

“I’ll be extra careful, especially since you taught me the fire spell. And maaaaybe, you could teach me a spell to protect against any otherworldly beings?” I batted my lashes for dramatic effect.

Gram groaned and shook her head. “I don’t know. It’s just—”

“I know,” I said. “The spell is higher-level stuff. But it’s just this one thing. We can practice tonight and all day tomorrow.”

Gram sighed, looking at me. “Fine. You get the hang of that spell, and I’ll let you go to the party.” She held up a finger, and I bit my lip to keep from squealing. “Only if you promise me to be home by midnight.”

“Aw, Gram. What am I, Cinderella?”

“Promise me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I promise.”

“Good,” Gram said, a glint in her eye. “Finish up your dinner, and we’ll get started.”
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Chapter 16
Arya

Okay, I had to admit I was a little nervous about going to this party. On the one hand, it wasn’t just any old regular human teen party. It was going to be full of nothing but shifters, and it was at a werewolf—I mean, hound’s house. Was everyone going to be busting into their shifter forms? Howling at the moon? Sharing shifter traditions that I had no idea of and would look foolish not being in on the joke?

Secondly, I had only been to one other party in my life, only a few days before, and it had been because of me attending that party that I hadn’t been around to protect my mom from the vampire attack. Not that I really could’ve done anything to fend them off, and I’d most likely have died with her, but it still left me with a whole mess of survivor guilt that I didn’t know what to do with. And apparently, a stigma about parties.

But I couldn’t just avoid social gatherings forever. And I definitely needed to take advantage of any opportunity to make friends here.

There was also the tiny little fact that it was the hot dragon asshole that invited me to go. With him. Was this a date? I’d definitely never been on a date. Sure, I’d used studying after school as an excuse to fool around with guys a handful of times, but there had never been any sort of protocol outside finding a quiet corner to make out while we did hand stuff.

What was I expected to do on a date? And what if this wasn’t a date at all, and he only invited me out of pity? Then again, Tobias wasn’t the type to express, much less feel, any type of strong emotions, especially pity.

After a hot shower that relaxed me as much as was humanly possible, I almost jumped out of my skin when someone knocked on my door.

I cracked open the door enough to see that it was Ashlyn.

“Hey, what brings you to this neck of the woods?” I opened the door all the way for her and proceeded to wring my wet hair with my towel.

With a forced casualness, she strolled over to my bed and sat on the edge. “Oh, I just heard that you got invited to go to the party tonight.” The way she said it, I gleaned that she herself hadn’t been.

“Yeah, by Tobias, of all people,” I said. “I’m honestly debating going. I don’t even have anything to wear.”

The only clothes I had were my uniforms and the clothes I’d gone to the last party in. Seeing as that had been the worst night of my life, I had no interest in wearing them again.

“Oh, come on, you have to go!” Ashlyn encouraged, her short strawberry-blonde hair looking suddenly more orange. “If it’s a wardrobe problem, I’d be happy to loan you something cute. We’re the same size. I can bring you some options.”

“Really?” I asked, taken aback by the offer. “That would be awesome. I really appreciate that.” I bit my lip at the offer I was about to make. “Do you want to come with us?”

A smile lit in her amber eyes but didn’t reach her lips. “Are you sure? I don’t want to intrude. It’s kind of a big deal that Tobias invited you. He never dates. Well, not really.”

I huffed a sigh and sat down beside her with a shrug. “I don’t know. I really don’t even know if this is a date. I mean, he probably just invited me out of pity or to make up for him being an asshole to me earlier.”

Ashlyn finally did crack a smile and laughed. “Uh, Tobias doesn’t apologize for anything. And he doesn’t do pity. If he asked you to go with him, it’s because he wants you to go. Honestly, he’s probably hoping to hook up with you. That’s more his M.O.”

“Oh.” Heat flared between my legs, but I didn’t know how I felt about that little tidbit. My attraction to him was, well, undeniable. Hooking up with him wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world, and that thought brought all kinds of delightfully dirty images to mind.

But I wasn’t about to be another notch on his bedpost. Although, I could look at it the other way and let him be a notch on mine. I had a bunch of teen mischief to catch up on, and my bedpost was sadly lacking in notches.

I shook my head. “Well, either way, I’m sure it’ll be fine if you go with us. It would be nice to have a friend there who doesn’t want to have sex with me.”

Ashlyn giggled. “I mean, I wouldn’t go that far. You’re a babe. Give me a few drinks, and who knows what could happen.”

She winked at me, and we both erupted with laughter.

“Okay, let me go grab some cute stuff, and we can get dolled up together,” she said before skipping out of my room.

Seeing how much she clearly wanted to go, how could I not invite her? She’d been at the school a little longer than I had, and I was sure no one had ever invited her to any social functions. I knew what that felt like, both at past schools and definitely at this one.

Not only was it the right thing to do, but I truly wanted her there. There was a good chance Shea wouldn’t get the okay to come, and I needed a good female ally to provide an out for me if Tobias proved to be as big of a douche as I suspected he was.

After a few minutes passed, Ashlyn returned with an armload full of clothes. We spent quite some time trying on different things before we came to our decisions. She chose a fiery red dress that made her look stunning, and I picked a simple, cute top and skinny jeans. Not standing out was kinda my goal, but I did still look damn good. There was no way Ashlyn wasn’t going to stand out, though.

“So, is there a particular person you’re hoping will be there?” I asked in a casual tone.

Ashlyn paused the application of her mascara and flashed me a glance in the mirror. “Uh, why do you ask?”

I shrugged. “You’ve been at this school for a few months, and there is an almost absurd amount of hot guys here. I’m sure at least one of them has caught your attention. Unless you’re into girls?”

She laughed. “You know, that comment about sleeping with you…I mean, it would take a lot of alcohol for me to go there. You’re hot and all, but I prefer a lot more muscle and a lot less boob. And a dick. And apparently, unavailable asshole is my type.”

“Ah, so there is someone,” I said excitedly.

She rolled her eyes. “Yeah. I kinda have a thing for Niko.”

“Oh.” I raised my eyebrows in surprise but nodded. “He’s definitely cute. And a phoenix, right?”

“Yep,” Ashlyn said, dabbing gloss onto her lips. “But even when I light a wall behind him on fire, I can’t get him to look my way.”

I came up behind her and hung my arm around her shoulder. “Guys just suck.”

She sighed and nodded. “Yeah, they do. Honestly, I wish I was into girls. Wouldn’t life be so much easier if we could just date each other?”

I pursed my lips against a smile. “It sure would. Who knows, maybe if we both strike out, we could give it a good go.”

We laughed again, and her lip gloss applicator slipped to wipe a streak up her cheek.

“Oh shit,” she giggled and did her best to wipe it off. “Okay, I think we’re as presentable as we’re gonna get. Where are you supposed to meet him?”

“The subway entrance,” I said, throwing my small purse over my shoulder and heading for the door.

When we got to the subway entrance, Tobias was already waiting there.

So were Niko and Brett.

Okay, so not a date. Embarrassment and disappointment tied my insides into a knot, but I sauntered over like I had all the confidence in the world. Thank fuck I invited Ashlyn. Otherwise, this would’ve been even more awkward.

“Hey,” Tobias said, his eyes repeatedly flickering to Ashlyn. “You brought a friend.”

“Yep,” I said, awkwardly flapping my arms at my sides like a penguin. “So did you.”

Ashlyn waved timidly at all of them, her eyes fixed on Niko.

“Shotgun!” Brett called, hopping onto the train before everyone else.

Tobias rolled his eyes as we followed after him. “There’s no front seat on a train. You can’t call shotgun.”

“Sure I can,” Brett said with a hand swipe through his surfer-boy blond hair. “I want the best seat.”

Tobias’s scowl deepened. “They’re all the same.”

“Nah, this one has the most cushion,” he said, flopping onto what was apparently the most comfortable seat on the train.

I stifled a giggle at their bickering. Brett was certainly a character, and it tickled me how much he got under Tobias’s skin.

Tobias took his own seat, apparently deciding not to argue the ridiculous point any further, and tapped the seat next to him for me, leaving Ashlyn to apprehensively sit by Niko.

The guys spent the ten minute ride talking about the marriage between Mr. and Mrs. Sharp, letting us weigh in here and there. I had no idea that Mrs. Sharp was human. Brought into the shifter world because she married one. That gave me a whole new respect for her, and it gave me hope that Shea would one day be welcome.

Just before we got off the train, Shea texted me that she was going to meet us there, and a fresh wave of relief washed over me. Now I’d have two confidants to bolster my self-esteem.

Thankfully, the were’s house was close by and we could walk to it. I knew we were getting close when the houses began to grow in size.

When we came up to the lakefront mansion, I could hear the music blaring from the street. The large all-white pillars were crowded with students I wasn’t so thrilled to see, but I walked up the driveway like I gave no shits. I caught sight of those curvy hips approaching and my heart soared at Shea’s arrival.

Immediately, I ran up to her and we embraced each other with the tightest of hugs. The guys stood a foot away in their own conversation.

When Shea pulled away, she looked me up and down. “Dang, girl. You must be a phoenix, because you’re on fire!”

I laughed. “Actually, my new friend Ashlyn is a phoenix. Ashlyn, this is my friend, Shea.”

Ashlyn extended her hand, but Shea pulled her in for her own hug. Ashlyn’s eyes nearly bugged out of her head at the unexpected physical contact, but she warmed up to welcome the embrace.

“Thanks for being there for Arya. It’s nice to know she has a friend at the school.” Shea’s smile was so big that it was contagious.

“No problem. She’s there for me, too.” Ashlyn gently shoved her elbow into mine.

Shea put her hands in the back pockets of her jeans, rocking back on her heels. “So, anyone know what happens at a shifter party?”

And as we both shrugged our shoulders, Shea could only shake her head. Standing in between the two of us, she hooked her arms with ours and straightened her back.

“Three misfit-teers. What better way to make an entrance?” Shea led us inside with the confidence of an Emmy-winning actress, the boys trailing us inside.

“Here goes nothin’,” I muttered, hoping this night wouldn’t have disastrous consequences like my last party.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 17
Arya

“This is the best. Night. Ever!”

Shea was practically bouncing to the pumping music as she dragged me to the counter to grab some drinks. But the smile on her face and the spring in her step had more to do with the good vibes she was getting from the crowd than the beat.

She’d spent the previous hour mingling, performing interesting fire tricks, and telling jokes that had everyone roaring with laughter. She was the life of the party. My plan was working out perfectly so far.

Well, one of my plans at least.

When Tobias had invited me to this party, I hoped it would be a turning point in our hot-and-cold relationship. He had seemed almost desperate for me to come with him tonight. It had been really cute, actually.

But now that we were here, he was treating me like a cootie-covered kid sister he was forced to drag around with him. He was polite enough to keep my drink full, like a gentleman, but he rejected every opportunity for us to get close.

And I was getting tired of it. What the hell was his deal? He kept pushing me away, only to pull me back in when I got tired of his shit. 

I took a swig from my red plastic cup as Shea skipped back to her adoring public. Tobias was standing against the wall, looking all dark and broody in his perfectly fitting jeans and just-snug-enough black t-shirt.

Smoking hot.

After seeing his fight with Caesar yesterday, that was the phrase that would now always come to mind whenever I saw him. Why did he have to be so appealing and yet so distant?

Maybe I just wasn’t being obvious enough. Clearly, he hadn’t intended this outing to be a date, as he had invited his guy friends, and really, nothing romantic had ever been discussed between us. I needed to take a note from Shea’s playbook and go for what I wanted, lest I end up like poor Ashlyn, pining silently over a guy who might never know how she felt about him.

Emptying my cup and slamming it down on the counter with purpose, I sauntered up to Tobias, swaying my hips in time with the hip-hop beat, and took his hands.

“Dance with me,” I purred enticingly, giving him my best lash flutter.

“Oh no, I don’t dance,” he objected, shaking his head and pulling his hands back.

“Sure you do,” I said, tugging him gently and playfully toward the dance floor. “Come on, I’ll teach you.”

“Seriously, Arya, I’m not the dancing type,” he said, removing his hands from my grasp completely.

His rejection burned. It was as if one of those fireballs had found its way right to my chest. And it really pissed me off. I opened my mouth to slur some alcohol-fueled come back at him but was interrupted.

“Not a very noble thing to do, Dracul,” Kendall said as he appeared at my side. “Refusing a lady’s invitation to dance. I, for one, would be honored if you would dance with me.”

Kendall’s handsome smile and unabashed attention were like cool water over my singed ego. Not to mention that grinding on the hottest mer guy in school might show Tobias what he’s missing.

“Yeah, let’s dance,” I said, glaring at Tobias as I spoke.

I let Kendall take my hand and guide me to the middle of the living room, where people were dancing. We fell into step with everyone around us.

“What are you doing with the Prince anyway?” Kendall asked as he swerved around me.

“The Prince?” What was he talking about?

Kendall nodded his chin in Tobias’s direction, a look of disdain on his face. “All the girls at this school fawn over him because he’s descended from dragon royalty. Nevermind if he’s a different species from them. I thought you were different.”

I frowned at that and jerked my head. “I had no idea Tobias was royalty. And I wasn’t fawning over him. He invited me to this party. He was actually the first student to acknowledge my existence. We’re… friends, I guess.”

“Ha! No girl is friends with Tobias Dracul,” Kendall snorted. “I wouldn’t say he’s a player, exactly, but he’s burned more than one girl at this school.”

My heart hardened. That was two people now who told me what a womanizer Tobias was. I was all for the two of us mutually using each other, but I was not about to be strung along and toyed with by him.

“And what about you?” I asked, eager to take the subject off Tobias, to forget about him entirely. “I’ve heard that you and Letti have a thing.”

“Had is the correct word,” Kendall said. “Trust me, that whole nightmare is one hundred percent over. I kinda have my eyes on someone new.”

He winked at me, and dammit, my angry, crestfallen heart fluttered like a butterfly getting back up after a harsh wind knocked it to the ground. I liked Kendall. I could picture myself ending up with him. He was funny and sweet, and he had abs that could cut diamonds.

And yet, as I pressed myself against him with every sexy trick in my dance book, I knew that I wasn’t dancing for Kendall but for Tobias, trying to make him jealous. I knew he was watching. I could feel his hot gaze on me, like the heat of an old light bulb, and it was getting more and more heated with every twist of my hips.

After a while, my body gave in to the dance, and the music took over. Soon, I was dancing just for the sheer joy of it. Music had always been my escape, and tonight, it whisked me away from my conflicted feelings over Tobias.

“Ready for a drink?” Kendall asked when one of the songs ended.

I nodded, and we went to the kitchen to scrounge for something—preferably non-alcoholic. Now that I knew I was a mermaid, I was much more aware of the fact that I needed to drink three times as much water as a normal person, and it really showed when I exerted myself. And though I really wanted to drown my frustrations in booze, I desperately needed to rehydrate first.

Kendall found some bottles of water in one of the many ice chests and tossed one to me. We both unscrewed the tops and chugged down the chilled liquid.

“So, I know you’re having some trouble fitting in with the other mermaids,” Kendall said as he tossed his empty bottle in the trash. “Most of that is from Cora just being a nasty bitch. But if they got to know you, they’d see that you really are one of us. You’ve just been missing.”

His words sparked a desire in me that was as old as time—the desire to fit in. In all honesty, I had never put in too much effort before. With every new school, I knew it would be just a matter of time before I had to leave again and forfeit any progress.

But this was different. Mom wasn’t going to uproot my life and drag me somewhere else. This school was where I was going to stay for a long time, and I had no one else. Fitting in was now a necessity, otherwise I didn’t know how long I’d survive.

Befriending dragons and phoenixes was nice, but why shouldn’t I want to be liked and welcomed by my own kind, too?

“I would really love that,” I admitted, screwing the cap back onto my bottle. “But I can’t even get them to acknowledge I exist. How can I show them who I am if they won’t see me?”

“Because I’m going to help you.” He held out his hand. “Let’s go reintroduce you to some merpeople.”

With a giddy bubble in my stomach, I took his hand and practically skipped after him toward a group of mermaids that were currently laughing at one of Shea’s jokes.

“Lenore, Trevor, Helena,” Kendall greeted the trio as we approached, and he and Trevor fist-bumped. “You might have seen her shyly gracing the halls of our common room, but I don’t think any of you have formally met Arya.”

Their smiles slowly fell as they took me in and looked down their noses at me.

“Come on, guys. She’s a mermaid, just like the rest of us,” he said.

The girl with the bob-cut dark brown hair shot him a narrowed glance. “She’s an outsider,” she stage-whispered to him like I wasn’t even here.

“Lenore, just because she didn’t grow up in our tribe doesn’t mean she doesn’t belong in it,” Kendall argued, putting his arm around Lenore’s shoulders. “All our ancestors were once outsiders to each other, but they learned to come together for the sake of the species. Honor their memory by doing the same.”

“But Cora said—” the curly-headed blond, who must be Helena, started to say.

“Screw Cora!” Kendall cut her off. “Why the hell would you believe a word Cora says, anyway? You remember that nasty rumor she spread about you two summers ago.”

Helena looked down and shrunk with shame. I wondered what the rumor had been, and more to the point, what rumors Cora was spreading about me.

“You brought Shea, didn’t you?” Trevor asked, tipping his cup toward Shea, who was attempting to form flames into a bird. Or a butterfly?

I nodded.

Trevor shrugged. “Well, mermaid or not, Shea’s pretty cool, so anyone who’s friends with her must be cool, too.”

I felt a smile spreading across my lips.

“And by the way, I never believed a word Cora said,” he intimated with a smile.

“Alright,” Lenore said. “I guess we can give this stray a chance.”

“You can start by calling her by her real name,” Kendall said.

“Oh, right,” she said with a fake smile. “Arya, right?”

I nodded, fighting the temptation to verbally snap at her for the insult.

“Why did your parents give you a Mer name?” Helena asked.

“What?” I was totally stumped.

“Your name. It’s a Mer name. Mermaids don’t use the old language much anymore, especially not for names. When we surfaced, we started using colloquial names to blend in with the humans. I just think it’s weird that you have a Mer name.” Helena looked slightly irritated as she explained, like I was stupid for not knowing any of this.

I always knew that my name was weird, but even after coming to this school, I never imagined it was from another language, much less the language of my people. I didn’t even know they had their own language, although it made sense that they would now that I thought about it.

“Sorry, but what does it mean in…Mer?” I didn’t want to seem as ignorant as they already thought I was, but I couldn’t resist the opportunity to learn this suddenly vital fact.

“Treasure,” Helena answered, rolling her eyes, and Lenore giggled. “Honestly, with a pretentious name like that, can you blame any of us for hating you just a little bit?”

I knew that this was Helena’s attempt at a joke, but I couldn’t laugh with them. For all the ways my mom had kept the shifter world from me, she had blessed me with the most precious thing of all—a Mer name. And not just any Mer name, but one that really meant something.

Tears welled up in my eyes, but I refused to let the mermaid girls see me cry.

“Would you all excuse me for a minute?” I was able to say with a stable voice before turning around and rushing to the backyard.

My vision was blurry as I stepped onto the back porch, but I could see that anyone who was outside was preoccupied—apparently, this was the make-out section of the party. At least none of them would witness my struggle not to fall apart. I didn’t want to be known as the emo chick who cried at parties.

“Arya?” Kendall’s shadow fell over me from the open kitchen door. “Are you alright? Don’t mind Lenore and Helena. They can be bitchy sometimes.”

“No, it’s not that.” I shook my head and looked up in an attempt to pull the tears back in.

Kendall came around to face me, his brows pinched.

“Then what is it?” His entire focus was trained on me like he genuinely cared.

“You wouldn’t understand,” I said, my breathing tripping over itself.

“Try me.” He put a hand softly on my shoulder.

I inhaled deeply to try to stabilize my breathing.

“I didn’t know anything about mermaids before I came to this school a few days ago. My mom had hidden it from me my whole life. The night Caesar brought me here, he rescued me just after vampires killed her. So now I’m learning all these amazing and terrifying things about myself, and I can’t even ask her about any of it. And to know that she named me a Mer word… I don’t know anything about who she really was, and now she’s gone, and I’ll never get to hear her side and…”

I tried so hard to keep the tears at bay, to lock my emotions deep inside, but they spilled over the mental dam I had built and forced their way out the only way they knew how. Miniature rivers poured down my face, and all I could feel in that moment was the crippling regret surrounding my mother.

Kendall’s other hand landed on my other shoulder, his thumbs gently kneading into both of them. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea. You’re right, I don’t understand. I don’t understand why a mermaid would keep their child from finding their tail. It seems almost cruel.”

I cried even harder, my shoulders rocking under Kendall’s hands.

“Oh, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to imply—I just meant—I can’t imagine what you’re going through, but I’ll do everything in my power to make this transition easier for you. I promise. I’ll tutor you myself every day if that’s what it takes.”

I nodded, unable to actually say thanks just yet.

Suddenly, Kendall’s hands were wrenched off my shoulders, and strong hands shoved Kendall backward.

“What did you do to her?” Tobias barked, clenching his fists as he closed in on Kendall.

“What are you talking about?” Kendall rebuked, smoothing his hands down his shirt.

“She’s crying!” Tobias snapped. “What did he do to you?” he demanded, turning on me.

“Wh—uh,” I stammered.

“I didn’t do anything to her,” Kendall retorted. “What do you care, anyway? You brought her here and then practically pretended she didn’t exist.”

“That’s none of your business.” Tobias’s jaw stiffened as he turned glowing blue eyes back on Kendall.

I had only seen shifters’ eyes glow when they were about to use their powers, and that realization made my heart jump in my chest. As much as the slighted teenage girl part of me was silently reveling in the fact that Tobias at least believed he was coming to my rescue, I didn’t want to see either of these boys hurt each other, especially not over me.

“Tobias, it’s fine, really.” I put my hands on his chest, keenly watching his eyes in hopes that the glow would fade away. “I was just having a moment about my mom, and Kendall was talking me through it.”

Looking frightening as he towered at least half a foot over me, he looked down at me, his calculating eyes scanning me, I assumed for marks of abuse. When he found none, the tension slowly eased all over his body, and the glow dissipated, leaving only those warm amber eyes that were finally giving me their full focus.

“So, he didn’t... hurt you?”

I shook my head, incredibly relieved.

“What right do you think you have accusing me of hurting a girl?” Kendall asked, stalking toward Tobias.

Maybe I hadn’t prevented the fight after all.

“I’m not the one who treats them like garbage before throwing them away,” Kendall continued. “Who makes out with them behind the greenhouses then never calls them again. Cora is the hardest girl I know, and yet she cried for days after you used her.”

I gasped. Tobias messed around with Cora? My stomach twisted with disgust, and I thought I was about to be sick.

“Shut up!” Tobias yelled, his pride clearly wounded.

“Why don’t you dragons just stay away from our mermaids,” Kendall said, puffing up like a blowfish.

The two guys were practically chest-to-chest, and though I was admittedly a little turned on by this whole episode, I needed to find some way to stop it from escalating.

I slipped between them and put a hand on both of their chests to push them away from each other. But as my vision passed through the open back door, I caught a glimpse of Cora and her squad circling Shea, whose hands were balled into fists, her chin jutting stubbornly forward.

“Oh no, this can’t be good.” I pushed past the two testosterone-filled guys and rushed to the aid of my friend before the vultures could descend. Shea was more important.

“I knew there was something off about you as soon as I saw you walk in with that bottom-feeder,” I heard Cora say as I came into the living room. “You’re no phoenix. You’re a witch.” Cora said the word like it left a bad taste in her mouth.

Shea stood tall, looking ready to pound this bitch into the dirt.

“What’s your problem, Cora?” I stomped into their circle to stand beside Shea. “Why do you have to try so hard to tear everyone else down? Do you really think it makes you look better?”

Cora narrowed her eyes on me. “I am better. I’m Mer nobility, not that you would know anything about that.”

“Big fucking deal!” I snapped. “You think the status of your blood gives you the right to treat others like crap? If that’s the case, I suspect quite a bit of inbreeding.”

A round of “ohs” went up as I climbed onto the couch and stood on it so that everyone at the party could see me.

“Shea may not be a shifter, but she has just as much right to study her craft as we do. I think she belongs at our school. Every single one of you enjoyed her company tonight. Clearly she fits into our world. If we rally together, I’m sure we can get her accepted into The Dome.”

While a scattered few were nodding their heads, most of the partiers were averting their eyes—or rolling them. Shea was looking at them all, probably tallying the response, her jaw twitching, the hope draining from her eyes.

Helena stepped forward. “Witches can’t be trusted.”

“You told us you were a phoenix,” Lenore added, staring daggers at Shea. “You lied to everyone.”

“I never said I was a phoenix,” Shea argued, crossing her arms. “Someone assumed and I neglected to correct them.”

“But you let us believe it, and omission is the same as a lie,” Helena said.

“Mark my words, witch, you will never be a student at The Dome,” Cora hissed, looking more snake than mermaid. Then she turned her venomous gaze on me. “And you’re a traitor for just being with her, but telling her about The Dome? Our kind’s most protected secret? Some mermaid you are.”

The mermaids all glared at me.

“You will never be one of us,” Lenore said, hammering the final nail in my outsider coffin.

The sting of rejection on such a large scale was almost more than I could bear, but my failure on Shea’s part hurt even more. I stepped down off the couch and looked at Shea.

“Shea…” I began, unsure of what else to say.

“This was a mistake.” Shea shook her head, her fingers running through her hair. “I shouldn’t have come here tonight.”

Then she turned around and rushed to the front door.

I ran after her, grabbing her arm as we came outside. “This isn’t the end.”

“No,” Shea stopped me, looking down at the ground. “I don’t belong here, and nobody in my world will teach me anything. Maybe I’m just not meant for this. Maybe I’m not meant for anything.”

I had never seen her so down. Shea had a never-say-die attitude, a fire inside of her that couldn’t be put out. But tonight, that fire’s light was barely visible. And I knew I was at fault. How had this night gone so horribly wrong?

“Shea, you can’t believe that,” I said.

“Sorry. I’m going home,” she said with finality. “I’ll talk to you later.”

She pulled her arm out of my gentle hold and walked off into the night.

That’s just great, Arya. In one night, not only did I pit my only two guy friends against each other, but I humiliated my best friend and got myself completely alienated from the mermaids. How was I possibly going to fix any of this?
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Chapter 18
Tobias

“Why don’t you dragons just stick to your own kind,” Kendall said, puffing his chest out like a blowfish.

When Arya disappeared into the house, I poked a finger into Kendall’s ribs, which were still invading my personal space.

“And who are you to tell me what to do?” I growled in a low, hostile tone.

I saw the slightest flicker of fear in his eyes, but it quickly evaporated, replaced by a smirk. “What? You think your Dracul name gives you the right to do whatever you want?”

I bared my teeth and resisted the urge to punch this asshole in the face.

“In case you’ve forgotten, I’m royalty, too.” Kendall stepped back with his hands up as if addressing the audience we’d acquired, but his eyes stayed on me.

I jutted my chin threateningly at the group of onlookers, making them jump and scatter like cockroaches.

“Not only that, but I’m a mer,” Kendall emphasized.

I didn’t miss the way he was covering his cowardly retreat by addressing the crowd.

“Like Arya,” he continued. “And our kind stick together. So, if you think you have even the tiniest chance with that girl—”

“That kinda sounds like a challenge, fish boy,” I snarled, my competitive dragon nature fueling my possessiveness over her. I stalked closer. “You really think she’d pick you over me? Like you said, I’m dragon royalty. And you’re just a floundering fish on the end of her lure that she’s going to toss back in.”

His eyes narrowed to slits, rage inflating his chest to the point I was sure he’d pop like a bubble. But with a flicker of his gaze, he seemed to remember his precious audience, and he straightened.

“Clearly, species loyalty means nothing to you, but it means everything to the mer,” Kendall declared. “Arya’s no exception. I’m sure she’ll pick the better man.”

I sneered at him, my lips curving into a wicked smile. “Yes, I’m sure she will.”

He glared at me for several more seconds before turning on his heel and strutting back into the party like a boy band celebrity, pretending to be unphased by the fact that I’d gotten the last word.

I cracked my knuckles, which were still itching to hit something. I couldn’t go back inside, not yet. I needed to cool off first.

I hadn’t meant to challenge him over Arya, but it was dragon nature to rise when provoked. I didn’t want her. Or at least, I didn’t want to want her.

I hated how much it bothered me to see her dancing with Kendall. I hated how angry I’d gotten when I saw her crying next to him and thought he’d hurt her. But more and more, it seemed I was helpless to control my reactions where she was involved. And more and more, I was pushing her away, when it was my duty—and secret desire—to get closer.

What the hell was I doing?

When the steam had stopped puffing out of my nostrils, I ventured back inside. I located Niko and Brett in the game room. It was clearly the it place to be, and while I usually avoided the limelight at parties because everyone expected me to shine, I decided to step in and let loose. I needed it.

At least Kendall wasn’t in here. Probably off licking his wounds.

Jackson, the host of this shifter soiree, handed me a cue stick—without prompting—and reset the pool table, though it looked like they hadn’t finished their game. Two other guys who’d been playing handed their cues to Niko and Brett, and though Niko waved a hand to decline, the ursa insisted he was done anyway and leaned against the wall to watch.

I hated when I—and my friends by default—were treated this way. I didn’t want the special treatment, and I certainly didn’t want these guys to end their game for my sake when I hadn’t shown any interest in playing. But I decided to just roll with it and chalked the end of my stick before getting into break position.

The room was quiet at first, but when the observers settled into the fact that Tobias Dracul had come out of his shell to mingle, the chatter picked up again, with side conversations and the occasional tip about the best way to get the ball in a pocket. It was obvious by the lack of whispering and sideways glances that no one in this room had heard about the incident outside.

“What happened out there?” Niko asked in a low voice when the majority of the crowd’s attention had strayed from us.

I shrugged, then smacked the cue ball, knocking the three into the side pocket.

“Yeah, didn’t the new girl come with you?” Brett asked. His volume wasn’t as subtle, and a few of the girls in the corner stopped their conversation to eavesdrop.

“Her name is Arya,” I corrected with irritation.

Brett had met her—several times. There was no reason he couldn’t refer to her by name.

“Why was she dancing with Ken Doll?” Brett continued, right as Niko scratched.

Brett walked around to fetch the cue ball, lining it up to get the nine-ball into the corner pocket closest to me.

I shrugged. “She didn’t come with me. I invited her to be nice, and she’s free to dance with whoever she wants.”

Brett made his shot and leaned against the table, eyeing me in a way that called bullshit.

I was done with this conversation. And this party. I gripped my stick and took aim.

“Loser buys nachos at The Hub before we head back to The Dome,” I declared, right before the four-ball dropped into the pocket.

Niko hung his head in defeat. “Fine.”

Brett clapped his hands loudly. “Sweet!”

I set my stick back on the table, eager to get out of here, but when I looked up, there she was—walking right toward me.

“Hey,” she called as she approached, and as much as I wanted to deny it, the heated anger in her gaze made me feel about two inches tall. “Can I talk to you for a sec?”

I looked at Niko and Brett, but they both just shrugged and walked away with sheepish grimaces on their faces. Assholes.

I crossed my arms over my chest as I looked down at her, completely ignoring the blood that was rushing southward at the fire in her gaze. Why did she look so alluring when she was angry?

“What?” I growled.

My dismissive tone made her nostrils flare and her eyes narrow, and dammit if I couldn’t stop staring at her pretty pink lips pressed into a tight line.

“What the hell was that all about?” she snapped, mimicking my stance with her arms crossed and looking me dead in the eye.

I dragged my eyes away from her and dropped my arms as I walked past her, needing desperately to get out from under her penetrating blue gaze. “What are you talking about?”

She jutted her hips to one side and let out a growl that was entirely too cute.

“With Kendall! With all this hot and cold bullshit!” she shouted, and I noticed that the rest of the room had cleared out, too. I was alone to suffer her wrath. “First, you’re angry at the way he helped me in Defense… Like it’s any of your business.”

I gave a derisive laugh and shrugged. “I just don’t think Kendall is the right person to be teaching anyone defense.”

My blood began to simmer at the memory of it. Kendall’s hands on her hips, her body pressed up against his.

Anger escaped me in the form of bitter words before I could shut it down. “But then again, I don’t think that’s the reason you were letting him put his hands all over you.”

Her blue eyes widened with rage, and she stepped closer, getting into my personal space. For some inexplicable reason, my heart was racing with actual fear, but I refused to so much as flinch.

“Why the hell is it any of your business whose hands are on me?” she demanded. “You treat me like I’m the last person you would piss on if the world was on fire.”

I snickered at her colorful analogy, but inside, I was arguing with myself over the same thing. Why did I care if Kendall used the excuse of teaching her a defense maneuver to rub his dick up against her? Why did the thought of him rubbing it anywhere near her make me want to rip him apart with my bare hands?

I didn’t want to want her. I hated that the way she was glaring up at me made me want to bend her over this pool table and make her forget all about fish boy. If I were smart, I’d just let him have her. If I were smart, I’d just walk away.

But I couldn’t do that either.

“You think that’s funny?” she snapped.

“I just didn’t know you were into golden showers,” I teased with a shrug. “I bet Ken Doll is into that, too.”

She shifted her weight onto her other hip, biting her lip in frustration as she shook her head. “If you care so little about it, then why did you barge in on me and Kendall outside?”

Her question threw me off guard, especially as her teeth scraping across her lower lip made me wonder if it was as soft as it looked.

My eyes snapped back to hers, my tone cooling. “You were crying. I thought he hurt you. Any guy would care if his female friend was crying. I’m not a complete asshole.”

“I beg to differ,” she mumbled. “So, I’m your friend now, am I?”

“Yes?” I answered, my tone turning questioning because I didn’t know if that was what she wanted to hear or not. “Why do you think I invited you to this party?”

Her cheeks reddened, and she looked down, her brow pinching, and my gut twisted with guilt that I tried like hell to banish.

“Look, whatever,” she said, tossing her hair back over her shoulder. “The point is, I can take care of myself, friend.”

Ouch, that word stung.

“I don’t need you to come to my rescue, or tell me who to spend my time with,” she continued, so close to me now that I could feel her sweet, cool breath on my face. “So next time you want to look like a big man and defend someone, find a different damsel to distress.”

We stared at each other for what felt like an eternity, neither of us able to break the glare our eyes were locked in. The tension between us was so tight, like a spring whose stretch had reached its limit, its recoil imminent.

Before I knew what I was doing, I gripped her hips and vanquished the space between us with one firm tug. I crushed my lips against hers, her scent, her heat, filling every one of my senses and making the rest of the world fall away.

Her small hands pushed against my chest for the briefest moment until, finally, she melted against me, surrendering to the blazing inferno that threatened to swallow us both. Her lips parted with a soft whimper, inviting me in, and I greedily seized the opportunity to taste her in every way I could. I sunk my tongue into her delicious mouth, conquering hers with every ounce of passion I could no longer restrain.

She kissed me back with just as much force, her lips pressing, her teeth grazing, her tongue savoring in long, languid strokes. And when her hands slid down my chest and raked at my waist to press me even harder against her,  fuck if I didn’t lose all sense of self-control.

“Tobias,” she whispered, a plea, a prayer.

I ground my aching cock against her pelvis as I devoured her mouth, and she parted her thighs to let me press into their apex. I wanted her so badly, wanted to shred her clothes off of her right here and fuck her until my name was the only one she could ever say again.

A clatter at the front of the room startled both of us, shattering our frenzy as we both shot our heads in that direction.

“Oops, sorry,” one of the maos mumbled as he drunkenly stumbled against the doorway. “Carry on.” The idiot pushed away from the doorframe and left.

I looked down at Arya’s face, at her kiss-swollen lips, and reality came crashing back down on me with a vengeance.

I shoved myself back from her, rebuilding the invisible wall between us with impeccable speed. I watched as the savage desire in her features morphed into silent fury, and for a moment, I thought she was going to slap me.

Instead, she pursed her lips and stood taller.

“Goodnight, Tobias,” she said like it was an insult, then whirled around and strode out of the room without a look back.

I stood there for a moment, struggling to rein in the storm of emotions she’d left me with as I stared after her. No one had ever talked to me like that, except for my mother. She made me feel small and powerful all at the same time. She challenged me in a way I didn’t know how to handle, and she frustrated me to no end.

And I was an absolute fucking idiot for jumping her like that.

What the hell was wrong with me? I had never lost control like that in my entire life. I prided myself on my self-discipline and the mastery over my emotions that Arthur had drilled into me since birth. And yet, I had kissed the one girl who was completely off-limits. Hell, forget kissed, I’d orally assaulted her.

And she’d kissed me back. Just the memory of the feel of her lips on mine, of her delicate fingers scraping down my ribs, made my painfully hard dick throb with my unrequited need.

I shoved those memories away. I couldn’t let things get physical with Arya.

She was right. I had no right to intervene in her business. I wasn’t her boyfriend. Thanks to the stupid Dracul curse, I’d never be anyone’s boyfriend. As long as the curse went unbroken, I couldn’t allow myself to fall for anyone or allow anyone to fall for me.

That was why I planned to join the military with my father as soon as I graduated because I refused to do to someone what my father did to my mother every single day.

Over a hundred years ago, a Dracul woman pissed off the wrong witch, who’d cast a spell on her and the entire Dracul line and anyone connected to it by marriage, that they would be cursed with unrequited love.

My mother loved my father deeply. And because of that, he couldn’t love her back.

But Arthur hadn’t come out unscathed, either, because he clearly loved my half-brother’s mother, and never once had she asked Arthur to leave Octavia.

We Draculs were forced to arrange our marriages to keep the line from dying out. But anyone who agreed to the marriage knew the risk. Any Dracul who fell in love was destined to never be loved in return.

So…no girlfriends. No romantic entanglements. Ever.

I hated to admit it, but Arya dating fish boy was best for everyone. If she was dating someone else, it would be that much easier to keep this friendship strictly business. I’d be forced to stay on task and get the information my father wanted without…complications.

I was strong enough to fight this need for her. I had to be, for my family, for my mother. For Arya. And as I left the room to find my traitorous friends who’d deserted me, I was determined to make sure nothing like this ever happened again.
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Chapter 19
Julian

I pinched the end of my straw and swirled it through my glass of iced water. The ice cubes spun around and around, trapped in the current I’d created. What an accurate metaphor for life.

I ran my other hand through my hair and sighed heavily. I remembered a time when water was the only liquid I craved. That had been over a hundred years ago. Since then, only blood could quench this endless thirst that plagued me. It was the current I was trapped in. And there were a dozen humans in this diner ripe with it.

I’d drained several blood bags that I borrowed from the hospital before I came to ease the temptation. It helped. The rich aroma of the blood pumping in the mortal veins around me teased my nostrils and tickled my throat with an incessant dull ache, but I was in complete control of myself.

The late afternoon sun streamed into the windows of the booth I was sitting in, and although I still preferred the darkness most times, it humbled me to know that I was the only known vampire who could survive the sun’s powerful rays.

The young waitress with braided auburn hair walked up to my table.

“Sir, you’ve been here for over a half hour now,” she said sweetly, holding a pot of coffee with steam wafting out of the spout. “Are you sure you don’t want to order anything else while you wait for your friend?”

Friend. The word bounced around in my head like a ping-pong ball. I’d hardly call Caesar a friend. Sure, we were on friendly terms, but our relationship was strictly business. I had a lot of baggage when it came to shifters, and I knew damn well how much Caesar hated vampires. I still half expected Caesar to kill me one day, just on principle. Or at least attempt it.

I glanced at the waitress’s name tag. “No thanks, Vicky. I’m not hungry.”

She gestured to the pot of coffee she was holding. “Coffee?”

Persistent, wasn’t she?

I feigned a smile, trying to be polite in my dismissal of her. “No, thank you. I don’t drink coffee. Maybe check back when my friend arrives. I’m sure he’ll love some coffee.”

Vicky gave a slight frown as she moved on to the next table a few feet away.

I really hated being out in public, especially during the day. But Caesar didn’t trust meeting me in private or at night, so here I was.

The bell attached to the entrance door chimed, drawing my attention to the newcomer.

“Finally,” I grumbled, watching as Vicky approached Caesar. The man’s brown hair was untidy, resembling a ruffled mess of feathers so like those he wore in his shifted form.

During their brief interaction, Vicky glanced my way with uncertainty and a little trepidation, then pointed at me.

I heard Caesar say, “Thank you,” before he headed for my table.

“I see you still have a way with people, Julian,” he said as he sat down across from me.

I snorted. “I see your timing still hasn’t improved. You’re fifteen minutes late.”

“Sorry. It’s not like I could just fly right into downtown Chicago.”

“I suppose,” I conceded, then dropped my voice to whisper, “But it’s not like I could order human food and pretend to enjoy it. I’ve been bugged five times, Caesar. By five different waitresses!”

“It was a long day at the school,” Caesar said with a sigh. “It’s been a series of long days actually.”

Vicky approached with her steaming coffee pot, pretending I wasn’t sitting at the table. I returned the pretense.

“Would you like some coffee, sir?” she asked in an overly sweet tone.

Caesar quickly slid over the mug that was set on the table, and she poured the dark brown coffee in. “Thank you very much.”

She smiled widely, seeming overjoyed to be useful.

I risked a sideways glance and found her looking at me. “As for you…”

“I’m good,” I said with a wave of my hand.

Vicky looked back at Caesar. “I’ll stop by in a few minutes to check on you, okay? It’s dinner time, and we’ve got a daily special that will knock your socks off.”

“Thank you, Vicky, you’ve been very helpful,” Caesar replied. “The coffee is just fine right now.”

“You’re very welcome,” she said, glancing once more at me before walking off to help a family that had just entered.

It wasn’t her fault, really. Humans could always sense what I was. Even with a pound of makeup to rosy up my pale skin, there was no hiding the monster beneath.

“Is it really so hard to show a bit of kindness,” Caesar teased as he took a sip of the coffee. The smell made me gag a little.

I set my jaw. “The world hasn’t been too kind to me, so yes, sometimes it is.”

Caesar studied me for a few seconds, then shrugged. “Fair enough.”

“Now, what was so important that we had to meet at this dump?” I asked, eager to get down to business so I could leave this den of temptation. “Your text sounded quite urgent.”

Caesar set his mug back down on the table, fingering the sides of it restlessly. His brown eyes were heavy, and the wrinkles in his forehead seemed deeper than I remembered seeing the last time we met. He looked older than his twenty-six years, which was ironic because I would always look younger than my hundred years.

The shifter sighed. “I need to ask another favor of you.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Does this have anything to do with me tracking vampire activity in the city? Caesar, I swear the school is safe. There hasn’t been anything unusual to report.”

Caesar shook his head. “No, you’re doing great with vampire surveillance. This would be…an added responsibility.”

I frowned, eying Caesar warily. “I don’t like the sound of that. What would this added responsibility entail?”

After taking another sip from his mug, Caesar sat back in the booth. “In the past, we’ve talked about the prophecy. The siren.”

I nodded, waiting for the punchline. “The mermaid who’s supposedly destined to take down Hadrian and end the shifter-vampire war.”

“Yes,” Caesar confirmed, his tone grave.

I tilted my head. “You know I don’t have much faith in that prophecy, right? I’ve never known any mermaid who would be strong enough to stand against Hadrian, let alone kill him. If you don’t mind me pointing out, even you failed at that very task.”

A fire lit in Caesar’s eyes that made his cup of steaming coffee look tepid.

“Watch it, bloodsucker,” the gryphon warned in a dangerous growl.

I raised my hands defensively. “I didn’t mean it as a personal attack. You’re talking to a guy who couldn’t even stand up to Hadrian. I’m just saying that it’s hard to imagine the Little Mermaid taking on the vampire dictator when somebody like you—who I respect as a capable warrior—lost doing just that.”

The inferno in Caesar’s eyes simmered down to low embers, a warning that the gryphon was still a threat if provoked any further.

“You think what you want,” Caesar said. “But I believe we have found the siren.”

I hadn’t been expecting that. “What?”

“Several nights ago, I went to her house to collect her, only to find her mother dead,” Caesar continued. “The girl had luckily been out during the attack. Otherwise, she would’ve suffered the same fate as her mother.”

“And this mermaid’s mother was killed by vampires?” I asked, wondering how vampires could’ve slipped through my watch to attack in the city.

Caesar nodded.

“Where did it happen?”

“In Short Grove,” Caesar said.

I nodded, letting my shoulders relax once more. “Yes, I did notice some sparse vampire activity in Short Grove, but nothing to ring any alarm bells.”

“This particular attack has me extremely concerned. Do you think it’s possible that Hadrian knows about the prophecy?”

I shrugged. “How in the world would Hadrian know about the siren?”

Caesar sighed and leaned in closer, his gaze narrowing penetratingly. “I need to know if you have told him anything.”

My insides blistered with a burning anger—not for my gryphon companion, but for the vampire leader who’d made my afterlife a living hell. “Caesar, I swear to you that I haven’t seen Hadrian since I outcasted myself from the vampires.”

Caesar nodded slowly. “Good.”

“More coffee?” Vicky said, appearing from seemingly nowhere.

“Sure, sure,” Caesar replied quickly. “Top it off, please.”

“Anything else I can bring you?” she asked sweetly. She didn’t even look my way this time. Thank fuck for that.

“No, thank you,” Caesar answered. “We’ll be out of your hair in a bit.”

“You’re such a sweetheart,” Vicky gushed, bouncing on her toes. “Your coffee’s on the house.”

“Are you sure?” Caesar asked, reaching for his wallet.

“Of course,” she chirped in an annoyingly high pitch that hurt my sensitive ears. Then she skipped away without so much as a glance in my direction.

Caesar gave me a smug grin. “I just love this place.”

“Can we get back to our conversation now?” I deadpanned, not bothering to hide my irritation. “If what you’re assuming is true and Hadrian is aware of this mermaid and the prophecy, then there are only two options that would explain him finding out such a thing.”

“And they are?” Caesar prompted, stirring creamer into his fresh cup of coffee.

“Well, the most likely scenario is that somehow vampire spies have infiltrated the school and were able to hear about the prophecy.”

Caesar rubbed his chin dubiously, his pride in the security of the school no doubt making him skeptical of that likelihood. “And the other option?”

I shrugged smugly. “You’ve got someone working for Hadrian under your own nose.”

Caesar immediately shook his head, jolting against the back of the booth. “That’s impossible.”

I couldn’t help but smirk. Classic shifter arrogance. “And why is that?”

“Because the school hasn’t had any vampire attacks,” Caesar argued as if the conclusion was obvious. “If there really was someone feeding Hadrian information, the vampires would come in guns blazing.”

My smirk spread to an all-out smile, and I shook my head at his logic. “Informants never share everything. If they’re smart, they know what their information is worth and only share for an equal reward. I think any shifter would be wise enough to know that selling the location of their only shelter would mean certain death for them as well.”

Caesar continued to shake his head. “I can’t imagine that kind of logic. If that was the way people truly operated, how could you ever trust anyone?”

“That’s why I don’t trust anyone,” I commented.

Caesar studied me for a moment, seeming to weigh his next words. “Do you trust me?”

I exhaled through my nose and crossed my arms as I sat back against the booth. “No. But I want to trust you.”

Caesar frowned. “I need you to trust me.”

“And we finally arrived at the point of this meeting: your favor.”

Caesar nodded. He inhaled deeply, looking up from his mug to lock eyes with me. “I need you to rejoin Hadrian and the vampires.”

I stared at him for a moment, waiting for the joke. When Caesar’s serious expression didn’t crack, I burst out laughing. “You need me to do what?”

Caesar cleared his throat. “I need someone inside Hadrian’s ranks to find out if he’s truly searching for the siren. You are the only vampire I know and trust. You’re the only person who can do this.”

My amusement quickly boiled into rage. “Let me make one thing perfectly clear, Caesar: I will never go back to Hadrian, not for anyone or anything.”

“Even if it meant ensuring Hadrian’s ultimate destruction?” Caesar asked.

I pinched the bridge of my nose, attempting to regain control of my radically escalating temper. “Listen, I like you shifters. You keep to yourselves and rarely hurt anyone intentionally. But I don’t think you realize the magnitude of what you’re asking. I’d be better off hurling myself into a wood chipper because it would be preferable to what Hadrian would do to me if I went groveling back.”

Caesar looked me straight in the eyes and leaned forward. “If you do this for me, I will aid you in your quest to bring back the love of your life.”

Alice.

Her beautiful smiling face sliced across my memory, just as vivid now as it had been a century ago. Those wild emerald eyes that could remove all anger in an instant, and that billowing red hair that shone like flames around her tempestuous features.

The thought of her stabbed into me, with more precision and lethality than any blade ever could.

She was the love of my life, a powerful witch killed by a rogue shifter over a hundred years ago. She was the reason I could walk in the sun. And her memory was the only reason I kept walking at all.

The mere possibility that the magic to bring Alice back to life was somewhere in the world kept me going, foolish as it might be. And Caesar knew it would be the perfect bait to dangle in front of me.

I narrowed my eyes and leaned forward, perching my elbows on the table between us. “If I do this, you must swear that you will not stop until you fulfill your half of the deal.”

Caesar matched his stare. “You have my word that once Hadrian is dead, I will go to the ends of the earth to reunite you with your mate.”

It wasn’t even an option anymore. Caesar’s network of shifters was the widest in the world, and it was only growing each day. If anyone could find a shifter or witch with the power to resurrect Alice, it was him.

There was nothing on this earth that I wouldn’t do to see my love again, and if that meant offering myself up to Hadrian on a silver platter, I would gladly pay that price.

I extended my right hand to Caesar. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

The gryphon firmly clasped it, and I held it tight and pulled it slightly toward me. “But if you go back on your word, know that I will go full vampire on your ass.”

Caesar nodded, failing to hold back a smirk. “I’d expect nothing less.”

Satisfied with that response, I released his hand. “Well, I guess I should get going. I’ve got a psychotic megalomaniac to sell my soul to.”

Caesar chuckled darkly as we both rose. “Keep me informed of your progress with Hadrian. Any knowledge you acquire about his plans with mermaids or shifters at all could be enough to tip the scales in our favor.”

I nodded as I hooked my thumbs into the front pockets of my jeans. “It might take me some time. Hadrian doesn’t forgive easily, and there’s a good chance that he’ll just kill me on sight. So maybe start working on your side of the deal now because you might have two people to bring back from the dead.”

“I’ll start searching right away,” Caesar assured me as we walked to the front door. “And, try not to get yourself killed,” he teased, slapping a hand on my shoulder.

“No promises.”

We exited the diner, no doubt to poor Vicky’s great relief, and went our separate ways.

Walking down the sidewalk, I decided to take the quickest way home. The less I had to be around humans, the better—for everyone. I had to get to an alley, out of everyday traffic, so that I could use my vampire speed without detection. I only had a few blocks to cross before I could get to a safe location.

Pausing at the next intersection, I looked across the street.

And my heart completely froze in my chest.

There, waiting at the crosswalk, was the face I’d been dreaming of for over a hundred years. Those same emerald eyes that had enslaved my soul.

“Alice!” I shouted, the rest of the world falling away and leaving only her.

She didn’t hear me, didn’t stop as she crossed the street and hurried down the sidewalk. My vampire instincts taking the reins, I sped after her, not caring who witnessed my preternatural speed. The Devil himself couldn’t stop me.

Finally getting close enough, my eyes detected what my soul feared. She wasn’t Alice. Her hair was brown and she seemed to be a few inches shorter.

But the resemblance in her face, those green eyes, was striking. Unmistakeable. And the aura of magic that surrounded her was distinctly familiar. I could sense it just as keenly as I could sense the warm blood flowing through her veins. It felt almost identical to Alice’s magic.

This girl may not be my long-lost love, but she was undoubtedly a witch. I may not need Caesar, after all.

All my worries about Caesar and Hadrian vanished, and I was a man driven with one mission. I had to learn more about this girl.
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Chapter 20
Shea

I trudged down the road to the subway entrance, cursing my luck. Of all the stupid things to do, I had to show off and get myself busted. I’d been surrounded by beautiful people—shifter people, people I felt a deep kinship with—and in my rush to impress them, I completely fucked everything up.

Well, at least no one had seen me naked this time.

I stopped and closed my eyes, wishing I could rewind and change what happened. Why wasn’t there a spell for that? Not like anyone would teach me if there was.

The fire had felt so close, so hot. I scared myself, and I opened my eyes to make sure I was okay. I should’ve just released the spell. But when I opened my eyes, the faces around me had gone from gleeful to horrified.

Because I wasn’t one of them.

The Chicago streets were just kicking into high gear, street lights flashing on as the night fell over the city. The smell of greasy food hit me, and my stomach rumbled against my neglect to eat at the party. Okay, and yeah, I’d had a few too many cups of beer. Clearly that had been a mistake.

I continued forward again, wishing I had anywhere to go but home. What a shit show. I didn’t want the night to end this way. Pivoting on my heel, I turned back the way I’d come.

Maybe I could change their minds and fix some of the mess I’d made. And I hadn’t even gotten to spend any real time with Arya. What a shitty friend I was turning out to be. Maybe—

Wait. What’s that?

I stopped and looked at the sidewalk, my brows furrowing. Why did it look so strange? Seriously, had I really had that much to drink?

Several people passed by, a few murmuring that I shouldn’t be standing in the middle of the sidewalk. And finally, I realized why everything looked wrong.

There were no shadows.

In the dying evening light, it was hard to tell, but I was right next to a street light. That, at least, should’ve been casting a shadow.

My mind raced with possible causes, but only one would explain this unnatural phenomenon.

A vampire was near.

I actually knew more about vampires than I did about shifters, thanks to Gram’s paranoia on the subject. The surest sign of a vampire’s presence was the lack of shadows. Only older vampires had this ability, to use shadows to cloak themselves. If you ever see shadows disappear, you run, Gram always warned me.

The hairs on the back of my neck stood up, feeling like a hundred miniature daggers on my skin, imploring me to do just that. I resisted the urge to look around me.

Shit, shit, shit! I really did have the worst luck. Of course, I’d be hunted tonight of all nights. It just keeps getting better.

I calmed myself, slowing my breathing and balling my hands into fists. I was on the street, and it was relatively busy. No sane, self-preserving vamp would attack me in front of dozens of people. Right? I had to be smart about this.

Of course, there was always the off chance that I wasn’t the target. But after what happened to Arya’s mom, I wasn’t going to risk it.

Arya.

I sniffed my shirt, wondering if Arya’s scent had rubbed off on me. Not that I’d be able to tell—I wasn’t a vampire.

I rolled my eyes and shook my head. I was being ridiculous.

I turned around again, trying to appear casual as I walked briskly in the direction of home. I kept looking on my flanks, peering in store windows for reflections of anyone following to avoid looking over my shoulder.

I hoped I wasn’t being too obvious. Staying cool and aloof was usually my thing, but I’d never been tailed by a vampire before. Could he smell my fear? Hear my racing pulse?

I began to flex my wrist as if stretching it. The spell Gram had taught me was the most complicated I’d ever learned. Not only was the incantation more than one word, there were also hand gestures that went with it. If I missed one step in the process, I might as well be wearing a sign that said “all you can eat.”

I looked down at the pavement, and my shadow was still creepily missing. I was definitely being followed. I continued to roll my wrist as I whispered the words under my breath, “Wi di sa.”

Spotting an empty alleyway, I ducked into it, straightening my spine and holding my head high. I wasn’t about to cower to a damn bloodsucker. The isolation of the alleyway made my heart rate spike, but I had to make sure I was far enough away. I’d already done enough damage with public displays of magic tonight.

“Ma’at sheut asfet.”

I darted behind a dumpster, hugging my back against the brick wall. The trash stank to high heaven, and I wrinkled my nose as I finished the spell, this time at full volume. “Hekah meh.”

I thrust my hands out in front of me toward the part of the alley that was more shrouded in shadow than the rest. A gust of wind swept through my hair, a flash of light momentarily blinding me before the night returned.

But in place of the darkness stood a man.

No. A vampire.

Panic surged through my veins but intermingled with something else. Something…disarming.

He didn’t look nearly as monstrous as I was expecting. No bloodshot eyes or bared fangs. In fact, he was actually kind of beautiful, in a completely off-limits kind of way.

Holy balls, there was something seriously wrong with me if I was checking out the vampire that was stalking me and probably about to kill me! But, come on, were all non-human creatures just blessed with stupidly good looks?

He didn’t look like he was about to kill me, though. If anything, he looked more surprised than I felt.

We stared at each other for a long moment, sizing each other up. The spell worked in three parts—dispelling the shadows he used to cover himself, slowing his blood to weaken him, and binding him to where he stood. The darkness part obviously worked—thanks, Gram—but the other two I wasn’t so sure of. Though, as intricate as the spell was, chances are the whole thing held or none at all.

What do you ask a bound vampire? I hadn’t thought that far ahead with the whole trying-not-to-get-eaten thing. But now that I had him at my mercy, I couldn’t help my curiosity. Maybe I had some sort of morbid death wish after the rejection I’d just endured at the hands of shifters, but I wasn’t ready to walk away just yet.

“Why are you following me?” I asked, my voice displaying more confidence than I actually felt. It seemed as good a place as any to start. I had to be sure he wasn’t after Arya.

His glistening eyes made me feel almost mesmerized as they bore into me. “You’re a witch.” It was more a statement than a question, and I instinctively stepped back like it was an accusation.

“Wait, don’t go!” he pleaded, something about the sheer desperation in his voice lowering my defenses.

I crossed my arms and jutted out a hip, admittedly enjoying the rush of power at ensnaring such a powerful creature. “Why? Afraid your dinner is going to skip out on you?”

The vampire flinched. “I don’t drink fresh blood. Not if I can help it.”

I cocked my head, debating whether I believed him or not.

“Besides, if I wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead. Not a smart move, luring a vampire into an alley.”

I bristled at the insult but put on a smug smirk. “And yet you’re the one stuck to a wall like a fly in a web.”

His features smoothed. “I’m sorry. I don’t get out much, and clearly, my manners have suffered for it. My name is Julian.”

He fluttered his fingers in greeting as his hand was currently incapable of waving. And, was that an attempt at a smile?

“Ooo-kay.” No way in hell was I about to give him my name in return, no matter how surprisingly charming he was turning out to be.

“It’s just, you don’t come across many witches anymore. Especially not ones as powerful as you. You remind me of someone I used to know...” His gaze momentarily darted away from my face for the first time since our encounter began. “...a long time ago.”

I narrowed my eyes on him, trying to figure him out. The haunted look in his eyes as he studied me, like I was a ghost, made me almost believe him. Almost.

“Are you friends with shifters?” Julian continued. “Their smell is all over you. Maybe you go to that school?”

I sucked my lips between my teeth, trying not to respond. I didn’t trust this vampire. If it weren’t for the binding spell, I was sure I’d be dinner. And even if the shifters did hate me, there was no way I’d betray them to a vampire.

But I must have shaken my head.

“But you want to go to the school.” His knowing eyes snagged on my greatest weakness.

I hissed out a breath between my teeth. “I appreciate the small talk and all, but it’s past my curfew, and my carriage is about to turn back into a pumpkin. And if you’re just stalling so your vampire buddies can come rescue you, I’ve got a whole lot more magic where that came from.”

“No. I’m... alone. And I believe you. Your magic, I can sense it.”

That caught my attention. He could sense my magic? Did he have any idea how powerful I was? Hell, I didn’t even really know.

Julian licked his lips, his voice taking on a more desperate tone. “This... friend of mine, she died. Many years ago. I’ve been searching for a way to...bring her back.”

“From the dead?” I blurted. Was this guy on some vampire drug I wasn’t aware of? “What was her name? Bella?”

“Alice.”

I closed my mouth, looking at the vampire a little closer. I was pretty good at sniffing out bullshit, and the sincerity on his face was genuine. “I couldn’t raise the dead if I wanted to.”

“I might have a way.”

I gave him a sidelong glance. “Oh really? And how is that?”

“I have a grimoire.”

I scoffed. “How does a vampire get a grimoire?”

“—and it’s very old. It may have a spell in there to help. My friend, she used it to help me once.”

The tension in my body eased, my snark falling away as I truly considered his words. A witch had helped a vampire. “You didn’t kill her, did you? This isn’t some guilt trip or revenge or something?”

“No! I didn’t... I could never hurt her. It’s a long story. But if I give you the grimoire, maybe you could—”

“No.” I shook my head, unable to believe what he was actually asking me. “You’re a vampire. And you’re lying.”

I was done with this game, done entertaining his sob story, or whatever this was. I had no idea how long my spell would last. I had made sure he wasn’t looking for Arya, and I had no further reason to be here.

“Khet,” Julian said, but there was no power behind the word. “I can’t do magic, not like a witch, but I’ve seen some of the grimoire.”

I took another step backward. “Only some?”

“The book itself is spelled, making much of its contents unreadable to anyone...to those without magic.”

That sounded about right. Witches were known for their secrecy, so it made sense they’d lock the magic, especially the higher-level spells, to ensure it didn’t fall into the wrong hands.

“I can get you into that school,” Julian continued, his gaze lighting with something—maybe determination? “I know the director.”

I spit out a laugh. “I’ve met him. Real charmer.”

“Caesar can be blunt. And stubborn. But he owes me.”

I shifted my weight to one foot, putting my hands in the back pockets of my jeans. The fact that I was even entertaining this vampire was beyond me. I should be gone by now.

I shook my head, turning to leave. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t trust you.”

A ping on the pavement caught my attention, and I whirled back. I expected any number of things—a gun, a knife, maybe some brass knuckles. Instead, a piece of jewelry glinted in the dim light from the street. Some sort of pin or brooch or something.

Julian’s fingers were outstretched as if a magnet pulled them toward the pin. “It’s the only thing I have left of her. Please. You have to believe me.”

I stared at him, long and hard. Maybe he’d gotten out of the spell. Maybe he was trying to lure me in for a bite. I wanted to believe him, wanted desperately to have someone—anyone—on my side. But that was a leap of faith I just couldn’t take. Not tonight. Not after so many mistakes. And certainly not with a vampire.

“Keep it,” I called, backing away.

“Please.”

The look in his eyes was so desperate, so clawing, my own heart began to break for him. I swallowed. “I can’t. You’ve got the wrong girl.”

“If you change your mind—”

“I’ll slit a wrist or something. I’m sure you’ll come running.”

Julian paled—if that were even possible. “No. Don’t do that. Alice had a spell she could use to speak to me over long distances. Sedjed ka.”

I repeated the words in my head as I walked away, not wanting to lose them. I was nearly to the street again, but I hesitated, torn between fleeing and running back to him.

I went with option one, probably the smartest choice I’d made all week.

I knew people were staring as I darted down the sidewalk, wondering what the rush was. But I didn’t care. I wanted to be long gone, out of sight, far enough away to not be stalked or followed with superhuman speed. My heart struggled to keep up with my pace, and even if I wasn’t still scared witless, I needed to get all that energy out of my system.

Sedjed ka. Sedjed ka. Sedjed ka, I thought with every thumping step, committing the phrase to memory. If the spell worked, that could come in handy. I might try it sometime when my curiosity got the better of me, which it usually did.

I began to sing softly between pants, the song Gram had taught me to mask my scent from vampires. The tune worked to ease my nerves as the words of the spell scrubbed my scent from any nearby vampires. It was just a precaution. No sense leaving a bread trail to my doorstep—no matter how hot he was or sincere he seemed.

“Yemen sen, yemen sen, wab ka, yemen sen.” I breathed easy as I repeated the words of the spell, which was thankfully more forgiving than the binding spell I’d used on Julian.

I slowed to a walk, satisfied that the song was doing its job—at least as far as I knew.

I found the subway entrance and skipped down the steps, sending furtive glances to the shadows that lurked behind me. None seemed deep enough to hold a vampire.
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Chapter 21
Arya

The Dome was quiet as I walked back from the training room after sparring practice with Ashlyn. She’d been gracious enough to agree to help me catch up, seeing as she was stuck here today, too. And after everything that happened last night, I had more than a little aggression to get out of my system.

I needed to get Tobias out of my system.

It was Saturday. All the other students were likely kicking back in their rooms and enjoying a lazy day. Or maybe some of them went home to their families for the weekend. The thought made my heart ache with longing, but I rejected the emotion before it could take hold.

I didn’t like this empty day. I hated knowing that the only thing waiting for me was an empty room where I’d have no distraction from my sorrow over Mom or my conflicting feelings for a particular asshole dragon.

Deciding against dark and lonely, I veered off and took a sidewalk that led away from the main building. I hadn’t done any kind of exploring since I got here, only going to the places I was expected to be, but today seemed like the perfect chance to do just that. I followed the path, aimlessly looking up at the glass dome overhead and the gorgeous deep blue that surrounded everything.

Looking back down, I saw that there was a garden up ahead. Large pink and sherbet-orange roses blushed at me as they peeked over their bushes. Though I never would’ve imagined there to be anything growing at the bottom of this lake, somehow, it didn’t surprise me to spot this little treasure.

As I came closer, the heady, sweet aroma filled the air. Without the movement of a breeze, the smell hung around the garden as if glued to that patch of oxygen.

I entered the circle of flowers and inhaled the rich perfume, enjoying the tinkling sound of water spilling down the large fountain at the garden’s center. I sat on one of the stone benches that surrounded the fountain and admired it. As with all the other décor at this school, the fountain was made up of different shifters, all climbing on top of each other as if to escape the marble they were carved from.

“Pretty, huh?”

I turned to my right to see Kendall stepping into the inner circle of the garden.

After the way the party ended last night, I felt more than a little awkward around him. All the other mermaids had made it clear that I wasn’t welcome in their presence. I hadn’t stuck around to find out if Kendall felt the same.

“Yep,” I said, turning my gaze back to the fountain, unsure of what else to say.

Kendall sat beside me. “I was looking for you in the common room. What have you been up to all day?”

I shrugged, honestly a little surprised.

“I was getting a little extra sparring in with Ashlyn. I have a lot of catching up to do.” I looked down at my hand, which rested on the stone surface. “I know mermaids don’t approve of befriending other shifters, but it’s been pretty well established that I’m not your typical mermaid.”

I let my bitterness over the party fiasco slip into my voice, testing what his response would be.

“Maybe that’s what I like about you.” Kendall put his hand over mine, and I was surprised by how pleasantly warm the contact was. “Our people have it pretty much ingrained not to trust outsiders. Mermaids have been hunted since the dawn of time, first by large aquatic predators, then by men and vampires, and even by other shifters. We’re a proud and guarded people, and that pride tends to sour our hearts and turn into prejudice.”

His gaze fell to the hand he put over mine.

“But you… Your heart is open to everyone and everything. I haven’t seen one inkling of judgment in you. You give everyone a chance, no matter their background or race. I admire that, even if I personally disagree with those you choose to open your heart to.”

I was taken aback. Put in that kind of light, I could maybe understand the mentality of my kind. It didn’t make me any more okay with it, but at least I knew where it was coming from. And to know that Kendall wasn’t with the other mermaids, in his opinion of me, made me like him so much more than I already did. I desperately wanted to trust someone.

“Thank you for that,” I said, noticing that his hand was still on mine.

He nodded. “I was wondering if you’d like to take a swim with me.”

I smiled wide, unable to hide my joy at his invitation. “I’d love to. But isn’t the training room closed on weekends? Is there another pool in the rec room?” I only got in early with Ashlyn because she’d gotten the key from her dad, who was also the Phoenix Mastery Professor. Poor girl.

“Actually, I had something else in mind,” he said, the corner of his mouth lifting in a secretive smile. “Come with me.”

His hand closed around mine and tugged me after him. We left the garden and headed for the corner of the main building, where it met the bottom of The Dome.

I wondered where he could possibly be taking me. Not that I had the map memorized, but I didn’t remember seeing any other pools on campus.

As Kendall led me further into the corner, I saw that there was a door, somewhat camouflaged, right next to where the wall touched the thick glass. Kendall lifted a hidden metal flap on the wall to reveal the same kind of retina scan that was on the entrance of the school. He leaned forward for the device to scan his eye, and the door unlocked and popped open an inch.

Kendall glanced at me as he pulled it open the rest of the way. “Only mermaids can get in here.” He held the door open for me, but I was hesitant to go in.

“What is it?” I asked, peeking in and seeing nothing but darkness. Some cynical part of me was wary that this might be some kind of trick.

“It’s a secret exit that leads directly into the lake,” he said, unphased by my suspicion. “Only a few of the Mer students know about it. And now you do, too.”

My suspicion dissipated instantly, replaced by a humbling sense of honor. On the map, the only way in or out of the school was the front entrance from the subway. But as The Dome was built and funded by mermaids, it made sense that there would be an escape hatch only they could access. If something happened to The Dome, of course, the mermaids would be concerned with saving only themselves.

I fought the eye roll at the thought and stepped into the small space. Kendall followed and closed the door behind us.

As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could see that we were in a small room, about two meters wide and two meters deep. There was a flight of stairs directly in front of us that led to a room about the same size. A faint bluish glow came from the floor of the room at the top of the stairs, giving this moment an even greater sense of magic.

Kendall encouraged me up the stairs, where I saw that the glow was coming from a round portal in the floor that was completely open to the water of the lake.

He pulled his shirt up over his head, revealing that deliciously chiseled chest. When he proceeded to take off his pants, like stripping down in front of a girl was no big deal, I failed to resist admiring his admittedly impressive package, my shock making my only reaction to stare. He flashed me a cocky, seductive grin as he sat at the edge of the portal.

He stuck his legs in the water, and I noticed that they didn’t transform. His legs were still human legs—muscular, thick, nicely-tanned legs. And his dick was still nestled firmly between them.

I realized two things. One, that the lake was fresh water, not salt water. And two, I didn’t have my swim top, so if I went in, I’d be just as naked as he was.

I gasped. “I can’t go in there,” I objected with a fervent shake of my head. “I don’t know how to transform without salt water. And I don’t have the first clue of how to swim without my tail!” Not to mention the whole naked thing.

“It’s alright, I came prepared.” He reached into the pocket of his discarded pants, pulled something out, and tossed it to me.

I caught it instinctively, fully expecting it to be a condom and preparing myself to scold him for thinking I was that easy—although, really, who was I kidding?

I looked down at my hands to see that it was a small vial full of clear liquid.

“It’s salt water,” he said with a chuckle that said he knew exactly where my mind had been. But there was still a challenge in his beach-wave eyes.

Understanding dawned on me, and I let out a self-indulgent laugh, still unsure about this experiment. The pool in the training room was nothing but salt water, so I had no trouble staying in my mermaid form there. But this tiny amount of salt water?

“How long will it last?” I asked, pulse racing at the thought of returning to human form too far from the portal.

“You’ll be fine,” Kendall reassured me with a chuckle. “Once transformed and in the water, your body will have no reason to change back into a human form until your skin begins to dry. Many mermaids actually struggle to change back to human form in water, salt or not.”

“Really?” I asked, a bit more confident. “Why would they want to?”

“Out in public, with humans, could you imagine accidentally letting your tail out because some water happened to splash on you? That would expose you—and our entire species. That’s the whole purpose of our Transformation class, in fact. Every other species at this school takes that time to learn how to shift. We use it to learn how not to.”

I nodded. That made sense.

“So you thought ahead enough to bring me a tube of salt water, but you didn’t bring me a swim top?” I asked, putting my hands on my hips in a playfully accusatory pose.

Kendall smiled in faux innocence and shrugged. “I guess I forgot.” His tone was sultry, and that challenge still burned in his gaze.

A thrill flooded my insides. I was rarely one to back down from a challenge. So, I figured it was time to up the ante.

I pulled my shirt off and tossed it on the floor near his discarded clothing. Then I shimmied out of my slacks and panties, keeping eye contact with him the whole time. I couldn’t help but smirk when his eyes broke contact to flash down at me, appreciation dilating his pupils.

The only thing I didn’t remove was my black lace bra. No sense giving away all my secrets just yet. I had to make him work for something.

With a wry brow arched, he patted the spot on the floor beside him at the edge of the portal, and I sashayed over to sit. I popped open the vial and rubbed the salt water over my bare thighs like lotion.

The reaction was instantaneous, my legs merging and pink scales covering my flesh.

“You really do have a beautiful tail,” he commented, and I could feel his intense gaze burning into my scales from hip to tip as I lowered it over the edge.

The cool lake water felt amazingly good on my tail, and I reveled in the feeling of my fins wafting in the mild current.

Responding to the partial-body submersion, the upper half of my body continued the transformation, and the searing pain in my neck meant that my gills had come out. I tried to take a breath, but my throat and lungs stung like they were on fire.

“Hurry. Get all the way in so you can breathe,” Kendall cautioned.

I let go of the edges of the portal and let myself fall in. When next I inhaled, water filled my open mouth, washing away the aching burn. I could breathe. Relief flooded through me.

Kendall was beside me soon after. The water was so clean that I could see his entire form with crystal clarity. His tail was now out, and I was both relieved and sad about that.

“How do you feel?” His words came out both muffled and amplified as we floated in the water, and I could clearly understand each syllable.

I swished myself around to let the sensations sink in. “I feel great!”

Shock reverberated through me at the sound and feeling of my own voice in the water. It was the strangest thing I’d experienced yet, and that was really saying something after all I’d been through at this school.

“Good, let’s go for a swim.” Kendall nodded toward the open, seemingly endless water.

Without another word between us, we swam side-by-side through the lake. This was completely different from swimming in the pool. Here, there were no boundaries, no limits. I could move around as I wished without the worry of bumping into the wall or a pissed-off mermaid. And Kendall didn’t seem to mind at all when I occasionally brushed by him.

We swam everywhere, and I was awestruck by the freedom of it. Schools of fish swarmed around us now and then, and it was amazing to see them come so close. I felt like I wasn’t a foreign intruder, like I belonged in these waters they called their home.

One fish swam right up to my face, and I cupped my hands under it, inviting it to come as close as it wished. The little fish accepted my invitation and gently nuzzled across my cheek before rejoining its school and disappearing into the depths.

“I want to show you something,” Kendall said.

I nodded, eager to follow.

I swam behind him, letting the currents from his fins guide me. It was strange how easy it was to be in sync with him.

We dove deeper. The water temperature began to drop, though not enough to bother me. I wondered how far down I could dive and what limitations my mermaid body had. At what depth would the pressure become too great? Or were our bodies just made to traverse the entirety of the ocean floor?

A large form loomed ahead, and my eyes widened. “Where are we?”

“It’s a shipwreck. There are tons of these things down here.”

The body of the boat was still intact, a large water wheel resting next to it as if it had been leaned up against the side. There was something quaint about the wood construction, the railed deck, the tall stacks protruding from the top, though all of it was covered in a thick layer of grime and algae.

“Tons of shipwrecks?”

“You’d be surprised just how much stuff is on the floor of the lake. Come on.” Kendall slid through a window on the side of the ship.

I followed him, peering around the dark interior. It was as breathtaking as it was eerie. An old piano sat in one corner, and what must have been crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling, cocked at an awkward angle as it gave into gravity and the pull of the water. Chairs lay haphazardly across the floor, all of it covered by a blanket of green.

“This is one of the better wrecks. Not too many lives lost. Others, you’re practically digging through bones.”

I suppressed a shudder. “There aren’t any dead bodies here, are there?”

“No. I think they all washed away. But they left behind some pretty cool stuff. It’s actually part of how we funded the school. The mer make great deep-sea treasure hunters.”

I wiped away the slime from one of the drops attached to the chandelier, releasing a cloud of goo. I coughed, the water rushing out of my gills. But a bit of the crystal shone through.

“Oh, watch yourself. We don’t want to murk up the waters with algae too much.”

I nodded in agreement.

“Here.” Kendall wrapped his hand around the crystal drop, carefully maneuvering it off the chandelier. “A memento of our little adventure.”

“What, no flowers?” I teased, closing my hand around the small trinket.

He shrugged playfully, wafting backward a few inches. “We’re Mer. I guess our courtship customs are a little different.”

“Is that what this is?” I asked, keeping my tone coy and light. “Are you courting me?”

“I hope so.” The sincere look on his face made all my walls disintegrate.

Kendall leaned closer. I could feel his body heat radiating through the small amount of water between us, and it kept getting smaller.

My pulse quickened in anticipation as his face drew nearer, his nose brushing the tip of mine. It was so unlike the way things had gone down with Tobias last night, so gentle and patient, but the same burning desire that incident had ignited hadn’t left me, and it burned again now.

I closed the distance, gently meeting his soft lips with my own. His lips parted and closed again over my bottom lip with a seductive grace that made my body melt against his firm chest.

Forget about Tobias. Forget about Tobias.

Slowly, we tangled into each other, his hands sliding down my hips and making my scales prickle with desire. The kiss deepened, his tongue sliding out and gently caressing my lips at first, then entering my mouth as a moan escaped me.

He gripped my hips and pulled me against him as we feasted on each other’s mouths. The burning need grew with a demand that I had no idea how to satisfy in this form, and all I could do was grind my pelvis against his in futility.

He chuckled low and dark against my neck as his lips moved to nibble at my ear. “I know what you want,” he purred. “Do you want me to teach you?”

In a fog of need and want, I panted, “What?”

His hand slid over the mound of my ass, gripping it briefly to make a gasp escape my lips, then sliding his fingers down even farther to circle around an incredibly sensitive opening I didn’t even know was there.

Before I could register the change in my bodily structure, he slid his finger into me. I gasped and gripped his shoulders, shuddering at the unexpected pleasure. His finger moved in and out with a slow, rhythmic pace that made my head swim as I lost myself to the overwhelming sensation.

With his free hand, he tipped my chin up so that he could kiss me while he fingered me, his tongue playing my mouth as his fingertip played my pussy. As if sensing my heightened tension and desire, he increased the pace of his strokes, penetrating me deeper and deeper, pushing me over the edge.

Suddenly, I was coming, pleasure crashing over me like a turbulent storm. My body shook with each wave, and he continued to kiss me until the waves subsided, and I hung limp against him.

When it was over, I looked up into his eyes for a long moment.

“That was…incredible,” I breathed, realizing with near desperation that I wanted more.

It had never occurred to me to even wonder how sex was possible in our shifted form, and now that I’d had a taste of it, I was inflamed with the idea of experiencing it. Here, in this magical place, with him—you know, for science.

“I can teach you all kinds of things,” he purred, stealing one more peck from my swollen lips.

Then, with a pained expression, he pulled back. “But for now, we should get back to the school. It’s getting late, and we don’t want to be out when the light leaves.”

Slightly disappointed and a bit shaken from our escapade, I reluctantly agreed.

We swam out of the ship, and I followed him again, not realizing we’d angled up until the pressure around me began to ease, and The Dome loomed big and round beneath us. I could see the entire school from this birds-eye view—or fish-eye view, rather. It looked so small from up here. The people walking along the sidewalks looked like ants crawling through a super hi-tech ant farm.

Kendall reached out to take my hand, and I let him. There were no words to describe the feeling surging through me. I was beyond grateful that he chose me to share this incredible secret with, and more than a little thrilled by what we’d just done. I had never felt more at home anywhere in my life than I did floating in this lake, and I was sad to be leaving it.

We swam back to the portal under the edge of the dome and he surfaced first to help me climb up out of the water.

Despite our passionate moment in the wrecked ship, and the intimate sweetness in Kendall’s eyes as he looked at me now, I didn’t feel terribly close to him. I liked him, and I absolutely wanted to explore more of mer sexuality with him, but there was something in the way of me wanting anything beyond the physical with him.

I should want to be with him. Of all the guys I’d ever met, he was the most perfect fit for me. He was a mer and could teach me about our kind, could immerse me in the culture and traditions, make me a true part of them. And he was nice, smart, hot as hell, and seemed to have status and a bright future in the shifter world.

“Can I walk you back to your dorm?” he asked when we both had our clothes on. Was that a boyish blush coloring his cheeks?

“Well, we’re both going to the same place, so sure,” I said with a giggle.

He took my hand again, and I tried to open my heart to him as I clasped his hand back. We left the hidden room and strolled back through the garden to get back to the main building.

And just as we made it through the massive front doors, I saw the reason I didn’t feel anything for Kendall. The person I wanted more despite all the bullshit he’d put me through.

Tobias. And he. Was. Fuming.
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Chapter 22
Tobias

I gripped the paper bag tightly in my right hand as I ducked inside the cafeteria. The fries were surely getting cold. I’d hoped to sneak back upstairs without being seen, but had narrowly missed being caught by two faculty members the moment I arrived back at The Dome and panicked.

My height was definitely an obstacle when it came to stealth missions. Being six-foot tall didn’t allow me many places to hide, and my large, muscular frame may have been helpful in a fight but left little grace for sneaking past anyone.

Though my dragon scales had the rare ability to camouflage, my un-shifted skin didn’t have the same skill, and I couldn’t exactly shift right now as it would be a waste of perfectly good clothing.

So, my only option was to slip into the cafeteria and wait like a coward.

It was almost seven o’clock, and I wasn’t supposed to be outside my dorm, let alone outside the school grounds. All the other students could come and go as they pleased, but the General had forbidden me to leave without permission, and getting caught sneaking out for junk food would result in what I was sure would be a clever and twisted punishment.

I shouldn’t have gone out at all, but after the fiasco of the party last night, I desperately needed to get out. Not to mention, I owed Niko and Brett. We’d missed our chance to go get chili cheese fries, and they’d been pestering me about it all day.

The fries were getting cold, but a few harmless flames would fix that if I could just get back to the common room without being seen. I just had to wait for the staff members to leave the Grand Hall and go back to their lodgings.

After a few minutes that seemed to last forever, the voices stopped, and the sound of their footsteps faded into silence. Several minutes passed with no sign of anyone, so I rounded the cafeteria entrance, ready to bolt upstairs, but the front doors opened, and I ducked back against the threshold. There were two other students walking in from the lawn.

What were they doing out so late?

Wait.

Blinking several times, I told myself that the thick dark hair of the girl belonged to one of Cora’s minions, Letti, because I recognized the wave of sandy brown hair on the Mattel dolls she was walking with.

Ken-Doll.

But after the party, and after the incident with fish boy, I knew Kendall was no longer dating Letti because he was interested in—

Arya laughed at something Kendall said, and my blood boiled. After what we shared last night, the heated moment we stole at the party, she was with him? So, we were just going to act like it never happened. That we hadn’t been clutching each other for dear life, that we hadn’t only stopped before fucking each other senseless because we were interrupted.

I felt my scales lift from my skin slightly, and I struggled to regain control of my breathing. Shutting my eyes tightly, I pushed my inner dragon back down. I’d never struggled like this before. A shifter who couldn’t control his shift was weak. But then, I’d never been so vexed by anyone or anything like this before, either.

No longer caring about getting caught by teachers, I rose to my full height and waltzed right up to them.

Kendall flinched at my approach, and it was good to know that the fish feared me. Arya narrowed her eyes, a coy smirk hiding in them as if she could see right through me. And her hair was dripping.

“What are you doing out so late, and wet for that matter?” I asked, my voice sounding like a bark as I failed to keep my tone casual.

Arya merely arched a brow.

Kendall scowled, clearly having recovered from his initial reaction to me. “Why don’t you mind your own business, and we’ll do the same. Unless you want your father to find out that you snuck out?”

He gripped Arya’s elbow to lead her away.

I side-stepped to block their path, seeing only red. What was I doing? Why couldn’t I just let this go? Why did I care what she was doing or who she was doing it with?

“If you must know, Kendall took me out for a swim,” Arya said flatly, locking me with her intense blue gaze.

“The pool is closed on weekends,” I said, baiting her.

Her eyes drifted up toward the ceiling, dodging my insinuation, and it hit me that she said, “out.”

“Mers gotta swim,” Kendall said, shrugging his shoulders. “You’re not the only one who gets special privileges.”

Panic flashed through my smoldering chest. Kendall somehow took her out of The Dome and into the lake. He knew of an exit that I didn’t. And if vampires had somehow followed them…

He was going to do worse than get Arya into trouble. He was going to get her killed.

“What the hell were you thinking, letting him take you out of The Dome at sunset?” I snapped at her.

Her cheeks flooded with color at the accusation, but her scowl deepened. “Why do you care? What does it matter if we went for a harmless swim?”

I imagined a vampire slitting her throat at the bottom of the lake, her blood coloring the water around her, and true fear gripped me.

“It matters that you snuck out of The Dome, however you managed it,” I seethed. “It matters that you did it as the sun was setting. Vampires have been looking for our school for years, and you could’ve led them right to it, right to you. Or do you want to end up just like your mother?”

Her eyes widened, nostrils flaring, and her mouth formed a perfect O of outrage.

Before I knew what was happening, her hand slapped me across the cheek hard enough to turn my head.

Shit. Why the hell did I say that?

I suddenly wished I had never approached them, never left the sanctity of my room at all today.

I looked back at her, feeling small and fragile under the hatred I found in her eyes.

“Fuck you!” she spat behind gritted teeth, then pulled her arm out of Kendall’s grip and stomped up the stairs without so much as a look back.

Kendall’s dark chuckle reached me through the ringing in my ears.

“Nice going. Looks like I’m going to win our bet. She tastes like candy, by the way.” He put his index finger to his lips and sucked it into his mouth, then flashed me a wicked grin when he popped it out.

I was too stunned by my own idiocy to feel anger at his implication.

“Ta ta, Tobias,” Kendall said with a wave of his sucked fingers before he chased after Arya up the stairs.

What the hell was wrong with me? How had I let this situation get so out of control? I was supposed to be getting close to Arya, becoming her friend, and yet all I seemed to be accomplishing was making her hate my scaly, charred guts.

And pushing her right into fish boy’s arms, apparently. It was clear that the two had been doing more than just swimming out there, and the more I thought about it, the more the poisonous jealousy saturated me.

I gripped the bag of fries in my hand, the paper crinkling in my clenched fist, and jogged up the stairs to my own dorm, trying like hell to pretend this night never happened and eager to drown my wounded pride in chili cheese.
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Chapter 23
Caesar

“You’re lucky, you know that?” Kai said as he kept pace with me. It was Monday morning, an hour or so before classes began, and we were walking from the Grand Hall to our classrooms.

“And what makes you say that?” I asked.

Kai snorted. “As a gryphon, you can just slip away like you did two nights ago and fly around in the sky for as long as you want, getting away from the claustrophobia of The Dome.”

I frowned. I hadn’t exactly been flying for fun two nights ago. I’d been meeting with Julian Asher. And if word got out that I’d been communicating and plotting with a vampire—even one who had allied himself to the shifter cause—I couldn’t even imagine the consequences that would follow.

Any vampire was a threat in the eyes of the military, as well as every other shifter I knew, even if they claimed to be aiding shifters.

“Sure, I can go up top and walk the streets of the surrounding cities,” Kai continued. “But I can’t do so in my kitsune form without being spotted as a freak.”

“You invented this place, Kai,” I said. “You took the possibility of this underwater school and made it a reality. And now you feel its walls closing in on you?”

Kai arched a brow. “Oh, I’ve invented plenty of things I haven’t liked.”

“Oh, really?” I said. “Name one.”

“Easy. The dental-sealer device.”

I gave him a confused look. “Every dorm room has one of those. All of our students use it twice a year, and you’ve completely eliminated the need for dentistry at the school, allowing healers to focus on other things. It’s one of the best preventative health machines you’ve ever created.”

Kai swept a clandestine glance around the empty hallway that ran between the Military Training Room and the Research Lab, as if making sure we were alone. “You want to know a secret? I haven’t used it in years.”

I snickered. “You probably have a mouthful of cavities.”

“I’d rather take the cavities than have everything I chew on feel like it’s made of rubber.”

I shrugged, shaking my head. “It takes a few days to get used to the extra bounce. But I don’t even notice it now.”

“It’s wonderful to know you are so adept at…adapting,” Kai said, stumbling over the impromptu tongue twister. “But me? I could never get used to that rubber feeling. And I won’t lie, Caesar. I’m having a hard time staying confined to The Dome. I’ve been here for years. Don’t get me wrong, this alliance of shifters is needed, and I’m grateful for it.”

“You’re wanting to leave?” I discerned.

The kitsune bobbed his head from side to side. “Not leave leave. More of a change of pace.”

“Like what?”

Kai stopped in his tracks, causing me to do the same. I turned around to face him.

“I’m a master inventor,” he said, as if the title were something as easily worn as a pair of shoes. “And I teach math.”

“You’re an invaluable resource in both capacities,” I agreed.

Kai shook his head, a longing in his eyes as he looked down at the floor. “It’s not enough. I want more.”

I studied him for a few moments.

“You want my job?” I asked, half teasing, half serious. “Because it is all yours.”

Kai’s brow furrowed. “No, no, no. I don’t want your job. I can barely direct myself, let alone an entire school.”

“What is it you want?” I asked, all teasing gone.

Hesitating, Kai took a nervous look behind him. The hall was still empty. “Do you ever miss it?”

I blinked. “Miss what?”

“The frontlines, Caesar. Are you really going to make me spell it out? I miss the vampire fights. The need to protect our people.”

I suddenly felt tired and old. “Kai, those days are long over.”

“Maybe for you,” Kai replied. “And I understand your reasoning and your guilt.”

Guilt?

I set my jaw. Kai was referring to my broken promise seven years ago. The promise I’d made to my parents not to join the military forces. A promise that, when broken, had resulted in their deaths. I had abandoned my arms that day and vowed to find a different way to defeat Hadrian that didn’t require my sweat and blood on the battlefield. And here I was. School Director.

And apparently, vampire-spy-coordinator.

“Look, all I’m asking is that you think about transferring me to the military. My team of engineers is more than capable of taking over the school’s projects. And if you find the time to look at the schematics I sent you a couple of days ago, you’ll see that I’m the perfect candidate to manage the vampire tracking system for the military.”

I exhaled slowly, my teeth closed and my cheeks puffing out. I knew Kai hadn’t meant to aggravate me. But the wounds produced by the loss of my parents were easily reopened.

“I went over the schematics last night,” I said at last. “They look good, and I believe Celeste will be willing to fund the prototypes. But just because I approve of this, doesn’t mean I’ll approve a transfer to the military.”

Kai frowned, the wind clearly out of his sails.

“You are too valuable to send out into the fight,” I explained, softening my tone. “And your engineering projects are doing a lot more for our cause than you probably realize. Trust me, you’re supporting the military just by staying here and giving them any technological advantage possible.”

“I guess I get nostalgic about the days when me, you, and Jade were the shifter army,” he said, half-grinning.

The mention of Jade brought on another wave of sadness. She’d been our friend back in the old school—a naga. We’d studied together for years, being the same age and going through the same classes. We’d even graduated at the same time. But Jade had been killed in one of our fights against the vampires. Hadrian had taken her tail as a trophy.

“Back then, we were the only ones willing to fight,” I said. “And now, we’ve been able to train numerous others to continue what we started.”

“I’m not eighteen anymore, either,” Kai added. “As much as I hate admitting it, being stuck behind a lab table for seven years has made me pudgy and slow.”

I chuckled. “That makes one of us.”

Kai shot me a glare, making me laugh even harder.

I placed a hand on his shoulder. “The end of Hadrian is near. I can feel it. Stay here and invent. We need you. Soon, none of us will be needed on the front lines ever again, and I can grow old and fat with you.”

My smart watch chimed, alerting me that a meeting was about to start.

“I’ve got an appointment with Arya Walker. She’s probably at my classroom door waiting for me.”

Kai’s dark eyes grew wide. “The Arya?”

I nodded, then turned around and headed for the nearby door that led to the hallway of classrooms.

“Do you still believe?” Kai called after me.

“Yes,” I replied without turning around. “I’ll talk to you later.”

I swept through the large entryway, my shoes tapping the smooth flooring. Following the curve of The Dome, I stepped past the first four classrooms. Sure enough, I found Arya leaning against the closed door. She was busy chatting away with another student—Ashlyn Summers, one of the phoenix shifters and daughter of Ignacius Summers, one of the school’s greatest protectors.

“Sorry I’m late, Miss Walker,” I said, interrupting their quiet conversation. “I was tied up talking with another teacher.”

Ashlyn gave me a smile, then winked at Arya. “I’ll see you in class.”

Arya nodded and waved, stepping away from the door. “See you later.”

Tapping my watch, I opened the door to my classroom.

“Thank you for coming, Arya,” I said. “I’m glad to see you’ve been able to make some friends here at the school.”

We stepped inside, triggering the sensor that turned the lights on.

“Ashlyn is great,” she replied. “And it hasn’t been easy, but I’ve managed to make a few other friends.”

I nodded as I sat down in the chair behind my desk. I powered on the tablet built into my desk and gestured at the chairs in front of me. “Please, have a seat.”

Arya pulled one of the chairs out from under the desk and sat down quickly.

“Who else have you made friends with here at the school?”

She shrugged, looking down at her lap. “Not too many others, really. The only mer who is willing to be friends with me so far has been Kendall. The other mer students have kept their distance from me, except for the ones who seem to especially hate me.”

I frowned. I hadn’t expected the ostracism that was happening, and I really didn’t know what I could do about it. Turns out, whether human or shifter, teens could still be assholes to each other.

“I’m sorry you’re struggling with the other mers here. I wish we’d found you sooner. It would have helped in a lot of ways. But then again, your experiences growing up with humans have made you the person you are today. Had you come earlier, you might not be the young lady you’ve become.”

I hoped the words would give her some food for thought.

“Have you made any other friends with students outside of the mer?”

Arya nodded, pointing her thumb over her shoulder. “Ashlyn has been a really good friend. She’s… a lot like me. We’ve gotten along ever since we met last week.”

I was quite aware of the issues Ashlyn had been through. Her father, Ignacius, had confided in him multiple times about Ashlyn’s rough upbringing among humans. She’d struggled quite a bit to fit in here, too.

“It sounds like Ashlyn is a good friend. And more than likely, she needs you just as much as you need her.”

“I’ve heard that around here, people kind of stick to their own kind,” she said, a hint of resentment in her voice. “You know, mermaids with mermaids, dragons with dragons?”

I smirked. “I wouldn’t say everyone follows that trend. If I did, I’d be a very lonely person. I am the last surviving gryphon, at least to my knowledge. My closest friend is a kitsune—Kai Inari, your math teacher. And I consider Celeste to be a close friend, too.”

“And what about my friend Shea?” Arya asked.

The mention of that name sent a blast of heat radiating through my chest. How could I possibly forget the feisty brunette, especially after her naked debut had burned into my retinas?

“You’re referring to your friend who tagged along the night I brought you to The Dome?” I asked, hoping she couldn’t see through my pretense of disdain.

Arya nodded.

“There’s a long history of hostility between witches and shifters,” I cautioned, though I suddenly found myself wishing it wasn’t true. “Because their use of magic is without limits and without governing, they pose a considerable threat to our kind. And I can assure you that they trust us as little as we trust them.”

“You want me to completely stop talking to her?” she asked, distress and anger heightening her pitch.

I placed both hands on the table and leaned forward. “You are free to choose who your friends are. Nobody else has the right to make that choice for you, least of all me. And who knows, maybe your friendship with Shea will lead to future alliances between shifters and witches. Who can say? I would just encourage you to foster friendships with other shifters, too.”

Arya nodded, shifting a bit in her chair and struggling to keep eye contact.

Honestly, so was I. It was hard enough not to think about Shea in general, but now that we were talking about her, it was damn near impossible to get her out of my immediate thoughts. After the way she’d snuck into the school, which was honestly very impressive, I couldn’t help but wonder—with anticipation—if I could expect another break-in attempt.

“How is your friend Shea, by the way?” I blurted before I could stop myself.

Arya cocked her head at me, obviously surprised by the question.

“It’s just that she’s already broken in once,” I added, trying to cover my tracks. “And I’m curious if we can expect her to try again.”

Arya sighed and shook her head. “I don’t think so. Um…” Her gaze flicked up at me before shying away as she continued. “There was a party the other night at Jackson’s house, and Shea went with me in hopes of winning over some of the other students.”

I leaned forward suddenly. “Really? What happened?”

I had heard about that party, and Kai had tried to talk me into crashing it. But the last thing a bunch of rowdy teens would want is their decade-older teachers dropping in on their fun, and honestly drinking with my students didn’t quite hit my list of favorite weekend activities.

If I’d had any idea Shea was going to make an appearance, I wasn’t sure I would’ve been able to stay away…

Arya’s frown deepened. “Well, it started off great. Everyone loved her. She showed off with some fancy fire magic, and everyone assumed she was a phoenix, so she just went with it.”

I chuckled softly, picturing the scene Arya was describing. It wasn’t hard to imagine the tenacious witch charming even my stubborn students.

“But then it all went to hell when they figured out she was a witch instead,” Arya continued with a grimace. “After the way they pretty much kicked her out, I don’t know if she’s going to keep trying.”

She looked sad about that fact, and I couldn’t discern her regret from my own. I honestly didn’t know how to feel about what happened to Shea. There was anger that my own kind had treated her so horribly, confusion at why I cared, and hope that the little witch wouldn’t give up so easily.

Damn, I really needed to get off the subject of Shea before I gave in to the demand of my own growing interest in her any further.

I cleared my throat. “The real reason I asked you to meet me this morning was to find out how you’re doing in general. How are your classes going?”

“For the most part, they’re going well,” she said. “There’s so much to learn—everything is so new. It can be overwhelming sometimes.”

“I can imagine,” I replied, pushing thoughts of Shea out of my mind to focus on the girl in front of me. “I wish I could say it’ll get easier soon, but I don’t know how honest of a statement that would be. You have years of catching up to do.”

Probably not the best thing to say to her.

“But,” I quickly amended, “I believe out of any student in the school, you are the most capable of picking it all up quickly. Just keep trying. I promise you it will pay off.”

She hesitated, then said, “I’ve been having a very hard time transforming at will.”

I chuckled again. “There are a fair number of shifters who struggle with transformation in the beginning. Take your friend Ashlyn, for example. She has yet to shift into her phoenix form. And others, like weres, struggle not to shift during the full moon. Sometimes, these things take time. Try being a gryphon with a father who tries teaching transformation by taking you a mile into the air and dropping you.”

I raised one hand and slowly lowered it, matching it with a whistle that went from high to low until my hand smacked the table.

Arya’s eyes widened, more out of humor than surprise. “He really did that?”

I smiled. “Multiple times. My mother was always there to catch me.”

The memory of my caring parents threatened to force my emotions to resurface again. I kept talking to keep them at bay.

“My point is, keep trying. You’ll get there, and soon, it’ll be second nature to you.”

Confidence built in her blue eyes, and staring at them, I felt even more sure that this girl was the one. This was the siren. She’d figure things out in due time. And so would I.

“Classes will start shortly,” I said. “You better get going.”

“Thank you. So much,” Arya said with a smile.

“You bet,” I replied. “And remember, my door is always open. If you ever need to talk, I’m here.”

She nodded, then got to her feet and made her way out of the classroom.

I sighed heavily, tapping my tablet to prepare for class. Between Kai’s reluctance, Arya’s unknown potential, and Shea’s frustrating presence in my world, I was going to need a lot more than luck to make it through this day.
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Chapter 24
Arya

“Arya? Are you paying attention?”

I looked up at the sound of my name to see Mrs. Sharp eyeing me with expectation and tapping her toe where she stood in front of the class.

Oh crap. I had gotten so lost in my thoughts that I hadn’t been paying attention to the lecture for…who knew how long.

“Sorry, Mrs. Sharp,” I managed with an apologetic grimace.

Mrs. Sharp frowned and shook her head in disapproval. “Please, do try to focus while you’re in my class, Miss Walker. You, more than anyone else, need it.”

The students around me snickered, making me sink down into my chair in mortification.

But really, how could I focus after everything that happened this weekend? What the hell was wrong with Tobias? He was either ignoring me, angrily making out with me, or threatening to pummel any guy who so much as looked at me. Even when I tried to forget about him and get close to someone else, he was right there, whether in my head or in my face.

Why couldn’t I feel this way about Kendall? We’d shared such a magical experience in the lake yesterday. He was handsome and funny and kind, and a mermaid for fuck sake. He was exactly right for me and Tobias was everything wrong for me.

Dammit, I’m doing it again. Pay attention in class!

I sat up in my chair and trained my ears on what Mrs. Sharp was saying, assertively ignoring any more thoughts about a particular dragon douchebag.

“It’s called imprinting,” Mrs. Sharp explained. “When the shifter in question comes in contact with their mate for the first time, a profound pheromone response is triggered, making the shifter essentially bonded to that person for life. It’s basically love at first sight, an instant and undeniable attraction like no other. They become obsessed with the need to be around that person as much as possible, to the extent that if they spend too long apart from that person, they can suffer severe health risks.”

Someone must have raised their hand as I was typing notes into my tablet because Mrs. Sharp called on them. “Yes?”

“Does it only happen when you meet your perfect match?” It was Jackson, the host of the party, who asked the question. “Like, my parents have been together forever, and I don’t think either of them imprinted on each other. So does that mean they’re not right for each other?”

Mrs. Sharp shook her head. “No, that’s not necessarily the case. The truth is, we don’t know enough about what triggers imprinting to make those kind of claims. It happens so rarely that not much evidence has been gathered. We only know that it can happen in any species of shifter, and it could possibly even be random.”

She seemed to fidget as she leaned against her desk, tucking her hair behind her ear as she looked down at the floor. Like she felt insecure about something, but I couldn’t possibly imagine what.

Another student raised their hand, and she pointed at them.

“Is it true that Mr. Sharp, the Ursa Mastery teacher—and your husband—imprinted on you?” asked a girl I didn’t know.

Mrs. Sharp’s cheeks reddened instantly, and suddenly, her seeming insecurity made sense.

“Yes, he did imprint on me,” she replied.

“So, shifters can imprint on humans, too, not just other shifters?” another boy asked.

“It appears that way,” Mrs. Sharp replied. “Our case was the first one to be extensively studied with modern medical techniques. Since then, only a small few other couples have come forth with claims of imprinting, and only a fraction of those proved to be actual cases.

“The truth is, we don’t know why someone will imprint on another person. It could be that their pheromones have a similar chemical structure or that their DNA promises the best match for optimal offspring. Or it could be completely random. We just don’t know.” She shrugged.

I typed all of this down. The topic was fascinating, but honestly, I hoped I never imprint on anyone. What if you fell head over heels for someone who was already in a loving relationship with someone else? Or they didn’t find you attractive at all? Or they hate you for whatever reason?

From the lecture, it sounded like imprinting was one way, and I couldn’t imagine anything more pitiful than physically needing to be around someone for the rest of your life that could never love you back. I had enough problems with boys at the moment.

The bell rang, and students began closing their tablets and shoving them into their bags.

“Okay, that’s it for today. Your assignment for the next two weeks is a ten-page essay on a shifter couple from history that you think shared an imprint and why,” Mrs. Sharp announced, inspiring a collective groan from the students, especially me. I didn’t know of any famous shifter couples in history, so I had my research cut out for me.

My other classes passed in a blur as my own obsessive thoughts over Tobias and Kendall continued to plague me. I was so relieved for lunch, for the chance to get out of my head.

“What are you thinking about so hard?” Ashlyn asked as we walked back to the main building.

“Oh, uh, just how terrible I am at being a mermaid,” I lied quickly. “Mastery this morning was an epic fail. I can’t make water do anything—aside from splash as I flail around hopelessly in it.”

That part wasn’t a lie. Thanks to a particular dragon asshole, Mastery had been a futile effort, and I presumed it would be for the foreseeable future. As connected to the water as I felt when I was swimming in it, water apparently did not feel the same way about me. Unrequited feelings seemed to be the theme of the day.

We reached the main building, and Ashlyn held open the door for me. “Eh, don’t beat yourself up about it too much. I’m pretty terrible at being a phoenix. I can’t control the fire inside me worth a damn. At least you can transform. I still haven’t been able to do that yet.”

“But I can only transform as a reaction to salt water,” I corrected as we walked into the Grand Hall. “I can’t shift at will, either.”

“And that, my friend, is why we’re the perfect match.” Ashlyn winked.

“The fish out of water and the featherless fire girl,” I summarized.

We both laughed and got in line for the buffet station.

After we got our food, I scanned the tables for a pair of empty seats. I caught sight of Kendall waving us over to his table, which was occupied by a few of his mer friends.

I gave a half-smile in reply. While I appreciated his invitation, the last thing I wanted right now was to interact with a bunch of mermaids who hated my guts.

Ashlyn, on the other hand, didn’t share the same dilemma, and eagerly went to his table. I reluctantly followed, having no other choice.

“Hi, ladies,” Kendall greeted as we sat down.

Lenore and Helena took one look at me and stood up, Lenore slapping Trevor’s shoulder for him to follow.

“I’m still eating,” he said through a mouthful, shrugging her off.

Lenore narrowed her eyes at him for a moment, a “traitor” accusation in her glare. Then she and Helena walked away.

Trevor gave me a curt nod and continued to eat his food. I was grateful that at least one of Kendall’s friends didn’t hate me, or at least not enough to interrupt his meal.

“Sorry,” Kendall said. “They’ll come around. Just give them time.”

I nodded and sighed, then picked up my fork to start into my food. When I looked up, I saw Tobias enter the dining hall with Niko and Brett, and my stupid heart skipped a beat. I cursed inwardly. Why couldn’t Kendall have that same affect on me?

I watched as he got into the buffet line and cocked my head at how everyone who had been ahead of him silently stepped aside to let him go in front of them.

It wasn’t the same thing as the way the mermaids at this table had just treated me. Those students weren’t moving away from him out of disgust but out of respect. Though Tobias seemed irritated by their action, he went ahead anyway and got his food.

“What the hell was that about?” I couldn’t help but ask, still watching him. I looked at Kendall and Ashlyn. “Tobias, I mean. Why does everyone treat him like he’s…”

“A prince?” Kendall finished with a sneer.

My attention to Tobias apparently hadn’t been lost on him, and a twinge of guilt twisted my insides.

I shrugged, feigning innocence. “Yeah. You said he was descended from dragon royalty, but why does that matter? He’s not heir to some throne, is he?”

Kendall snorted a sarcastic laugh. “No, thank god. The Dracul family lost their throne centuries ago.”

That name rang a bell. “Dracul? Why does that name sound familiar?”

Ashlyn snickered behind a bite of pizza. “Okay, even I know who Dracula was.”

“Dracula?” I blurted a little too loudly, then markedly lowered my voice to continue. “Tobias is related to Dracula? Dracula was a dragon? I thought he was a vampire.”

Ashlyn laughed again and shook her head. “Nope, that was a rumor started by the vampires. Vlad Dracul was a dragon king, and his family fought off vampires for decades before he took the throne. That whole thing about mounting bodies on spikes? Those were all vampires. Impaling is one of the best ways to kill vampires, as long as you get them in the heart.”

“Wow, I would have never imagined Dracula was a dragon,” I mused, picking at the crust of my tuna salad sandwich.

“You know the word Dracul means dragon, right?” Trevor asked in a snide tone. “It’s not like it’s that big of a stretch.”

Kendall hissed at Trevor—a warning to be nice, I assumed. Trevor rolled his eyes but nodded his acceptance. Apparently, just because he didn’t leave, didn’t mean he disliked me any less than the others did.

I tried to let his negativity roll off me. “Okay, so if Dracula was a shifter, why did the vampires start a rumor that he was one of them?”

“He waged a war against them,” Kendall answered. “It wasn’t public, though, that his enemies were vampires. Back then, humans were very superstitious, and I guess he wanted to protect his people from the truth about vampires; otherwise, they’d freak out. So, the vampires used that against him. They started the rumor that he was a vampire so his own people would turn on him, and it worked. That respect for him turned into fear, and his campaigns on vampire-infested lands failed. His family had to flee and lost all respect of the humans they swore to protect.”

“But even after they lost their crown, his family continued to fight for shifters,” Ashlyn said, her features animated as she explained. “And not just dragons, but every kind of shifter. That’s why, to this day, they’re still respected above all others. Tobias’s father is the general of the shifter military, ranked even above my dad. If he wanted to declare himself some kind of king of the shifters, I doubt there’d be anyone who would put up much of a fight.”

It was Trevor’s turn to snort. “I would follow no royalty but my own.” He slapped Kendall on the back.

I furrowed my brow at that, a question mark on my face as I looked at Kendall.

“Didn’t you know, Arya? Kendall is a mer prince,” Trevor said. “Oh, of course, you wouldn’t know. You’ve got stars in your eyes for that dragon.”

“Trevor, that’s enough,” Kendall cautioned with a note of authority, and Trevor’s posture stiffened.

“Sorry,” Trevor said, all traces of disdain gone from his voice. “I just meant that my allegiance is to your royalty if I ever had to choose.”

“Wait, you’re a mer prince?” I asked Kendall. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

Kendall shrugged like he didn’t care but couldn’t keep the proud smile from leaking through. “It’s just not something I flaunt, that’s all. And… I guess I wanted you to like me for me, not for my status.”

I smiled. Was he for real? Not only was he a hot guy who liked me and didn’t hide his interest in me, but now, I found out he was a prince!

“Well, mission accomplished,” I said, making him smile in a way that somehow made him look even more gorgeous.

“I understand that you mer just recently joined the rest of us shifters,” Ashlyn said to Trevor, “but why are you all so against dragons? I mean, the Draculs fight for everyone, mermaids included. The least you could do is show a little respect.”

“And what would you know about any of it?” Trevor retorted. “Either of you. You both only found out about shifters, like, yesterday. You weren’t born into the world the rest of us know. So why don’t you keep your opinions to yourself?”

“What’s your problem, dude?” Ashlyn snapped, clearly getting her feathers ruffled. “It’s not my fault nor Arya’s that we weren’t raised in this world. We’re both doing the best we can to catch up. But at least I know to respect those who made this life possible—who made this school possible. If it weren’t for the Draculs, you mermaids wouldn’t have had such welcoming shelter to come to on the surface.”

“For your information, little bird, it was mermaids who funded this school,” Trevor said, looking as though he was enjoying riling her up. “If it weren’t for my people, none of you other shifters would have a shelter at all. You’d all be running scared as the vampires and hunters exterminate the lot of you.”

Ashlyn’s eyes were beginning to glow a threatening blue. If I didn’t do something to stop this argument now, we’d all be in danger of her unwieldy fire. Although I didn’t think I’d feel too bad if Trevor got a little singed.

“How about we all just agree that we owe a lot to everyone who came before us and just be grateful for this school?” I suggested in the most neutral tone I could manage.

“Very well said, Arya,” Kendall said. “Trevor, why don’t you take a walk? We’ll catch up later.”

Trevor frowned, but he clearly had too much respect for Kendall to argue any further. Without another word, he backed out of his chair and walked away.

Ashlyn was still breathing heavily as she watched Trevor exit the dining hall. “No disrespect to your people, Kendall, but some of your friends are real dicks.”

Kendall sighed and rubbed the back of his neck.

Before he could say anything to ease her frustration, Ashlyn stood up. “I think I’m gonna take a walk, too, before I explode all over you guys.” Then she stomped away.

And Kendall and I were left at the table alone. A tense silence settled between us.

“I really am sorry about my friends.” He pursed his lips, looking conflicted. “Nothing would make me happier than to see them embrace you as I have. Not that I have anything against other shifters, but mermaids might be more willing to give you a chance if you took a break from Ashlyn. I know she’s your friend, but she’s pretty unpopular with everyone. Not just mermaids. Even the phoenixes keep their distance from her.”

My jaw fell open, any burgeoning respect that had been growing for Kendall squashed beneath the boot of his statement.

“You’re seriously trying to tell me to stay away from the only person at this school who has never judged me? She’s my only friend, Kendall.”

“Look, maybe I said that wrong,” he said, shaking his head and holding up his hands. “I didn’t mean don’t be friends with her. I just meant you should branch out, is all. She’s just not the easiest person to get along with. If other students see you hanging out with more agreeable people, they’ll change their mind about you. Let them see you with the right people. The right person.”

“Maybe mermaids are taught to pick and choose their friends based on status, but I’m not that kind of person,” I snapped, my anger spiking. “I’m not going to snub someone just because they’re unpopular. And if that’s the kind of person you are, then you shouldn’t be spending so much time with me.”

I stood up and grabbed my tray, ready to run after Ashlyn.

Kendall grabbed my arm. “Please, don’t be mad at me. I really am just looking out for you. Man, how did this conversation go so wrong? I was actually hoping you and I could…go out some time. Like, on a...date.”

Was he really asking me out after he just insulted my only friend, and me by association? He sure had the arrogance of a prince.

“What do you even like about me?” I demanded. “You’re a prince, and I’m an outcast. You could probably have any mermaid you want. What makes me so special?”

“I already told you,” he said, an endearing vulnerability in his sky blue eyes. “You’re different.”

“And yet, you’re telling me to be like everyone else.” I pulled my arm out of his grasp. “I can’t have this conversation right now. I need to go check on Ashlyn.”

He stood up and followed me as I left the dining hall. “Arya, wait.”

I stomped to a halt and turned around.

“Would you just think about it?” he asked. “Us, I mean. I know my words came out wrong back there, but I really think you and I could be good together. Just one date.”

I looked at him for a long moment as we stood outside the arch of the dining hall. I was so done with boy drama. First I let Tobias play yo-yo with my feelings, and now Kendall was proving to be just as much of an arrogant, speciesist jerk as the other mers.

I had let myself get caught up in their weird game of tug-of-war because I didn’t want to face the loss of my mom. But I couldn’t bandaid those feelings with boys, especially when that would just lead to a deeper wound.

“You know what, Kendall? Bite me.”

I spun on my heel and ran off in search of my only actual friend in this fucked up place.
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Chapter 25
Julian

Relief flooded me as I stepped off the airplane. I was a firm believer that humans and vampires were meant to stay on the ground. The sky was for the birds—and birdlike shifters.

Caesar had used school funds for my ticket, and the entire flight had been an exercise in torture. I didn’t know why I was so terrified. If the plane were to crash, the chances of me actually dying were extremely slim. As long as my head wasn’t cut clean off, I’d heal quickly from any injury. But still, it would hurt like a bitch, and take valuable time away from my mission.

It wasn’t just the possibility of an accident. I was a vampire confined in a tight space full of humans. Like a snake in a box of mice, except the snake was pretending to be a mouse.

“The things I do for shifters,” I mumbled as I practically skipped down the airbridge.

I could hardly believe I was back in the state of Washington. I’d had a direct flight to Wenatchee, and I’d purposely caught an evening plane.

I’d only packed a carry-on with clothing. There was no way airport security would have allowed me to bring blood bags on the plane, so it was easy to pack light. Besides, I knew there would be plenty of blood options at Heritage Prep, and honestly, blood was the least of my worries right now.

My main concern was figuring out how I was going to convince Hadrian to let me back into his ranks.

I had spent a good portion of the flight running through different scenarios. In each one, I could only see triggering the wrath of the vampire leader.

And when I wasn’t thinking about my mission, my mind kept flickering back to the girl from the alley back in Chicago. The witch.

She hadn’t been my Alice, but she looked like she could be her sister. And she knew all about the old magic—hell, she’d used it on me.

I’d tried my best to be friendly, but I screwed up the encounter. Even with the offer to help her get into Caesar’s school, to give her Alice’s grimoire, she’d still rejected me.

“Hello, sir,” an airport employee said cheerfully as I entered the arrivals terminal. “Welcome to Pangborn Memorial Airport. Are you in need of a ride? We have a few shuttles that can take you into town, as well as a cab service.”

“I don’t need a drive, thank you,” I replied. “I can walk just fine.”

“Sorry,” the uniformed man said. “I wasn’t implying you couldn’t walk. The convenience of a drive is something we’re happy to provide.”

“Trust me, walking is much more convenient for me,” I said, dragging my carry-on right past the man.

“Of— of course,” the man stammered. “Thanks for flying.”

I didn’t respond as I made for the automatic glass doors that led out into the cool Washington night.

Outside of the airport, I was happy to see just how vacant the place was. Only a few cars were out, either dropping off or waiting to pick up passengers.

Wenatchee got me relatively close to my destination. Heritage Prep was located within Cle Elum city limits but a bit north in an outcropping of the mountains along the Teanaway River.

That meant I’d have to cut southwest through some rougher terrain. It would be a difficult hike over the Columbia River and through the Wenatchee Mountains—at least for a human.

For me, it would be like a jog in the park. My vampire speed would get me to Heritage Prep much faster than any car.

Pressing forward, I took long strides in the appropriate direction. Technically, I was in a neighboring city to Wenatchee, but it would only take me a half hour or so at top vampire speed to make it to Cle Elum.

I considered traveling down to Vancouver—it had been years since I’d visited the remains of the Skye Boarding House. That was the only place I’d ever felt truly at home.

I had run away from home in California at the age of fifteen, and the Skyes had taken me in, giving me room and board in exchange for managing their orchard. They had become like family, and I’d gotten particularly close to their daughter, Camilla. She was like a sister to me, and I missed her dearly. I wished I could confide in her right about now.

But Vancouver was out of the way, and Caesar would frown on such an excursion. Maybe after I grovel at Hadrian’s feet, I could make a trip down memory lane. If I was still alive.

Drawing out the arm straps on my carry-on, I hoisted the bag onto my back. It was late enough in the evening that I didn’t worry about being spotted. I would stick to the shadows in the city, and I’d be in the clear once I got to the mountains.

The sooner I got to Hadrian, the sooner I could finally reunite with Alice. That was the only thing that mattered.

***

Thirty minutes later, I was descending the mountains, the towering gothic turrets of Heritage Prep pointing high into the air like spears. There were a dozen of them—all black—appearing to be connected to one big shadow in the night.

I came to a stop a few hundred yards from the castle, and every muscle in my body went tight. This was the last place on earth I wanted to be. I thumbed Alice’s brooch in my pocket.

“Is this what I should be doing?” I asked her silently.

Sometimes, I’d hear Alice’s voice in my head, answering my questions and guiding me. I knew those thoughts were likely my own, a mask I placed on them to help me feel she still existed in some way. I would never believe she was completely gone.

But Alice’s voice didn’t fill my mind. Only Caesar’s promise did. The gryphon had proven himself to be a man of his word in the past. Our alliance had lasted for fifteen years, and in that time, we had grown to trust each other.

I looked down and kicked at a few loose rocks, causing them to skitter down the mountainside.

“I’m doing this for you,” I whispered, nodding my head. “I will bring you back. I promise.”

I continued my descent, my perfect balance and superhuman speed moving me quickly down to the base of the mountain.

Finding myself at the foot of the grand staircase, I angled my head up. Fifty-four stairs ran up to an enormous doorway like a dark tongue hanging out of the maw of an enormous beast. And I was about to enter it, knowing it might swallow me and never spit me back out.

I began the climb up the steps, and as I came closer to the door, I found one solitary figure standing at the top, arms crossed, seemingly waiting for me.

Marguerite Morton. The woman responsible for making me a vampire over a hundred years ago. And just twenty years ago, we had worked as a team to search for the shifter school that had been located in South Dakota. I had known Marguerite since my first day at the Skye Boarding House, where she resided for a time.

It seemed as if heavy weights had been fastened to my legs as I continued to approach her.

“Well, well, well, look what the werecat dragged in,” she said as I got closer.

“Good evening, Marguerite,” I said calmly.

She had a band wrapped around her wrist, and I saw her tap on the small screen with black polished nails. She was in her customary black jeans and black hoodie, with her platinum blonde hair streaming out like a budding flower—a poisonous one.

“Julian Asher, I can’t believe you’ve returned,” she said, shaking her head. “Did life on your own prove too difficult for you?”

“Still as lovely as ever,” I replied, not answering her question. My lying would start soon enough. For now, I just wanted to get away from her. “I need to speak to Hadrian.”

She grinned slyly. “Fancy that. He’s on his way down to greet you personally.” Marguerite’s face grew serious. “You do know that Hadrian swore he’d personally rip your head off if he ever saw you again, right?”

I nodded once. “I’m sure he won’t be as happy to see me as you are.”

She closed the distance between us, lifting her hand to my cheek and sliding her delicate fingers down my face in a deceptively gentle caress. I stood stone still, wary of her every move.

“As a matter of fact, I am pleased to see you,” she purred, a slight pout to her rouged lips. “I’ve missed you, Julian. Life just hasn’t been the same without you.”

Then she inclined toward me and planted a kiss on my cheek.

I had the sudden urge to push her away, but she wrapped her arms around my neck and brought her red lips close to my ear. “I hope you’ve finally forgotten that witch and have come back to be with me.”

I gently took Marguerite’s arms from around my neck and held them between the two of us. Then as quickly as I could, I grabbed her by the shoulders and made to trip her down the stairs.

But she was just as quick as I was and just as strong. She smacked my arms away, her leg speeding into a blurry kick aimed at my chest.

I blocked it with my forearms, putting all my force into pushing against it. She spun from the velocity and strength of my counter, and I took advantage of her unbalance, sweeping my leg into hers.

Marguerite went sprawling, and I grabbed her out of the air to launch her down the stairs. But she dug her fingernails into my arms as I went to throw her, locking her grip. I lost my balance, and we ended up tumbling down the stairs like wet clothes in a dryer.

I impacted at the bottom of the stairs with a hard thump but felt no pain. Marguerite was lying on top of me, smirking down at me like we were only playing a game.

“Thanks for the dance, Julian.” She pecked my lips before jumping off me.

The vile feel of her lips on mine made my veins writhe in disgust, and I leapt to my feet, spitting and wiping at my mouth. Throwing Marguerite a glare, I saw that she was grinning impishly.

“Are you two children finished yet?”

I looked up to see the dark form of the vampire leader standing ominously at the top of the stairs.

“We were just catching up,” Marguerite said, her hood down and her blond hair bouncing as she pranced up the staircase. “Julian stole my heart a century ago. I was just hoping to get it back.”

I began a slow and cautious ascent, allowing as much space between me and Marguerite as possible.

“She never had one,” I said loud enough for them to hear.

She scoffed. “He stole my heart, and to this day, he continues to break it.”

“You two have the oddest relationship,” Hadrian mused.

I could feel his scornful, mocking eyes on me as I climbed the steps like a dog with my tail between my legs. I knew I’d run into Marguerite again at some point; I just wished it would have happened after I met with Hadrian. This night wasn’t going the way I’d expected, and that was saying a lot.

At last, I stepped up to Hadrian. The vampire leader was wearing dark slacks and a pressed, lavender button-down shirt, with pointy, polished shoes finalizing his outfit. His black hair was styled perfectly, and his meticulously groomed five o’clock shadow framed his face. He appeared as if he were about to go hit up the local Cle Elum pub.

His scrutinizing gaze scanned me up and down. “How long has it been, Julian? Five years?”

I met his gaze. “Seven. But who’s counting?”

Hadrian snorted. “Who indeed?” He wagged a finger. “I’ll tell you what, you are one elusive vampire. I’ve never known anybody else who’s been able to stay off the grid as well as you have.”

I shrugged, keeping my tone aloof. “We all have our talents.”

Hadrian nodded, pursing his lips. “That we do. Come in, won’t you? There is much for us to discuss.”

The vampire leader turned around and walked through the massive threshold.

Marguerite nodded her head toward the entrance. “Better keep up with him. Despite his relaxed demeanor, he’s furious with you. Better not keep him waiting.”

I eyed her warily as I walked into the vampire fortress. The place looked the same as it had seven years before. The entryway was expansive, with large blood-red banners holding a dark outline of a drop of blood hanging near the ceiling. Underneath each drop was written Heritage Prep.

The vampire fortress was also a school and a recruitment center for possible future vampires called Potentials. Long ago, vampires didn’t care necessarily who they bit to increase their numbers. But Hadrian had taken a particular interest in the most brilliant minds in the world. After all, what intelligent person wouldn’t want to live forever?

I stifled a shudder. I hated the dark feeling bouncing around the black walls, holding shadows that danced in the candlelight. I couldn’t think of any other place in the world that could make me more unsettled—except for maybe in Marguerite’s arms.

“So many memories, huh?” Marguerite said. “I can’t believe you willingly left this remarkable place.”

I bit my lip, not wanting to voice what I really thought.

She pointed to the left. “In case you missed it, Hadrian went into the trophy room. He’s waiting for you there.”

Without so much as a nod to acknowledge her, I walked toward the open doors. The trophy room was a large chamber used solely for displaying a collection of rare objects—including fascinating body parts of shifters Hadrian had killed.

I walked through the large arched doorway. Hadrian was sitting behind a desk, his legs propped up on the edge of it and his arms reclined behind his head.

“Take a look around, my friend,” he said, admiring his ornamented walls. “My collection has grown while you’ve been gone.”

I scanned the mounted appendages that were grouped by shifter species, setting my jaw so as not to betray the disgust festering inside me. One section consisted of the long, lizard-like tails of several nagas. They ranged in an assortment of colors, as did the sections with mounted mermaid and kitsune tails.

Displayed on the wall directly above Hadrian’s desk were the two sets of gryphon wings he cherished the most. There was an empty space above them—a place to mount the wings of the final gryphon still living—Caesar.

“Impressive,” I said, the first of many lies I’d tell before the night was over.

Hadrian got to his feet. “It is far from complete. Throughout the years, we’ve been successful in hunting down shifters who’ve joined together in schools and militias. But this hidden academy we keep hearing about has been most elusive.”

“They must be getting smarter,” I replied.

Hadrian stared at me with piercing eyes, but I refused to back down by looking away.

He began to slowly pace around the room, glancing admiringly at his trophies.

“Indeed.” He stopped walking and narrowed his eyes at me. “What shifter news do you bring from Illinois?”

And there it was. I figured Hadrian’s network of spies would have discovered me eventually. But just how long had Hadrian known my whereabouts in Chicago?

I shrugged, doing my best to look bored. “You know me. I gave up hunting shifters long ago.”

Half smiling, Hadrian pointed a finger at me. “As elusive with words as you are with your place of residence. Perhaps a more direct question will provide more direct answers. Have you run into any shifters in Chicago?”

“The chances of running into shifters anywhere is high,” I retorted. “They’re all over the place. But I haven’t actively sought them out. Let me ask you something: How long have you known I’ve been laying low in Illinois?”

Hadrian snorted. “The prodigal son returns home and starts asking questions.” He shook his head and tsked at me. “You don’t have such privilege, Julian. Tell me. Why did you come back?”

The question hung like smoke in the air. It was the one I’d been dreading the most.

I kept my expression solemn. “You know precisely why I’ve returned. To be honest, I thought I’d be fine in solitude again. I was wrong.”

Hadrian crossed his arms and put a finger to his lips. “You desire to rejoin us, and yet you hate the idea of hunting shifters. I find that strangely paradoxical, don’t you?”

I chose my words very carefully before speaking. “I don’t revel in their deaths like most vampires, but I’ve come to believe that while our goals might be different, they do intersect.”

Hadrian eyed me like he could see through me, like he’d found some flaw in my responses, and for a heartbeat, I was terrified I’d let something slip.

“You still hope to bring your witch back from the dead?” It was more of a statement than a question.

I inwardly relaxed but bristled at the condescending mention of Alice all the same.

“You’ve got to stop living in the past, Julian. People die—every day, actually. And none of them ever come back. The magical power to bring people back to life is a fable to keep fools like you hanging on to a thread of hope.”

“I can’t let go, whether it be a rope or a thread,” I declared. “I will help you in your hunt if it means I might run into other witches.”

A dark laugh erupted from Hadrian’s mouth. “And will you kill them if they refuse to help you? Will you act as a vampire should?”

I didn’t hesitate. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”

Our eyes locked, and Hadrian stepped slowly toward me until our noses nearly touched.

“No,” Hadrian muttered.

Julian blinked. “‘No’ what?”

“No, you may not rejoin us. You abandoned us when we needed you. I should kill you now for your betrayal.”

I wanted to lash out, to kill Hadrian and do Caesar—and the world—a favor. But I knew that would be a futile attempt. The brief brawl with Marguerite outside was proof enough that a fight between vampires was a lengthy task, and Hadrian was far more powerful than she was. Not to mention that every vampire in the school would be alerted. My life would be over in minutes.

So, instead, I let the sorrow I always kept inside seep into my usually stony features. “Then you’d be doing me a favor.”

Hadrian tilted his head back, pressing his tongue into his cheek as he studied me like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You…would accept death with open arms?”

I sighed, giving in to the woe I’ve been struggling to shove down for so long. “I’ve been living half a life for over a hundred years. Death would bring me a freedom I’ve waited a long time for.”

Hadrian’s eyes narrowed. “And you’ve come here purely out of selfish reasons? To hunt down a shifter or witch with the power to aid you in your quest to resurrect your long-lost love?”

I knew this wouldn’t be enough for Hadrian, but it was a start. “I have…other goals as well.”

Hadrian’s eyebrows raised. “Like what?”

“I seek to hunt down and eliminate the Dracul line of dragon shifters.”

Hatred for the royal dragon line was a constant dull simmer in my chest despite the fact that I’d spent the last seven years aiding shifters. I realized that last statement held more truth than I’d expected.

I found my hands clenching at my sides, the muscles in my arms tight, and my nostrils flaring. Of all the things I’d been through, the worst was because of Marguerite Dracul.

“Now that’s the fire I needed to see,” Hadrian praised, taking a few steps back. “The passion and anger that invigorates the soul. If you can keep that up, you may earn back your place at Heritage Prep after all.”

I blinked, disoriented, as I slipped out of the past and back into the present.

“That’s it?” I asked, my surprise turning into skepticism. “I’m back in?”

Hadrian gave me a hard look. “That’s the first step. But since I’m not killing you, you require other punishment for abandoning your brothers and sisters here. It will be a means of testing your loyalty to me and the vampire cause.”

Ah, there it is. I knew it wouldn’t be that easy, that Hadrian would demand his pound of flesh. But after suffering so much emotional agony for so long, I wasn’t afraid of anything he could physically do to me.

“What sort of punishment do I have to endure?” I asked.

A wicked gleam twinkled in Hadrian’s eyes as he crossed his arms and leaned against his desk. “Meet me in the dungeons at dawn. Your punishment will be analyzed by Potentials as well as other vampires who seem to have…issues being a vampire. As for what you’ll be enduring? Well, I’ll keep that a surprise. You might want to fill your tank with some human blood tonight. And you might want to get as much fresh air as possible.”

Hadrian was obviously hinting at whatever form of torture he had in mind, and the smirk on his face told me he enjoyed watching me figuratively scratch my head at the clues. Thirst was obviously involved. But needing fresh air? Either way, I wasn’t thrilled with the possibilities.

“If you decide to make a run for it,” Hadrian added, “I will send a team after you, and they will see that your head and heart are removed from your body. Do you understand?”

I bowed my head. “Yes.”

“Good.” Hadrian gestured toward the door. “It’s time for you to leave. See you in the morning.”

I nodded once more before graciously taking my exit. I had gone into that room half-expecting to never leave it alive.

I was beyond relieved to see the hall was empty. The last thing I wanted was to deal with Marguerite anymore tonight. And though I wasn’t the least bit thirsty after that tumultuous discussion, I decided to take Hadrian’s hints to heart and headed for the storage room. Then I’d take an armload of blood bags outside and savor as much fresh air as possible.

If there was one thing I knew about Hadrian, it was that he had a flare for torture. And if he wasn’t going to kill me, this punishment promised to be worse than death.
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Chapter 26
Shea

I lay in bed, unable to sleep as I took stock of my life.

I missed Arya, wondering how she was doing, what she was doing, and if she’d made any more friends. We hadn’t really talked since the party. I assumed Arya was busy, probably with all sorts of exciting shifter stuff.

And I was busy, too, but if I was being honest, I was kind of grateful Arya hadn’t reached out. The green-eyed monster was a nasty beast, and as much as I loved Arya, being around her right now hurt. Besides, Arya had friends at the school. She’d be fine without me.

And then there was the vampire I’d snared, Julian, that nagged at my thoughts, too. It didn’t make sense for a vampire to have a grimoire unless it was his. Could he have been a male witch before he was turned? They were rare but not entirely unheard of.

Becoming a vampire would destroy his magic, leaving him unable to open parts of the book. Still, shouldn’t he know more than a couple of low-level spells if that was the case? And yet, I hadn’t even heard of that communication spell. Why bother with a cell phone when you have that?

Of course, there was always the possibility he’d killed a witch to get the grimoire. I shuddered at the thought.

Somehow, I didn’t think that was the case with Julian. I had a pretty good bullshit-o-meter, and it detected no lies in anything he’d said. He seemed sincere, and sad, and…beautiful.

I rolled my eyes at myself. Stop drooling over supernatural guys that are clearly off-limits!

The sound of the front door opening and closing caught my attention. I tapped the screen of my phone where it lay on my belly, making it light up. It was after one in the morning.

I strained to hear the voices, my body tense. But I relaxed when I recognized Gram’s warm tones.

Curiosity grabbed me in its tight hold. No way I was going to be able to sleep now. I crept to the door, prying it open just enough to see through, and grateful the hinges didn’t squeak.

Voices drifted down the hall, but not enough to make out the words. I recognized the other voice as belonging to my Aunt June, who lived next door. They laughed.

I eased the door open and tiptoed down the hallway, stopping as soon as their conversation became clear. I flattened myself against the wall, hoping I hadn’t tripped any of Gram’s spells. Although, maybe she hadn’t bothered setting any, with it being so late on a school night.

“Not again! That’s the third time this week.” Gram’s voice scolded.

“We can’t afford to be picky. Besides, he pays good.” Aunt June sighed. She sounded exhausted.

“But he’s a vampire,” Gram hissed.

“And I’ve taken every precaution. Vampire money is just as valuable as shifter money.”

Vampires? I thought my family had no dealings with the other side, seeing how heavily warded our houses were. But it would explain the late hour. And the weariness in Aunt June’s voice.

“Not all vampires are willing converts,” Aunt June continued. “Some are forced into it, leaving behind homes and families. Someone has to help them.”

“By meeting them in the dark, alone?” Gram chided. “You don’t know what could happen.”

“I know that magic is a powerful currency. Witches are few, and even fewer from such a strong bloodline as ours. It’s in no one’s best interest to kill me.”

Gram made an exasperated sound. “Did you at least get the ingredients for the poultice? The full moon is coming, and I want to be ready.”

I inched closer, stretching my ear as close to the corner as I could without being seen.

It didn’t make sense that they still kept things from me. I was almost eighteen, practically an adult. They’d denied me any knowledge of the magic I carried, saying it was for my own safety. Yet here they were, putting their necks on the line, meeting with vampires and weres, and who knew what else?

If something happened to them, I’d be lost. And devastated. I swallowed that thought down, not willing to deal with it right now.

Wait, was this why Gram knew so much about vampires? Not from fear but experience? I was tempted to storm into the kitchen and accuse them of being hypocrites, demanding to be given my rightful seat at the table. But I couldn’t bring myself to start that fight. Not again.

I sighed, then stiffened as a secondary option occurred to me.

Julian had offered me a grimoire.

Electricity sizzled through my body like a live wire at the thought. If he wasn’t lying, if he really did just want my help, was there any reason I shouldn’t say yes?

I mean, okay, bringing someone back to life was insane and impossible. And even if there was some magic that could resurrect someone, it would probably bring them back as a zombie or as something wicked.

I frowned at that. Well, at the very least, I’d be able to learn everything I could from the grimoire while I searched for such a spell. Julian didn’t have to know the dark realities just yet.

The grimoire was the key, really. A witch was only as powerful as the spells she could cast, and spells were difficult to master. Some spells simply failed, while others could backfire if done wrong.

Gram had told me of a cousin who tried to cast a protective ward only to suffocate herself. It was probably true, though the thought had crossed my mind that Gram had made it up to keep me from experimenting.

The magic in our line was dying, or at least locking up like Gram’s arthritic joints, and Gram was just letting it happen. But I couldn’t just turn my back on it.

The sound of movement sent me scrambling backward. I wasn’t about to get caught. I hadn’t made that mistake in years.

I slipped back into my room and silently closed the door. Gram and Aunt June were still talking, though their voices had taken on hushed tones. More shifter talk, or maybe vampires, or magic, or any of the things they kept from me.

It wasn’t fair.

And just like that, my mind had been made up.

Diving under the covers, my heart threatening to beat out of my chest, I whispered the spell.

“Sedjed ka.”

The spell reverberated in my skull like the gong of a bell. I pictured Julian in my mind, unsure if I needed to speak his name for the spell to make the connection.

“Who is this?”

I practically shot right off my bed at the eerie sensation of hearing Julian’s voice in my head.

I was smiling like a fool. The spell worked. It freaking worked!

I was so excited I couldn’t resist the urge to be snarky. “Do you know many other tenacious witches who would be foolish enough to magically talk to a vampire?”

There was a pause, and for a moment I wondered if I’d lost him. Could magic have bad reception?

“Shea?” he asked finally, almost bashful uncertainty in his voice that was kind of endearing. “I didn’t think I’d ever hear from you.”

“Yeah, well, I reconsidered your offer. I’ll have a look at your grimoire.”

There was another silence.

“That is, if the offer is still on the table,” I hedged.

“No, it is,” he replied instantly. “It’s just that I’m…out of town on business, and I don’t know when I’ll get back.”

Business? What kind of business could a vampire have? Not that I really knew anything about them outside of their diet. And I wasn’t about to ask for fear that his answer would scare me out of this decision.

“The grimoire is in my apartment in Chicago,” he said after a moment. “Can you get there?”

Okay, I was seriously in danger of cardiac arrest here, but I played it cool. “Maybe this weekend? I’ve got school.”

“That’s probably for the best. I’ll be...indisposed for a few days. You’ll have to use your magic to get into the apartment. I don’t leave extra keys lying around.”

“I can do that. What’s your address?”

He rattled off the address, and I entered it into my phone, pinging it on my map.

“I should be back soon. Where do you live?” he asked.

“Why?” I fired back, the hairs prickling all over my body. Maybe this was a mistake.

“I’ll want to get in contact with you when I get back.”

“Oh.” My nerves eased, but then I cringed. I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of leading him here. “You won’t...eat anyone, will you?”

I could practically feel Julian’s eye roll. “No, little witch. I’ve got some blood ba—”

“Okay. That’s good. I’ll take your word for it.”

Just the thought of blood made my dinner threaten to come back up. I really didn’t want images of Julian chugging bags of it like Kool Aid dancing in my head.

“I can give you my address, but you won’t be able to come here. My place is pretty heavily warded against...your kind.”

“That’s fine. I’ll send you a letter when I’m on my way back to arrange somewhere more discreet to meet.”

I told him my address, then closed the connection, relaxing onto my bed. Surreptitious glee flooded through me, and I felt like I had outwitted the system that had been pitted against me since birth. Despite every no that had cut me off at every turn, I’d finally found a yes. A gate that wasn’t chained and locked up tight.

I rejected the tiny bit of guilt that coiled my stomach at going behind Gram’s back. The vampire had a grimoire he couldn’t use, and I was a witch without a grimoire. I’d no longer be practicing spells blindly. It was the safer option, really.

Besides, Aunt June said not all vampires are bad. Maybe Julian was one of the good ones.

The thought made me smile. Perhaps he wasn’t such a waste of a pretty face after all.

I just really hoped this decision wouldn’t come back to bite me in the ass—or the neck, more likely. My last few bold choices had gone pretty horribly. I needed this one to pay off.
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Chapter 27
Julian

“Shea,” I whispered.

The connection of magic had just ended, leaving me feeling oddly cold in its absence. Or maybe that was the moonlit breeze that kept blowing past me where I stood outside against one of the tower walls.

Her voice had caught me completely off guard. Though I had hoped she would, I hadn’t actually expected the young witch to reach out so soon—or at all, for that matter. I certainly hadn’t expected her to come calling while I was under Hadrian’s nose.

It had been a century since I’d had a conversation like that. With Alice.

But Shea was not Alice, and I hated that I had to constantly remind myself of that fact.

She even sounds like Alice.

But that could just be my mind playing tricks on me. Because I was so desperate to hear her voice again, to find anything tangible of my lost love.

I wondered for a moment if there was any possibility Shea and Alice were related. I had no idea how many witch families existed in the world. Alice was originally from New York and had fled to Vancouver, Washington, due to a bad home life. That’s where we’d met, at the Skye Boarding House. Was it possible that part of her family immigrated to Illinois?

I’d have to find out Shea’s last name and see if it was all more than just coincidence.

We had traded addresses, and I took her warning about her home being guarded very seriously. Witches were cautious people. Was I making the right choice, entrusting one of my most treasured possessions to one?

The grimoire was one of two of Alice’s belongings I’d kept after she died. The other object was the brooch she’d worn every day. I felt the outline of it in my pocket. I always kept it on me so that a part of her was still with me.

But her grimoire, that was a different story. The book was bulky and tattered and smelled like an old shoe. I rarely ever looked at it. There wasn’t much reason to since I couldn’t use the spells it contained. Mostly, I didn’t want to risk damaging any of the pages for the sake of my curiosity. The massive book could very well hold the secret to bringing Alice back.

So I kept it hidden in a lockbox in the closet of my small apartment in Chicago, and soon, it would be back in the hands of another witch. Was it foolish to hope Shea would come through? She was young, and I had no idea just how experienced she was with her powers.

I knew her motivations weren’t centered around helping me. Not directly, anyway. She wanted the grimoire, likely to learn ancient spells. However, if trading the grimoire resulted in Shea finding a resurrection enchantment that would bring Alice back from the grave, the trade would be more than worth it.

And if she couldn’t end up helping?

That was why I was back at Heritage Prep, currently downing my third blood bag in preparation for whatever twisted plan Hadrian had in store.

I took in one last deep breath of the early morning air before heading inside. The faint glow of dawn was creeping along the mountain tops, and the sun would be rising soon.

To any other vampire, the first rays of the sun would scorch any exposed flesh. But not me. The enchantment Alice had placed on me over one hundred years ago was eternal and unbreakable.

Today, the first rays of the sun meant it was time to meet Hadrian and face whatever fate he’d decided on for me. I began the long walk up the stairs that rolled up into the fortress of Heritage Prep.

It didn’t take as long to make the climb this time around, probably because Marguerite’s repelling presence wasn’t lingering at the top. The memory from last night sprang into my head, and I found myself wiping my mouth again, as if her kiss had left a stain on my lips. It had certainly left a stain on my soul.

The huge, dark, cast-iron doors were shut to keep the sun out. No doubt all the windows in the school would be shut, too. Except maybe for the rooms where humans were waiting. Humans, who served as feeders for the vampires, as well as the ones trying to prove their worth to Hadrian.

I was familiar enough with the entrance to know how to get inside. A door within the door formed. It was wide and high enough to let me through. It was just another trinket of technology Hadrian had somehow come to possess over the years, but it did the trick—only allowing minimal light to enter the fortress.

Stepping inside, my eyes struggled to adjust to the darkness. Once they did, the familiar figure of Marguerite came into view in front of me. My hands clenched into fists, and my jaw tightened. I couldn’t stop the scowl from forming on my face. She was the last person I wanted to see first thing in the morning.

She had her weight on one foot, her shoulders hunched a bit with one hand on her hip, and dressed all in black as usual.

“Have a good night?” she asked warmly, but her words felt icy.

I nodded curtly. “Actually, one of the best nights I’ve had in a long time.”

Marguerite smiled wickedly, touching her tongue to the pointed tip of one of her fangs. “Must’ve been from our dance.”

A shudder trickled through my body. “I assure you, that had nothing to do with it.”

She put her free hand on my chest. “Ooh, Julian, that hurts.”

“I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again.” I pointed between myself and Marguerite several times in rapid succession. “You and I? Whatever we used to have together, before becoming vampires, is long dead. Whatever romantic ideations you have with me will never happen. Not after the events you set into motion by turning me.”

Her grin only spread wider. “I can offer you an eternity of love. That witch of yours would have died eventually, anyway.”

Anger bubbled in my chest like boiling water, threatening to spill over.

Calm yourself, Alice’s thoughts surfaced just before I was about to strike out at Marguerite, cooling the brewing tempest of rage. She’s desperate for any kind of emotion from you. Beyond blood, feeding off emotion is the passion of vampires. You saw what happened last time. Do not give her that control again.

My breathing slowed at the very sound of her voice in my head. It was so clear, so tangible, like she was standing right next to me. And she was completely right.

“If you don’t mind, I have a punishment to get to,” I said, moving past her.

At the last minute, she grabbed my arm firmly, stopping my progression toward the stairs that led to the dungeons below.

She stepped close, bringing her cold lips to my ear.

“I don’t want to see what Hadrian does to you down there,” she whispered, her tone serious for once. “But whatever torment he puts you through, I want you to know I don’t agree with it. If you survive, I will be here to help you recover.”

I jerked my arm from her hold and continued on.

“Don’t worry about me,” I called as I walked to the top of the stairs. “If I live, I’ll recover just fine on my own. If I die? Well, you can start looking for others to promise your undying, eternal love to.” Actually, you should do that whether I live or die.

I took two stairs at a time. It wasn’t that I was excited for what I was about to go through, just more than eager to get away from Marguerite. And I just wanted to get this ordeal over with.

The dark stone stairway was lined with muted lights embedded in the walls. Long ago, when the fortress was built, the vampire originators had relied on torches. Those had long since been replaced. Hadrian was a firm believer of finding and utilizing new technology as much as possible.

Following the half circle, I jogged past the opening that led to the first lower level. Heritage Prep was a massive place and far more than just a school. Hadrian’s legion of vampires were housed in the same place, and the higher up the ranks individual vampires became, the higher up in the towers they resided.

The lower levels were living quarters and classrooms for Initiates—humans desiring to become vampires. Some of them were the children of the vampires living here, waiting to be turned, and others were willing volunteers. Hadrian himself had been a human Initiate—at least until he’d come of age—but he’d been bred for a much grander purpose.

Hadrian’s lineage was the oldest of vampire nobility, going back thousands of years. Each successive male vampire in his bloodline would mate with a human girl every fifty years to produce a male heir. The strength and abilities compounded with each generation gave Hadrian powers unlike any other vampire.

My shoes tapped against the stairs as I continued my descent, echoing in my ears and bouncing off the walls in either direction. I was surprised I didn’t run into any humans or vampires along the way.

Five levels down, the stairs finally ended, opening into a wide chamber that held a damp and musty smell. I had rarely ventured down to the dungeons during my time working with Hadrian, and now I remembered why.

There were dirty cages lining the walls, their iron bars painted black. Most of them were empty, but I discovered that a few held humans who were suffering from their own punishments. They made no sounds. There were several vampire guards around who were strictly there to stop any whimpering or begging.

One of the guards saw me and approached me.

“Well, well, well,” the short, stocky vampire sneered, looking up his nose at me, which really defeated the purpose. “Look, fellas. Julian Asher really has come back.”

The other guards turned their attention to me, and I recognized a few of them. I definitely knew the one who was now posturing in front of me, tapping a metal club against his hand. The dungeon keeper had a receding hairline, and his spiky-gelled white hair shot out at random points.

“Hello, Rory,” I said. “I see that some things never change. Like your status.”

The guard’s sneer disappeared, replaced with a wicked glare that I had seen on multiple occasions.

Rory pointed his club at me. “We’ll see how snappy you are after Hadrian’s through with you.”

“I can hardly wait for the party,” I deadpanned. “Where is Hadrian?”

Scowling, Rory twisted about and pointed in the opposite direction. “Thataway. Past the next room of cages. Madness Chamber.”

A shock of worry made me flinch at the mention of the torture room, the nickname bringing back memories. It was one room I’d never actually been to, but I’d heard the screams coming from it more times than I cared to remember.

“That excited, are you?”

I steeled myself. “I was simply worried my punishment was going to be a lot worse: having to report to you down here for the next month. I’d rather be stabbed in the chest by a copper pole.”

Rory moved with superhuman speed, swinging the club straight at my face. My rapid reflexes moved on instinct, and I caught the top of the bludgeoning weapon with my hand, matching the strength of the dungeon keeper, holding the club above both of our heads.

Rory gritted his teeth at the strain. “You never were one of us. And you never will be.”

I wanted to agree with him. Instead I said nothing, just kept my eyes locked on Rory’s with bold determination.

“Rory, Rory, Rory,” Hadrian’s voice tsked behind me. “Will you please explain to me why you’re keeping Julian from his duties?”

Duties. I fought a derisive snort as I held my stance, unwilling to back down until Rory did.

“The outcast started it,” Rory whined, relaxing his arm.

I let go of the club and turned to face Hadrian.

“There’s no need for insults,” Hadrian corrected smoothly, shifting his gaze from Rory to me. “He’s come back home. And outcasts don’t come home, do they?”

I knew the question wasn’t aimed at Rory.

“No, they don’t,” I answered.

Tilting his head, the vampire leader looked back at Rory. “See? We’re all on the same team here.” He brought his pale blue eyes back to me. “It’s time.”

“See you around,” I said with a nod to Rory, then walked by the rows of cages, feeling the fearful gazes of the human captives following me.

“Sorry you got held up by him,” Hadrian said as we walked side by side through the next room of cages. The apology was insincere, only used as a formality.

I kept my gaze forward, not wanting to see the haunted looks of the caged humans. “I expected nothing less. Rory’s always been an idiot.”

“A loyal idiot,” Hadrian added.

A short, awkward silence surrounded us. To an onlooker, we might appear to be friends, perhaps walking off to share a meal together.

We walked into the next room, more cages set into the walls. My footfalls seemed to get heavier the closer we got to the Madness Chamber.

“I must admit, I’m still shocked you came back,” Hadrian said, breaking the silence.

“It had to be done,” was all I said.

“Indeed.”

We entered an area of the fortress I was entirely unfamiliar with.

“I should probably prepare you a bit for what’s about to happen,” Hadrian prefaced. Again, the insincerity of his tone wasn’t hidden. It seemed as if he were gloating.

We must be approaching the Madness Chamber.

Clearing his throat, Hadrian continued. “Typically, in similar instances, the punishment for deserting occurs at the top of the center tower—my personal chambers. The betrayer is placed in a cell made of tinted glass that blocks out most of the sun. But not all. The roof of the tower opens, and the traitor then suffers a slow burn that can last for several days. It’s excruciating, from what I’ve heard. If the deserter desires to shift his loyalties back to me, salvation is rewarded just before death.”

I shuddered. It was a torture created specifically for vampires. Alice’s spell would protect me from that kind of torture, and Hadrian knew it. Being a daywalker had given me vast privilege during my first stint in Hadrian’s ranks.

“Nobody has ever betrayed me twice,” Hadrian continued. “It’s a tough lesson to learn, but it is effective.”

Up ahead, I could see a small doorway that was bleeding red light. I forced myself to swallow.

“Since that method of punishment would do nothing to you, I’ve had to think outside the box.”

Upon reaching the doorway, Hadrian gestured for me to go in first. I looked at him, not seeking forgiveness or a way out but exuding determination.

“Whatever you have prepared, I will prove my loyalty to you.” For Alice.

Stepping past the threshold, I saw that the red room was about as small as my studio apartment. And it was full of vampires gazing at me curiously. They pushed to the sides of the room, revealing a plexiglass container that had to be at least ten feet high and ten feet wide. Some form of liquid was inside it—I didn’t want to guess what. But the whole thing seemed like something that would be found in an aquarium.

Except it lacked fish.

“You might be wondering why such a crowd is here,” Hadrian said as he made his way over to the tank. “These are brothers and sisters who have expressed doubts about the vampire cause. Keep in mind that they haven’t deserted. You are about to become their greatest teacher.”

The door shut behind us, a steel bar falling into place, locking us inside. I was glad Rory wouldn’t be able to watch from the doorway. Whatever I was about to endure, I didn’t want that asshole to have the chance to gloat later.

I looked the tank up and down. “Acid? Chemicals?”

Hadrian furrowed his brows. “No, nothing that intense.”

He tapped a screen that was embedded in the wall, engaging a pulley system that lowered a large, round slab of metal I’d originally mistaken for part of the ceiling.

“I’m assuming that’s copper?”

Hadrian rolled his eyes. “We’re not monsters, Julian.”

I beg to differ.

Another few taps on the panel by the door caused the far wall directly behind the tank to pull out into two staircases that surrounded the tank.

I looked at Hadrian in confusion.

“Come,” Hadrian said, walking to the left staircase and gesturing for me to go up the right one.

I did as he instructed.

The top of the stairs joined together, creating a landing. From this high up, I could see the other side of the flat sheet of metal. Just as Hadrian had said, it wasn’t copper, but a solid steel, which seemed to be a common theme in the fortress. I had never noticed that detail before.

There were no chains, no locking mechanisms. Just a big, round piece of metal.

It was a lid.

Understanding dawned on me like the sun I’d witnessed climbing over the mountains that morning.

“Drowning,” I mumbled through a tight throat.

Hadrian nodded. “Very astute, old friend.”

I considered this. In all my years, I’d never experienced drowning before. A vampire couldn’t actually die from prolonged submersion, but his body still required air. Such an experience would not be pleasant.

“This is Julian Asher,” Hadrian called out, addressing the group of vampires in the room. “He was born in the late eighteen hundreds and was turned close to the turn of the century. Seven years ago, he deliberately deserted Heritage Prep and the vampire cause, outcasting himself into isolation.”

Murmurs rose among the observers, causing Hadrian to raise his hand. They quieted down instantly.

I swept my eyes over them, realizing these vampires held a spark of rebellion that was about to be put out. And right now, if they would stand together, their strength in numbers would be too much for Hadrian. We could kill him. He’s locked any help out.

The thought was pointless. These vampires were still at the school, which meant they still had loyalties—however weak—to Hadrian. But maybe, given time, I could plant enough seeds to form a rebellion. A group of vampires who were willing to stand up against Hadrian. I committed their faces to memory.

Hadrian continued. “Last night, Julian returned asking for pardon and desiring to re-enter our family. After some discussion, it was agreed that he would be allowed readmission to our cause and forgiven of his desertion after an appropriate punishment had been doled out. Only then will the slate be wiped clean. May this be a lesson for those among you who have concerns about what we are trying to build in this world and how trying to go it alone does not work.”

The room went quiet as all eyes stared at me.

“How long?” I asked, the sudden dryness of my throat an irony that wasn’t lost on me.

Hadrian pointed back down to the touchscreen by the door. “After your punishment begins, your countdown timer will appear there.”

I nodded.

Great.

“In you go,” Hadrian said, placing a cold hand on my shoulder.

I inhaled and exhaled a few times, knowing I wouldn’t get the chance to do so again for a long time.

Alice, be with me, I begged. I need you now more than ever.

“See you on the other side.” I took one last breath before jumping into the water.

It was cool against my skin, red lights at the bottom lighting up and making the water look like blood.

I watched through the windows as Hadrian ran down the stairs and punched in the command for the lid to fall into place. As it did, I suddenly felt myself being pulled down to the bottom, near the bright lights. The lid somehow had the ability to make me sink—more of Hadrian’s strange technology.

Already I felt the need for another breath. The air in my lungs threatened to spill out at any moment.

The tank vibrated as the heavy lid sealed into place.

Hadrian stepped away from the panel, and the digits that popped up on the screen took the air right out of me, causing trailing bubbles to dance in the red light.

24:00:00.

One whole day.

Alice, I need you.

The thought came as my lungs filled with water, and my mind sputtered.

Alice…
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Chapter 28
Arya

I walked into Transformation determined and focused. I had only been at The Dome for a few days, and rather than concentrating on catching up on the material, which I drastically needed to do, I’d let myself get distracted by the two hot guys fighting over me to avoid facing my feelings about Mom.

Well, I got it out of my system, and now I was ready to put my attention where it should be, on school.

I entered the locker room, resolved to ignore any and all looks from the other mers. They didn’t like me, and that was fine because I didn’t need them to like me in order to learn to be a mermaid. Worrying about what they thought was a complete waste of time, and I had more important things to do.

I opened my locker and pulled out my swim top, just as three people passed behind me in animated conversation. I glanced at them out of curiosity, then instantly rolled my eyes and went back to what I was doing when I realized the girls were Cora, Adina, and Letti.

“Come on, Cora, that’s not fair,” Adina was whining too loudly for me to ignore as I got changed. “I didn’t mean it, and I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry isn’t good enough,” Cora snarked back. “As far as I’m concerned, we’re done. Don’t talk to me.”

I heard two pairs of footsteps stomp out of the locker room, followed by what I could swear sounded like sniffles. Was there trouble in mer-bitch paradise?

Tugging my top down past my hips, I stole a glance down the row of lockers. Adina was slumped over on a bench, softly crying with her head in her hands.

What was all that about?

I didn’t know much about Adina, as far as the mer-bitch trio went. Cora was the queen bee, and Letti was her mouthy second-in-command. But Adina had always been kind of quiet, following Cora around like she was her shadow. I couldn’t help but wonder what kind of fight could make Cora cast her away like that.

Adina sniffled loudly again, and before I could let my growing sympathy get the better of me, I closed my locker and strode out of the room. I didn’t need to get wrapped up in whatever they had going on. I had my own problems to deal with, and right now, mastering transformation was at the top of my list.

I spotted Celeste and made a beeline for her. She had told me that she’d work with me one-on-one today, and I was grateful for the chance to improve.

“Hi, Celeste,” I said as I approached.

It felt super weird calling a teacher by her first name. But everyone did. Same with Caesar. I guessed it was because they wanted us to feel like equals. It made me respect them, but the very act itself felt disrespectful to them. It was confusing.

“Hello, Arya,” the stunning redhead greeted. “Now that you’ve had some time to get used to your sea legs, so to speak, I would like you to practice controlling the shift. See how quickly you can change back to human after leaving the water, then try to keep your legs from changing when you get back in.”

“Okay, I got this,” I said with confidence.

I stepped into the pool, and the scales under my skin reacted instantly to the salt water. I found it hard to imagine actually being able to stop the shift. My tail was out in seconds, the sharp agony of the transformation mercifully brief.

Celeste stayed at the edge of the pool, dangling her perfectly creamy and unshifted feet in the water to prove to me that it was possible.

I still hadn’t quite figured out how to keep my gills closed and had to submerge my face after only a few seconds so I wouldn’t suffocate. I took a deep breath under the water and held it, so I could resurface and await further instruction.

“Having trouble breathing?” Celeste guessed as she took in my pursed lips.

I nodded stiffly.

“Then we’ll let that be the first lesson—keeping your gills closed when you want to breathe above the water. Class won’t be very productive if your brain is suffering from oxygen deprivation.”

She giggled in an I’m-laughing-with-you-not-at-you sort of way, but I still felt slightly mortified for it.

“First, exhale and let all the water out of your windpipe,” Celeste instructed.

I breathed out, feeling the water pour out of my gills.

“Good, now focus on your neck and command your gills to close. It can feel kind of like trying to make your ears move at first, like a muscle that just wasn’t meant to move voluntarily, but once you’ve found those small muscles, you’ll be able to control them with ease.”

I nodded and, still holding my breath, closed my eyes and focused on my gills. I concentrated on my neck, becoming very aware of the exact spot where the gills were slit open. They felt dry and parched, like lips that were chapped and needed constant licking. They stung from the open air.

I strained just about every muscle in my neck trying to close them, until finally I had to take a breath and dunked myself under the water to inhale sharply. I coughed from the burning draught in my throat and gills, grateful that the cool water I filled myself with relieved it quickly. After I caught my breath, I inhaled deeply to resurface and try again.

I didn’t know how many times we had gone through this exercise, but eventually, I managed to hone in on those tiny muscles and got them to close my gills. I let out the breath I’d been holding and let the naked air fill my lungs. The unfiltered air burned my throat, making me swallow several times to soothe it. It was uncomfortable but tolerable.

“Very good, Arya!” Celeste praised. “The sting will take some getting used to, but after a while, you won’t even notice it.”

I cleared my throat in vain. “It feels like I have strep.” I grimaced as another swallow made my throat ache.

“I promise, it will get easier,” Celeste said. “We’ll take a short break and let you adjust before we start on controlling your shift.”

I nodded and allowed my breathing to return to normal. My throat hurt so much that I wanted to chug the entire pool. But I was afraid that if I let my gills open, I wouldn’t be able to close them again.

I looked around the room, trying to distract myself from the discomfort. The other mer students were just lounging about, gathered in groups, and chatting as they floated. It was a stark reminder of how far behind I was. All of them had been in water their whole lives. They’d learned all these things I was struggling to figure out in the cradle.

I had tried so hard not to blame Mom for keeping me from growing up as a mermaid, but at this moment, I couldn’t help but feel resentment, which only made the guilt that much stronger.

Why couldn’t Mom have at least told me what I was? Whatever she was running from, I could have understood, if given the chance. Why keep this whole part of who we were from me? From herself? While keeping me in the dark, she also gave up shifting. Now that I knew how freeing it felt, I couldn’t imagine giving it up, especially for two decades.

What were you hiding from, Mom? What was so bad that you were willing to give this up?

“Feeling better?” Celeste asked when she came back my way.

Nope, not even slightly.

“Yeah,” I lied. “Let’s do this.”

“Good! Okay, we’ll take this slow. First, I just want you to practice changing your legs back as quickly as you can when you get out. Once you’ve shortened that time, we’ll work on keeping them from changing at all.”

I nodded and lifted myself out of the pool, once again pushing my thoughts to the side.

***

Not counting my meager accomplishment with closing my gills, the rest of Transformation continued with little progress in controlling my shifting.

I tried to remind myself that this was only my second time in Transformation class, and that expecting myself to learn this stuff any faster was just setting me up to fail. But it was hard to keep things in perspective when I wanted so badly to master all of it. I could tell that Celeste and Caesar expected me to excel at being a mermaid, and those expectations weighed heavily on me, too.

When the hour was over, I sat on the edge of the pool, waiting for my tail to dry enough for me to get my legs back. My failure made me anxious to leave, and the damn salt water wasn’t evaporating nearly fast enough.

“Hey, how’s it going?”

I gritted my teeth at the other reason I didn’t want to stick around.

Kendall sat next to me on the glossy tile floor, apparently unphased by the lack of enthusiasm on my face when I glanced up at him.

“As if you didn’t see the train wreck that was me learning to be a mermaid,” I deadpanned.

“It wasn’t that bad,” he said with a shrug. “We all struggled at one point. You’re just a little behind, that’s all. You’ll catch up in no time. And then you’ll be bored in this class like the rest of us.”

“Even if that does happen, I’ll still be the outcast nobody wants to swim with.” I didn’t mean for that to come out. I was actively trying not to care what they thought, but in the wake of my failure to control my shift, my resentment was flaring up like an old wound.

“That’s not true. I’ll swim with you any time. So hurry up and learn this stuff so we can kick back and float.” He chuckled encouragingly, but I didn’t join him. “You know that was a joke, right?”

“Yeah, I’m just not really in a laughing mood,” I said, looking down at my slowly drying pink fins.

“Well, why don’t you let me cheer you up,” he said. “Sneak out with me tonight and we’ll see a movie in town.”

I pursed my lips. Apparently, he couldn’t see the giant “fuck off” sign I had stamped on my forehead. And maybe that wasn’t fair. I wasn’t even mad at him anymore for what he’d said yesterday.

He couldn’t help the prejudices he’d grown up with, especially when everyone else in his world shared them. And he had grown above most of them, which said a lot about his character. So it wasn’t exactly fair of me to hold his values against him. Besides, did I really want to shun one of my friends in this place?

“I can’t, not tonight,” I said, lowering my hostility level. “I have some more studying to do for my Shifter Bio essay.”

“Okay. Well, would you like a study partner? I tested out of that class.” His chivalry was working its charm on me, but I was determined to establish some boundaries.

“I already have plans to study with Ashlyn today, but maybe some other time?” It wasn’t a complete lie. I really did have plans to see Ashlyn later. We just probably weren’t going to spend much of that time studying.

“Alright,” he said with a curt nod.

He started to get to his feet, then paused and hovered in a kneeling position. “Look, that stuff I said about Ashlyn, please just totally forget about it. She’s a cool girl, and I’m glad that she’s a good friend to you. I overstepped yesterday, and I’m sorry.”

He smiled a smile that could melt panties clean off, and I forced myself to look away so I wouldn’t get drawn in by it any further. Kendall was going to stay in the friend zone, at least until I figured my shit out.

“Thanks,” I said. “Maybe the three of us can go see a movie this weekend.”

“Sure, sounds fun. And in the meantime, if you need more help studying, you know where to find me.”

I climbed up to stand and he waved at me before disappearing into the locker room.

Finally, my tail dried enough for me to retract my scales and begin the shift back to legs. The bones adjusted, drifted and separated, peachy skin replacing the shimmering pink scales until I had my pale legs back.

I got to my feet and went into the locker room to finish drying off and get dressed in my uniform.

Before I could open my locker, an aggressive hand shoved me into the blue-painted metal.

“Stay away from Kendall.” I knew that voice. The self-absorbed tone of elitism, and with only half the venom of Cora. It was Letti.

I turned around to face the raven-haired mermaid. Letti was glaring at me so fiercely that I almost feared I might burst into flames. Luckily, only phoenixes and dragons had that power.

“Not that it’s any of your business, but Kendall and I are just friends,” I said in a voice that was just as assertive. “What do you care, anyway? You two aren’t dating anymore. Wait, did he dump you?” I gave her a mocking pout.

“That’s none of your business,” Letti snapped.

Clearly, I struck a chord.

“Yeah? And what your ex and I do is none of yours. So back off. I’m not in the mood to humor you today.” I turned my back on the privileged mermaid, almost daring her to come after me.

“Don’t turn your back on me.” Letti grabbed my shoulder and yanked it to make me face her again. “You’re not worthy of him. You can’t even transform like the rest of us. You’re not a real mermaid, and you never will be.”

The insult sliced deeper than I expected. But it just made me more pissed off.

“If you ever touch me like that again, I’ll show you how top-siders throw a punch.”

“Girls, do we have a problem here?”

Celeste entered the locker room and sauntered over with her arms crossed over her chest, her long red hair looking like a halo of fire around her head. As nice as Celeste could be, she could also be a strict disciplinarian, and I was seeing that side of her very clearly right now.

“No, ma’am,” Letti said, instantly straightening her back and putting her arms at her side. “Arya and I were just reaching an understanding about boundaries, weren’t we?”

She sneered at me, then spun on her heel and walked away, flipping her black locks over her shoulder.

I kept my features neutral as I watched her walk away, half tempted to storm after her and put my new defense skills to use.

Celeste gave me a concerned look. “Please tell me if any of the girls are giving you a hard time. I won’t tolerate bullying.”

“Nah, nothing like that.” I waved my hand dismissively. “Just the usual teen drama. It’s all good.”

It absolutely wasn’t, but I was so not about to be a snitch. My popularity was low enough without throwing that in. Besides, I could handle this crap myself.

“Okay,” Celeste said, both her tone and the crease in her brow saying she didn’t believe me. “Well, have a good evening, Arya.”

She left the room, and I turned back to the task of changing.

“She’s just jealous,” said a soft female voice behind me.

I looked over my shoulder. Adina was sitting on the bench in front of the opposite row of lockers, hugging her shoulders, telltale streaks on her cheeks.

“Kendall dumped her right after you showed up,” Adina continued. “She’s convinced it was your fault, even though they were having problems well before that.” She wiped her nose with her hand.

I wanted to ignore her, to finish changing and get on with my day. But she was talking to me without any of the usual poison, and she was clearly distraught. Damn my caring nature!

“Are you okay?” I asked.

She sniffled loudly. “Not really.”

Don’t do it. Don’t do it.

But I couldn’t help myself. “What happened? I heard you and Cora fighting earlier.”

Her face puckered up, and she seemed to be fighting her body’s reaction to whatever emotion she was feeling. Then she hung her head toward the ceiling and took a deep breath.

“Cora found out that I’ve been seeing Jackson for a few weeks,” she admitted like she was confessing something horrible.

“The hound?” I asked. I wasn’t sure if there was another Jackson. And I had never seen the two in the same room together.

“Yep,” Adina said with another sniffle. “She thinks I’m a traitor for seeing a guy who’s not a mer.”

I frowned. “And just because of that, she turned her back on you?”

She shook her head and looked away. “You wouldn’t understand.”

I should have taken that as my chance to go back to minding my own business and leave. But I knew what it felt like to be shunned by those bitches, even if Adina had been one until very recently. And Adina herself hadn’t hassled me like Cora and Letti had. If she was open minded enough to date someone from a different species, maybe she wasn’t so bad.

And no one deserved to be treated like this.

I closed my locker and went to sit next to her. “I may not understand everything about mer culture, but I do understand that they like to keep everything to their own. Probably better than anyone.”

She nodded but didn’t look up at me.

“I, for one, don’t think it’s bad that you have feelings for someone who’s not a mer,” I said. “You can’t always control who you fall for.”

Tobias popped into my head, but I shoved him right back out.

“Like in Shifter Bio, we learned about imprinting,” I continued. “Surely that happens with mer, too. Mrs. Sharp said it has nothing to do with species, that it can happen across species. If a mer imprinted on a hound, wouldn’t the mer community have to respect the match?”

Adina snorted a sad laugh. “Probably not. The elders would probably conduct experiments to remove it.”

The way she said it made me laugh, too. She was probably right. Which, yikes.

“Look, I’m not doing anything for a few hours until dinner. Do you want to hang out?”

Adina looked up at me, and I suddenly felt very foolish for being so nice. I was sure she was about to tell me off.

“You want to hang out with me? After the way we treated you?” she asked.

I shrugged. “Sure. Everyone needs a friend.”

And then, she actually smiled. “Okay. I’d like that. You know, you’re a lot nicer than we gave you credit for.”

“Thanks, I guess.” I just hoped my niceness wasn’t going to bite me in the ass later.
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Chapter 29
Tobias

I adjusted my weight again on the faux-leather bench in the corner booth, resulting in the embarrassing squeaking sound that drew the side-eyes of every person at every other table within hearing distance.

I ignored their attention as I swirled my spoon around my mug of too-rich hot chocolate. I actually liked the change of location. Usually, Arthur summoned me to an up-scale private club in the VIP section, or a private table at the Oriole restaurant, which meant I had to dress up for a conversation with my father that would last less than five minutes.

My cocoa had gone cold, but it hadn’t been very appetizing to begin with. I wished I’d brought Niko or Brett to at least kill time, since the General always made me wait. Arthur’s instructions had been very specific that I come to the hole-in-the-wall diner alone.

Being high up in the military, one would think Arthur would always be punctual for his meetings. And I was certain he was for everyone else. I just wasn’t important enough to merit the same treatment, and Arthur never passed up an opportunity to remind me of my place.

When the chime on the door rang the announcement of another patron, I didn’t even need to glance up to know he’d finally arrived, as the head of every host, waitress, and customer in the entire establishment gravitated toward his commanding presence.

If I wasn’t so anxious, I might have rolled my eyes. I had an idea of what this meeting might be about.

“Tobias,” Arthur said in his commanding voice as he slid onto the bench opposite me.

Two of his underlings occupied a table two spots over, within eyesight but out of earshot. Like Arthur actually needed his own security detail.

“Father,” I said, looking him in the eye. “Did Mom come with you?”

“She’s shopping.”

My mood deflated even more. Though I knew the reason he wanted to meet, I’d at least hoped that my preferred parent would be here as a buffer.

But she wasn’t aware of the task Arthur had given me. She wouldn’t approve of another Dracul male treating a girl the way she’d been treated her entire life. Octavia would never admit that it was nearly the same, just that it was cruel.

Arthur took the mug I still fidgeted with and slid it to the side of the table, then laced his fingers together and leaned on his forearms. “She sends her love,” he said.

If I didn’t know the words were actually true, there’s no way I would’ve believed it by the tone of his voice.

“So, Caesar’s office wasn’t available this morning?” I asked, eager to cut to the chase.

“It didn’t seem prudent to risk another student eavesdropping.”

That’s never bothered you before. I resisted the urge to narrow my eyes. I knew when Arthur wasn’t telling the whole truth.

“Besides, I was in the area for another meeting.”

And there it was. No need to inconvenience himself by trekking all the way to the school when he could summon his son, day or night, to anywhere in the greater Chicago area.

“Is the new mermaid in love with you yet?”

Disgust seeped into my bones, both at his words and the callous way he said them.

“No,” I said slowly, then leaned forward. “You told me to befriend her. And I’ve done that. We’re friends.”

“A friend isn’t going to divulge the same information a love-sick girl might,” Arthur said with a half-smile that was rarely a friendly one. “You’re a Dracul, son. We’re royalty. And with that, a good head on your shoulders, and a face that any girl would fall for, I don’t see the problem.” He leaned back with his arms crossed. “What sort of complications?”

Kendall’s smug face flashed in my mind. I shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. I can handle it.”

“Good.” Arthur unfolded his arms and tapped the fingers of his right hand on the table. “Because if you bring up some excuse about taboo relationships between dragons and mers, I’ll yank you from that school so hard and slap you right into the military where you belong.”

My heart sputtered before speeding up. “But school—”

“Nonsense!” Arthur said. “You’re seventeen. You’re of age. And Colonel Candida has been asking about you.”

There were a thousand different things I wanted to say, but I knew better than to speak another word.

“Do what I’ve asked, and we won’t have a problem. You can stay in your little school until graduation. Now…” he smiled, another forced half-smile. “Just so we’re clear, what is expected of you, son?”

I wanted to point out that he really had only asked me to befriend Arya. But it was pointless to argue it now. If it sounded like an implication or suggestion before, it was clear now. And if I didn’t do as he bid, he’d take away the last string of freedom I had left to grasp.

“Make Arya my girlfriend.”

In order to make him happy and to get the information he wanted, it was non-negotiable that I date her. Seduce her. Make her my girlfriend. It was the only way to ensure I could spend enough time with her to find out if she was indeed the siren from the prophecy.

Arthur raised an eyebrow. It wasn’t enough.

“Make Arya my girlfriend and make her fall in love with me.”

The words took the last of the breath from my lungs, making me feel empty. In order to do the latter, my heart was in serious danger.

Because I liked her too much already, despite how I’d tried to distance my emotions from her. Because my instincts knew something that I wasn’t ready to accept. And might never be.

Arthur smiled. Now it was enough.

The weight of what the General wanted me to do pressed down on me, crushing my spirit little by little. What I was being asked to risk, mixed with the sugary chocolate sitting in my stomach like a rock, made me nauseous.

Satisfied with the utter destruction of my will, my father stood. “I’ll expect a detailed report about a proper date in one week’s time. And, please, do bring her by the house for dinner some time. Your mother would love to meet your new girlfriend.”

I was too defeated to scowl at his back as he left the restaurant, to even mutter to myself that my mother would be heartbroken over such an introduction.

With heavy shackles dragging at my feet, I took the long walk back to the subway on autopilot. How could Arthur be so blind to the difficulty of the task he’d ordered me to do? Or maybe he thought that I had inherited his inability to love anyone. He didn’t care how many shattered hearts he left in his wake.

And he was asking me to do the same thing to Arya.

But what choice did I have? I may have only had a few more months of school left before I graduated and got sucked into the army anyway. But those were the last precious months of freedom from my father’s total control that I’d ever have. I wasn’t willing to give them up.

I was entering the school before I realized how much time and space I’d covered while lost in my turbulent thoughts. And I’d come to a decision.

I’d go through with Arthur’s wishes. I’d lay the charm on thick to Arya, stop pushing her away, get her to trust me. She didn’t have to fall for me, and I’d make sure she didn’t. We could come to some arrangement, something physical but just friends. And I’d lock my heart up so tight that she’d never be able to reach it.

But before any of that could even be a possibility, I first had to apologize for how big of an ass I’d been to her. She hadn’t spoken to me since she slapped me in the hallway a few days ago. She might not even want anything to do with me, and if that was the case, there was no reason to worry about any of this because Arthur would send me so far away that I’d never see her again.

I entered the Grand Hall, scanning the faces of the students loitering about, but not catching sight of her telltale blue streaks. It was late afternoon, and most classes were over for the day, except for the higher-level courses, but as a new student, she definitely wouldn’t be in any of those.

I doubted she would be in the mer common room, as most of them were assholes to her, too. And there was no way I’d set foot in there anyway, not after the way things had ended with Cora. A shudder ran through my shoulders just thinking about that.

No, I had a hunch she wasn’t in there. I followed that hunch out of the main building onto the lawn.

What if she was with Kendall? They were together when I saw her last, looking way more than friendly. What if she’d decided he was the better choice? She wasn’t wrong, but damn, the thought of the two of them together, kissing, touching—

Stop!

I clenched my fists, stopping right in the middle of the sidewalk as I struggled to control the raging emotions that were so desperately trying to incinerate their way out of my chest. I took a few calming breaths, willing my inner fire to subside.

When I was finally calm, I continued along the path. Regardless of who I might find her with, I would be the respectful gentleman I always should have been and give her the apology she deserved.

As I rounded toward the gym, I spotted Arya coming out the back entrance, and the person walking beside her was about the last person I ever expected. Adina, Cora’s shadow.

What the hell were the two of them doing walking together? Are they actually laughing?

Something about this smelled fishy.

I approached the two, trying not to look like the protective beast I felt skulking under my skin. I had to be friendly. I had to be respectful.

Arya looked up, her eyes locking with mine, and her beauty struck me like a sucker punch right to my sternum, momentarily making it hard to breathe.

Adina followed Arya’s gaze, her brows lowering in a frown.

“Arya, can I talk to you for a moment?” I asked, stopping a few feet in front of them.

Arya paused for a moment, then looked at Adina. “I’ll see you later.”

Adina didn’t seem happy, but she gave Arya a nod and continued on her way, leaving the two of us alone to talk.

She crossed her arms and jutted out a hip in what was a very obviously annoyed posture.

“What?” she asked, her tone colder and more brusque than I’d ever heard it.

I deserved that.

I pushed my hands in my front pockets, her scornful gaze once again making me young and small.

“I just wanted to apologize,” I said.

She arched one of her dark eyebrows. “Oh? For what?”

I sighed, lifting my shoulders once and then dropping them. “For, well, everything. For the party, for freaking out about Kendall. I’ve been a real jerk to you. And while I didn’t mean to be, I’m sorry.”

I half expected her to scoff and turn away from me, but she didn’t. She assessed me for a long moment, the tension in her posture slowly relaxing, the scowl that weighed on her brow lightening.

So I continued. “I’m not very good with people.”

“I noticed,” she interjected.

A nervous chuckle escaped me. “Facts and numbers, I get. They’re black and white, easy to figure out, to make sense of. But people are harder for me. My whole life I’ve been treated like some prince just because of who my father is, and I never know who actually likes me for me and who’s just kissing my ass.

“I closed myself off from emotions a long time ago, locking my own away in a box deep inside where no one can find them, and that makes it harder for me to read the emotions of others. So most of the time, I just don’t even bother.”

I swallowed, as this next part was hard to say. “You make me want to bother.”

Her pretty features softened the more I spoke, and she gasped at my last declaration. Now that I was done talking, she just stared at me, and I couldn’t discern the expression she wore, mostly for the reasons I just explained.

Finally, she smiled.

“Thank you for your apology, Tobias. I know it must have been difficult for you to open up like that.” She chewed on her lip for a moment, then sighed. “I’ve only been here a week, and I’ve been focusing on all the wrong things. I’m ready to focus on the right things, like getting a handle on my mermaid powers and writing my essay for Shifter Bio. So why don’t we start fresh, as friends?”

She held out her hand, but she might as well have jabbed a dagger right into my chest.

I had expected worse, after everything that had happened between us. I’d expected her to tell me to fuck off and never talk to her again. But it still sliced me to my charred heart that she said the f-word.

I shook her hand, savoring for just a moment how small and warm it felt in mine. I wanted to pull her against me and wrap my arms around her, just as much as I wanted to push myself away from her and run in the other direction. But I just let go of her hand and returned mine to its home in my pocket.

“Friends,” I repeated the word behind a smile I didn’t feel, hating the way it tasted in my mouth. “Can I walk you to your dorm? Maybe I can help you with your Bio essay.”

“Sure, that would be nice, actually,” she said.

Friends wasn’t what Arthur had ordered, but at least this was a step up from where Arya and I were yesterday, and I’d ask her out before the week was over.

I just had to use the utmost caution with how I proceeded with her. I couldn’t afford to fall in love with her, and I’d never forgive myself if she fell in love with me. I had to handle this just right, for both our sakes.
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Chapter 30
Arya

On Thursday, one full week since I’d started school at The Dome, life was finally starting to feel like some version of normal.

There was no boy drama, as Tobias and Kendall were firmly in the friend zone, and enjoyed separately so they couldn’t clash. Shea seemed to have recovered from the disappointment of the party and was texting me on the regular.

And I had made a sort of peace with the other mers ostracizing me. It helped that Adina was turning out to be not so horrible. In fact, she was actually kind of enjoyable to be around.

Like Tobias and Kendall, she also had to be enjoyed separately from my other friends, as there was no way I was going to try to lump her in with my phoenix and dragon friends. Not yet anyway. She may be dating a hound, but there was only so much lenience her prejudice could take. Baby steps.

Cora and Letti were presently staring daggers at both of us across the gym as I helped unwrap Adina’s hands at the end of Defense. Ashlyn had used the last sparring round to attempt to flirt with Niko, so I took the opportunity to spread myself out to my only female mer friend. And honestly, it helped sparring with different people so I could learn new techniques.

“I wish they’d stop staring at me,” Adina complained, turning away from the glaring guppies.

“How could they? You’re friends with me now. That makes you a double traitor,” I teased, but it was also probably very much the truth.

She just shook her head as she flexed her fully unwrapped hands. “Hey, I have to talk to Caesar, would you wait for me after class? I don’t want to walk to the dorms alone.”

My heart squeezed, but I tried not to let my pity show. I was quickly learning that mers hated to be on the receiving end of pity. Maybe that was why I wasn’t the biggest fan of it, either.

“Of course. I’ll just hit the showers for a quick rinse, then.”

I headed into the girls’ shower room, standing under the hot flowing water until everyone else left, figuring Adina might need the extra time with Caesar. When I figured it had been long enough, and I felt like I’d gotten every drop of sweat off my body, I toweled off and got dressed.

When I came back out into the gym, there was no one else in the large room. I looked all around, but I didn’t see Adina or Caesar anywhere. I wondered if they could be talking in one of the smaller rooms in here, so I ventured across to those.

The door to the Simulation Room stood open. I walked past it to look inside. Surely they wouldn’t be talking in there.

The room was empty, just like the rest of the gym.

I looked at the room for a moment. This was the room I’d heard mentioned with dread but knew so little about.

It didn’t look all that intimidating. Nothing but a very large box with four white walls, a white ceiling, and a white floor. The white that shone on every naked surface was a stark contrast to the dark gray that covered everything else on this campus, making the room seem uncomfortably bright.

How could anyone train in this room? There was nothing here. I didn’t know what I expected, but I definitely expected more than nothing. At least some wires and gear hanging from the ceiling. Otherwise, how could a simulation run?

“Doesn’t look too scary, does it?” Adina asked suddenly from behind me.

I turned around to offer a witty retort, but my mouth sealed when I saw that she was flanked by Cora and Letti, and all three of them were smiling wickedly at me.

Before I could say or do anything, Letti shoved me backward into the room. I fell hard on my ass, the impact rocking me for a few seconds that I couldn’t afford. When I was finally able to start scrambling to my feet, Letti slammed the door closed and it clicked with a finality that had my heart banging wildly against my chest.

“That you actually thought I would ever be friends with you is really insulting,” Adina’s muffled voice carried through the closed door when I reached it.

I hammered my fists against the door.

“Let me out. This isn’t funny.” I couldn’t believe how strong and assertive my voice sounded because, on the inside, I was terrified. I wouldn’t say I was claustrophobic, but I damn sure didn’t want to be locked in a room.

They didn’t seem to buy the authority of my tone either, snickering and completely ignoring my demands.

“What do you think, girls? I think she’ll enjoy this level,” Cora remarked, and I could see her moving toward the panel of buttons on the wall through the window in the door.

What level? And I wasn’t hooked up to any goggles or equipment of any kind. How could a simulation possibly run?

Cora stepped back with a devilish grin on her face. “Have fun,” she said with a wave, and then the three girls skipped away, laughing their heads off.

When I got out of here, I was going to actually rip their damn heads off!

“Get back here and open this fucking door!” I yelled at the top of my lungs, but they were totally out of sight now, and surely out of earshot.

They actually left! How long was I going to be stuck here? It could be a full day before anyone came back into the gym. And even then, I might have a hard time getting someone’s attention.

Were they actually going to leave me in this empty room until then? I was hungry and thirsty, and just knowing the lengths of my captivity made my need to pee suddenly very urgent. No way was I going to pee in a corner.

The lights suddenly began to dim, and when I spun around to see what was happening, I might have leaked a little.

The white walls surrounding me pixelated until they were replaced by dark green shrubbery. Every inch of the room transformed like the wall was made up of millions of pixels. Tiny square by tiny square, the pixels flipped, the white floor becoming brush-covered earth beneath my feet, the ceiling turning into a star-spangled evening sky.

The boundaries of the boxy room in which I’d been standing only seconds ago were gone, and I was now stranded in the middle of a dark forest.

I panicked, my heart beating out of control and disorientation threatening my sanity. How could I really be seeing what I was seeing?

But then I remembered the purpose of this room. Simulation. Apparently, you didn’t need goggles to be in a sim.

I told myself that none of this was real. It was nothing more than a projection. Albeit, an incredibly realistic projection.

The smell of pine was crisp and potent, so strong I could actually taste it in the back of my mouth. The chirping song of crickets came from all directions, which was impressive because I definitely hadn’t seen any speakers before.

Despite how authentic the forest appeared, I had to still be in the room—which meant the walls and door were here somewhere. I just had to find them.

I was banging on the door just a second ago, so it had to be close by. I took a backward step behind me, in the direction I believed the door to be.

Dried leaves and pine thistles crunched under my shoes. Wow, this all seems so real. If I wasn’t so shocked—and furious—I’d probably be really impressed.

I turned and reached forward, blindly feeling for the doorknob that I knew had to be in that general area, but my hands touched nothing but air.

I took another step forward. And another. And another still.

By all logic, I should have bumped into the door by now. The room was only maybe ten feet by ten feet. I put both hands in front of me and walked forward, and when my hands made no contact with the wall, I broke into a run, dodging through the trees.

How was this possible? How could I be running in the same room and not have smacked into the wall yet? It made no sense!

Could I have somehow gotten turned around and run in the wrong direction? Even if I had, I’d run at least double the distance of the width of the room. It wasn’t possible that I hadn’t found any of the room’s boundaries. Was the floor some kind of conveyor belt?

If that was the case, then I really was stuck. I refused to give in to that possibility.

I turned around and lifted my foot to sprint in the opposite direction, hoping that I had somehow been confused and the door was the other way, that this had to be some trick of the mind, an optical illusion.

My foot caught the back of my other ankle and I tripped, flying forward to the ground. My hands rushed forward to catch myself and met the leaf-littered floor.

My heart thudded in my throat. I could feel the crumbly brush under my palms. I got to my knees and inspected my open hands. Leaf flakes and clumps of moist dirt clung to my skin. I could feel all of it. I reached for a leaf on the ground and picked it up, its stem solid between my index finger and thumb.

Anxiety building, I stumbled toward a nearby tree and slapped my hand on its trunk. Sure enough, the rough bark scraped at my sensitive skin. Is this real?

“Alright, Cora, you’ve had your fun,” I called out, my voice echoing through the vast woods. “Let me out!”

Nothing changed. I might as well be talking to the trees.

Something whistled past the side of my head and lodged in the tree in front of me. An arrow.

“What the—?”

Then another one pierced the ground right next to my foot, narrowly missing my shoe.

“Oh, no!” I gasped. I jumped to my feet and darted deeper into the forest as a storm of arrows rained down behind me, chasing me.

The leaves, the ground, and the trees felt real. Did that mean if I got hit by one of these simulated arrows, I would feel real pain?

I didn’t want to find out. My legs moved as swiftly as they could, leaping and bounding over unearthed roots and randomly placed boulders, absolutely terrified of getting struck.

“You can run, but you can’t hide, little fish,” a male voice called out from the darkness of the forest.

Shit!

It no longer mattered that this was all supposed to be an illusion. Those arrows seemed very real. That voice sounded very real. So that left me with only one option: Run.
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Chapter 31
Tobias

Usually, I felt refreshed after sparring in Defense. Pushing myself to my physical limits was my own personal therapy, a healthy way to vent the negative emotions that tended to build up over my father, Arya, and general life frustrations.

But today, I didn’t feel better. Shortly after I left the gym and headed for my room to shower before dinner, this nagging angst began to nibble away at my guts. I had hoped that standing under scalding hot water would ease whatever it was, soothe the last of my nerves, but, if anything, the unease grew.

I got out of the shower and dried myself off, racking my brain for whatever issue might be bothering me. Of course, I was on edge about my father’s deal, knowing that I wasn’t much closer to “sealing the deal” with Arya. We had agreed to be friends and had been enjoying each other’s company peacefully, but I could tell it was too soon to push for more than that.

Perhaps my father would be pleased that I had made progress at all. That Arya and I were friends and at least working toward being closer. If it wasn’t, then the matter was beyond my control. I was doing the best I could to achieve this goal and still maintain the healthy balance between Arya and me that was necessary for both our emotional safety.

After considering it for a moment, I knew that wasn’t it. The girlfriend issue was a dull constant that had been plaguing me since my meeting with Arthur, never waxing or waning, just there.

This current feeling, this urge, it was acute, and it was compelling me to do…fuck if I knew what.

I just knew I couldn’t sit still. Though I was hungry, the idea of sitting in the cafeteria with my friends and wishing this agitation away made me feel like I was going to jump out of my skin, and not in a good way. Hell, not even shifting sounded appealing.

So I threw on a fresh change of clothes and left my room. I didn’t really know where I was going, I was just moving on instinct. I skipped down the stairs, pushing past students like they were just obstacles in my path, and headed out the main doors onto the lawn.

My legs ached with the need to run, to move, so I broke into a jog. It wasn’t my routine to jog around campus. On leg days, I either used the treadmills in the gym or went to a park in the city where I could feel the open breeze. And though it wasn’t too late to head up top, my senses repelled the idea of leaving campus.

I needed to stay here. But why? What was this niggling, unrelenting affliction that made me feel like ripping my hair out strand by strand?

I rounded past the greenhouses, running the border of the glass dome, and my skin only sizzled more with this unknown urgency. Especially as I approached the gym. Maybe I needed the treadmill after all.

I slowed my pace as I came closer, the door of the building in sight, and the low tinkle of giggles and chatter carried to me in the stagnant air. My ears pricked, and I turned my head in that direction, like an animal responding to the slightest sound.

Cora, Letti, and Adina were walking past a tree, huddled together in a matter that seemed distinctly conspiratorial. I was so used to seeing the three in this way that I almost brushed it off, but my gut knew something was amiss before I did.

I stopped completely and watched them for a few seconds. And then I realized why this was odd.

Adina was supposed to have been “banished” by Cora. She’d been spending time with Arya, buddying up to her. And now she was walking with the mer girls like they were the sea witch trio again.

Where was Arya?

Before I knew what I was doing, I marched toward them with determined strides, my blood beginning to simmer with suspicion.

“What are you three up to?” I demanded, only faintly aware of the faint wisps of steam trailing from my lips as I spoke.

The trio cut off their furtive whispers and turned to me with catty expressions.

Cora put a hand on her hip and smirked at me in poorly feigned innocence. “My friends and I are just minding our own business, enjoying the last of the evening glow from above. Why do you assume we must be up to anything?”

I stepped closer, my scales bristling under my skin. “Because I know you, Cora, and the only thing you enjoy is making others miserable.”

Anger and hurt sparked in her blue eyes, but she quickly recovered, her mocking smirk back in full effect. “You didn’t seem too miserable when I had you calling out my name. I think you know first hand how much I enjoyed pleasing you.”

Embarrassment and guilt tempered the rising heat of my blood, making me falter in my accusations.

“If anything, you’re the one who gets a sick kick out of fucking people over, and not in the fun way,” Cora sniped, her tone like poison. “If anything, I did Arya a favor, saving her from your vile temptation.”

My core temperature shot off the charts at the mention of her name. “What did you do to Arya?” I growled, my dragon making my voice rattle dangerously.

Adina stepped forward, shrugging one shoulder lightly like we were discussing the school’s dinner menu. “We’re just teaching her a little lesson, that’s all. We’re helping her learn her place in our world.”

My pulse kicked into a gallop, threatening to explode from my chest. I should have known Adina was up to no good when I saw her with Arya a few days ago. Hell, I did know, I just chose not to interfere, to respect Arya’s choices.

Clearly, she had chosen wrong.

“Where is she?” I hissed, my mind racing with the thousand morbid possibilities of what they could have done to her.

“She’s where she belongs,” Letti remarked, folding her arms obstinately.

My lips twitched with the fury that raged inside me. I wanted to give in to the demands of my dragon, to release him and let him burn these evil bitches and stomp on their charred remains. It took every ounce of restraint I had to hold it at bay, to keep locked firmly inside my flesh.

“What did Arya ever do to you, to any of you?” I barked, struggling to maintain control. “She came here innocent and eager to learn, and you’ve shunned her at every possible opportunity. You’re a disgrace to mer kind.”

Apparently, I wasn’t doing a very good job of reining my beast in because they were backing away from me, and the predator within was helpless not to close in on them.

“She’s the disgrace,” Cora countered, though her tone was shaky and quickly losing its venom. “She showed up here like a lost lamb and instantly got you and Kendall wrapped around her delicate fingers. She’s an enchantress, she’s wicked.”

A laugh escaped me, but it was a dark, humorless sound. “That’s what this is about? Jealousy?”

They flinched at the sharp sound of my voice.

“For your information, she wants nothing to do with me or Kendall,” I said, the truth of it stinging a little. “All she wants is to learn about what she is and how she fits into our world, just like the rest of us.”

“Well, she’s about to find out exactly where she fits in,” Cora muttered, inciting shallow, half-hearted snickers from the other two, and I snapped.

My fury and fear had full control of my body, and it used my hands to grab her by the shoulders and shove her up against the rough bark of the tree.

My throat rattled as I let out a slow breath.

“I’m going to give you one last chance,” I said in a low voice that was more monster than man. “Where. Is. Arya?”

Cora’s lithe body was trembling in my grasp, and the fear in her eyes as she looked up at me was piercing. And oh so satisfying.

She looked hastily back and forth to her friends standing on either side of us, and they both nodded insistently, pleadingly. Like they knew how close I was to ripping her apart if she didn’t answer.

“Okay, okay, fine,” she snapped, but her voice didn’t have the bite her words intended. “She’s in the Simulation Room, okay?”

My eyes widened, and I involuntarily slammed her back against the tree. “What?”

Cora cringed and shrieked in pain, making Letti and Adina whimper and quake beside us.

“W-we set it t-to the lowest vampire level,” Cora went on, as if that fact would help her case.

I squeezed her shoulders painfully, my dragon oh so tempted to crush her frail bones. “You locked her in there with vampires? Her mother was killed by vampires, you heinous bitch.”

Her lack of response and the downward cast of her gaze told me that she knew. She had set the sim to vampires intentionally, to hurt Arya in the worst way imaginable.

I bellowed a dragon’s roar so loud that it shook the tree, loosing leaves to rain down around us. I threw her to the ground.

Her minions dropped to their knees to help her as she scampered away from me.

“It’s just the lowest level,” Cora said defensively. “She’ll probably be fine.”

I closed in on her until my shadow loomed over the trio in the fading blue glow.

“If any harm comes to her in that room, I will make you suffer ten times more,” I promised in a low snarl.

She dared to smirk up at me, a twinkle of malice flashing through the fright in her eyes. “Well, then you’d better run. If you hurry, you might get to her before they do.”

My heart leapt into my throat, the urgency that had been plaguing me for the last hour sprinting into overdrive. I whirled away from the mer bitches without a second thought, darting across the lawn to the gym door with every bit of speed my human form was capable of.

Arya had never been in a sim before. She wouldn’t know that she could really get hurt or how to end the sim if she couldn’t beat it, and she had little training to defend herself. Especially against vampires.

She was in great danger. And my only reason for being at that moment was to get to her before it was too late.
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Chapter 32
Arya

Another whistle streaked through the air, and I tripped on something and face-planted into the foliage. My gaze rapidly shot down to my foot. An arrow had landed right in front of it. I was glad that the arrow had missed me, but now I had lost all momentum.

“Gotcha!”

Strong fingers gripped the hair at the back of my head and yanked me off the ground. I screamed and scratched at the fingers that sent fire into my scalp as my captor turned me to face him.

His face was beautiful. Pale porcelain skin that seemed to glow in the darkness, smooth features that sought to draw you in. But there was an absence of light in his eyes. He wore a simple but elegant black suit, which made the white of his skin stand out even more.

“Aren’t you a tasty morsel?” He sneered, and the flash of fangs that peeked beneath his lips gave proof to my suspicions.

He was a vampire.

My terror escalated, flushing every inch of my skin with white-hot panic. My heart was beating so fast that its cadence in my ears pounded like one solid roar, and I was sure it was about to give out.

It no longer mattered that this was supposed to be a simulation. The iron grip that held me up by my hair was as real as anything else, and I was certain this monster was about to kill me.

“The song of your frantically beating heart is so beautiful,” the demon purred, the tip of his tongue tracing his upper lip and brushing over the points of his sharp teeth. “I love to savor its slowing melody as I drink.”

I couldn’t look away from this beautiful monster, even as it spoke so whimsically about killing me. He was as hypnotizing as he was terrifying.

I couldn’t give in to his spell. I had to fight.

These were the creatures that killed my mom. Images of her lifeless body flashed in my mind. The teeth marks on her neck. The emptiness in her open eyes. The pain of never hearing her voice again, never seeing her smile again. Never finding out what she knew of our world, or why they’d killed her.

This creature took her from me. His kind had stolen all her secrets and love, and I’d never get any of it back. Because of them, everything about her was gone forever. And I despised them for it.

I desperately grabbed onto that hatred, fueling it with my fear and anger. I refused to let them have me too. I was determined to beat this fucking video game nightmare and make the real bastards pay for what they had done to my mother, to me.

A familiar force welled inside me, pooling in my gut, like some untapped power I didn’t have a name for. It intensified my will, the energy it gave me humming through my body like electricity, giving me the strength to fight back.

“Put. Me. Down!” I commanded, my words coming out deep and booming, like the song of a cello.

The vampire’s eyes widened, the impish glee leaving his face as his features smoothed to a completely blank expression. Suddenly, his fingers snapped apart, releasing my hair, and I fell to the ground on my ass.

My butt stung with the impact, and my scalp still screamed with the pain his pull had inflicted, but I ignored both and scrambled backward, staring up at my attacker all the while. I stopped when my head smacked into a tree, and I used the sturdy trunk behind me to pull myself up along its length.

The vampire didn’t move, didn’t react to my movements at all. It was like he was under some sort of spell. Was his programming malfunctioning? Had I said some magic words to stop the sim?

I chanced glances to my left and right, finding the forest was still solidly surrounding me. The sim wasn’t over, I wasn’t free yet. Then what happened to make him let me go and stand there like that? Had I discovered some trick to making him release me, to freezing him?

I wasn’t going to waste time standing here to find out. If this was some glitch, he could snap out of it any minute and grab me right back up again.

I snatched the arrow that stuck into the ground a few feet away from me and bolted in the direction opposite to the statuesque vampire, running as fast and hard as I could through the woods.

My mind raced as I whizzed through the trees and around bushes. If this was like a video game, that meant there had to be a way to beat it. Did that mean I had to kill the vampire? Like actually kill him?

How the fuck was I going to do that? I had only been training in combat skills for a week, and what techniques I had learned would be no match against a vampire. Even if I could transform at will, my mermaid tail wouldn’t help me here. And even if I did have any sort of control over my water powers, I couldn’t see a way to use that against him.

Dammit, why couldn’t I be a phoenix and accidentally start fires like Ashlyn? She’d have burned up that asshole in a heartbeat.

So, if I couldn’t use my shifter abilities or brute strength—which, let’s face it, I didn’t have—then I’d have to defeat this vampire another way. Maybe I could come up with some sort of trap and sneak up on him.

My lungs strained with exhaustion, and I was forced to hunker down beside a bush to swallow hungry gulps of air. I looked down at my right hand to see that I was still gripping the arrow. It wasn’t the typical fiberglass kind I’d seen before. Its shaft was made of a rigid dark metal, and its head was copper.

I remembered from some lecture in Shifter History—or was it Shifter Biology?—that vampires were weakened by copper. I could use this arrow to stab him, and it might actually hurt him.

But how the hell was I going to get close enough to do it? He’d see it coming, with those damned heightened senses.

“So, we’re playing hide and seek, are we?” His ethereal voice echoed through the woods, and I couldn’t tell which direction it was coming from, only that he was a fair distance away.

Should I run? Surely he’d hear my heavy footsteps crunching through the damned brush and snatch me up in an instant.

“I can hear your pretty heart calling to me,” he crooned, his voice sounding closer.

I could try to hide, but for how long? I could climb up a tree or something and just hope he wouldn’t find me, but I couldn’t do that all night. The only way to end this stupid simulation was to beat it, and I couldn’t do that by avoiding my attacker.

I glanced back down at the arrow in my hand, and an insane idea seized me. Before I could let apprehension stop me, I reached for the sharp tip with my left hand and sliced my palm.

The piercing pain was instant, and I stifled a hiss as blood began to seep from the open wound. I pressed my throbbing hand to the ground and smeared my blood into the crumbling leaves.

When I was sure I’d spilled enough blood, I darted toward the left, running as fast as I could to the nearest tree, where I once again streaked a crimson stain on the trunk. The rough bark prodded at my cut, spreading my flesh further apart, and I had to hold my breath to keep the groan of pain locked inside. Blood poured faster, and I told myself it was worth it.

As fast as I could, I smudged my blood on trees and rocks in what I hoped was a circle, though at this point, I couldn’t really tell anymore. But it didn’t matter.

Finally satisfied, I crouched up against a tree facing outside my makeshift circle and used the arrow’s tip to tear a strip of fabric from the bottom hem of my shirt. I wrapped the thin shred around my right palm and tied it with the aid of my teeth, hoping it would be enough to mask my actual scent.

“Did you hurt yourself, love?” the vampire’s voice called, and it sounded like he was only a few feet behind me now.

I covered my mouth and nose with my good hand to muffle my heavy breathing as I heard his footsteps crunching in the brush, praying the smell of my blood littering the space would override the sound of my pounding pulse.

There was a sudden movement in the area behind the tree, and the vampire shouted, “Gotcha!” as he shook the first bush I’d hidden behind.

Though he hadn’t actually found me, fear shot through me so potently I could hardly feel anything else.

His laughter rang out, bouncing off the canopy around us. “Clever little mouse, aren’t you.”

I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing, willing myself to calm so my pulse would slow. I needed to be able to think rationally, and I couldn’t do that with the amount of cortisol currently flooding my system.

“You may have left a chaotic trail of breadcrumbs to throw me off, but it won’t last for long,” he called out. “I will find you. Eventually. And you’ll be all the sweeter when I do.”

I let out a long, slow breath, careful not to make too much noise as I did. He was right. My blood would only distract him for so long. I couldn’t wait it out. If I had any chance of beating this psychotic game, I had to strike while his senses were blurred.

With as much stealth as I could manage, I slowly slid up the back of the tree to a standing position, gripping the arrow tightly. I honed in on my auditory senses, listening for his every movement. He was closing in on my second spot.

How many places had I smeared my blood? I couldn’t even remember anymore. I didn’t want to wait for him to come to me. It was time to face him, but on my terms.

I flicked my gaze to the ground at my feet and quickly scanned the area until I found a decent sized pebble. I quietly bent over to pick it up, then tossed it just on the other side of the tree I leaned up against.

In a flash of motion so swift it caused the shrubs to rustle in the breeze it caused, the vampire was suddenly there.

“Where are you, you little bitch?” the vampire barked.

With the arrow raised in attack position, I swung around the tree as fast and forcefully as I could. His back was to me, and the tip of my arrow was coming down over his neck. My heart jumped with expectation as pre-emptive victory sang in my chest.

But far faster than I could ever hope to move, he spun around to face me, and his porcelain white hand was suddenly clutching my wrist.

“Ah, there you are,” he purred, a slow grin spreading his dark pink lips for a long moment as he held me there.

The next thing I knew, he had me pinned against the trunk of the tree, his teeth latched onto my neck. I tried to scratch him and pry at him, but his ironclad grip had both my arms completely immobilized. I bucked and squirmed, but his body was pressing so close against mine that there was no give anywhere. I couldn’t even slip my leg out from under his.

I was completely trapped, and completely at his mercy.

I shrieked in frustration as my every attempt to even budge proved futile. My grunts quickly turned into cries of desperation as tears blurred my vision. There was no escape. No one was going to come for me.

My senses began to dull, my vision closing in as my awareness ebbed further and further away from me. My pulse slowed against its will, making my limbs feel heavy and sluggish. I knew, somewhere in the haze of my fading consciousness, that he was draining me.

I had lost. This was game over.
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Chapter 33
Arya

“Arya! Arya, wake up!” a familiar voice wafted through the thick fog of my fragile awareness. “Please, wake up!”

As if that voice were a tangible tether, I latched my mind onto it and let it pull me up and up, out of the sea of nothingness that had been my reality for what seemed like a very long time.

Almost instantly, I felt my body around me again, and I strained to open my eyes.

My vision was blurry and unfocused, but I could see Tobias’s handsome face hanging over me, his features etched with panic. Behind him, everything was starkly white, so bright it made me wince.

I wanted to close my eyes and fall back into my stupor, where everything was easy and fine. Here was too bright. Here, my body hurt in so many places, and I didn’t want to feel it.

“No, keep your eyes open,” Tobias encouraged. The desperate plea in his tone hooked into my heart and kept me from sinking, no matter what I wanted.

I felt him pull me up into his arms, and weak as I was, I let him cradle me against his chest. Despite the pain screaming in my neck, being held by him like this felt so good, so comforting, that I could almost tolerate the pain. And it wasn’t like I had any strength or energy to pull away or seek help, so I was beyond content to just melt into his warm embrace.

He felt so strong, so safe. If I were to disappear back into the abyss now, here in his arms like this, would I be able to take his comfort with me? I’d have no reason to ever wake again.

I realized suddenly that he was talking as he patted a hand over the side of my head, but I couldn’t pay attention to what he was saying. The way he touched me made me feel so cared for. Precious, even. It was all I could focus on.

His fingers found my chin and tilted my head up to look at him.

“How badly hurt are you?” he asked.

I didn’t really understand his question. I knew my neck was killing me, and I felt weak, but I couldn’t remember why. I couldn’t really remember anything before the nothingness he’d pulled me from.

I opened my mouth, stuck for an answer for a moment.

“I… I don’t know,” I eventually mumbled.

With my chin gently between his fingers, he turned my head to inspect the side of my neck that hurt so badly, and I heard him suck in a breath.

“We have to get you to the infirmary immediately,” he said. “You’ve lost so much blood.”

Blood?...

Like an avalanche, the preceding events crashed in on me so violently that I jolted against him and nearly jumped out of his hold. The simulation. The vampire. The mer bitches that had locked me in there.

“No, not the infirmary!” I insisted.

The room around us came into clarity. The walls, floor, and ceiling were once again a glaring white. The simulation was over, though after having survived, I wasn’t so sure now that none of it had been real. Because I was out of it, and the pain in my neck was still very real. The weakness in my limbs was very real. How could a computerized illusion do that?

“What? Why on earth not?”

Anger bubbled up inside of me, mixed with a fair bit of embarrassment.

“Cora, Letti, and Adina were the ones who trapped me in here,” I admitted, glaring down at my lap. “If we go to the infirmary, I’ll have to tell Caesar what happened.”

Tobias stared down at me with confusion, like nothing I was saying made any sense. He shook his head in an almost irritated fashion. “I don’t see the problem. They should be punished for what they did to you.”

“No. I don’t want to give them the satisfaction of knowing how badly their little stunt hurt me.” My voice cracked, and I suddenly felt like I was on the verge of falling apart. The impact of what those girls did, what they intended, was only just starting to hit me, and I didn’t want to process it right now.

I took a steadying breath before I continued, garnering my strength. “And I don’t want to be a tattletale either. The mers have enough reasons to hate me as it is. I don’t want them thinking I need Caesar to protect me. If I’m going to get back at them, it will be on my own terms.”

He looked at me for a long moment, different emotions swirling in his amber eyes as he considered my argument. Finally, he let out a rueful breath.

“Okay. I know a harpy who owes me a favor. We’ll get you to him and no one will have to know about what happened tonight.”

Relief washed over me, mixing with a growing tide of gratitude at his rescue. I twisted my fingers into the fabric of his shirt and clung to him.

“Thank you.” For everything.

He gave me a gentle answering squeeze, then pecked the top of my head.

“I’ll send him a text,” he said, shifting our combined weight so he could reach his phone in his back pocket with his free hand.

I listened as he tapped out a text message, savoring the feel of him as so many thoughts and emotions tumbled around in my head.

There was no doubt in my mind that I had almost died in this room. If Tobias hadn’t shown up when he did, I would have. Had Cora and her lemmings meant to get rid of me? Did they actually hate me so much that they wanted me dead?

And Tobias. How? Was it just a happy accident that he found me here? How did he stop the simulation?

I relaxed against his chest, inhaling the dark, smokey scent of him. It didn’t really matter how or why he came to be here, but it did matter that it was him who came. It couldn’t have been anyone else. And I was so unbelievably grateful to him, I couldn’t even begin to put it into words.

Tobias’s phone made a swoop sound, and he put it back in his pocket.

“He’s on his way. He should be here soon.”

I nodded, nuzzling into him with the gesture.

“How did you find me?” I couldn’t help but ask.

His body stiffened around me, his muscles tensing and heat radiating off of him.

“I was out for a jog when I saw those three bitches snickering about something,” he ground out. “When I confronted them, they told me what they’d done to you, and I came running. I should have known Adina was up to something the way she was buddying up to you.”

Rage and betrayal simmered in my veins, just below the shame and hurt. I had really thought Adina was becoming a true friend. I had fallen for her act, hook, line, and sinker. I was such a fucking fool.

“They actually wanted me to die,” I mourned softly.

Tobias let out a sigh, the gesture somehow sounding conflicted.

“The simulations aren’t meant to kill you,” he said. “They’re programmed to stop when you either tap out or can no longer continue to fight. Maybe they thought you knew that.”

I frowned, popping my head backward so I could look at his face. “How the hell do you tap out? If I had known that was an option, I would’ve taken it immediately.”

He shrugged noncommittally. “You just basically say out loud that you give up. Then the simulation ends.”

I closed my eyes in a moment of self-irritation. I had thought some form of those words a dozen times when I was in the sim, and now he was telling me that if I had just said them, I would have been fine? Fuck my life.

I huffed out a breath. “Okay, so barring that, it would’ve stopped just before it killed me?”

His jaw ticked on both sides, and sorrow darkened his blazing eyes. “When I got here, the vampire had just bitten you, and it took me a few seconds to abort the damned program. I believe that if I’d been a few seconds later, it would’ve ended when you passed.”

Something twinkled in his eyes, something dangerous and painful, and I wasn’t sure he believed what he’d said.

“I’ve only heard of two deaths in the sim’s history, and those were on the higher levels, and were the result of complications after the fact and not in the simulation itself.”

I took a moment to let that information set in.

“How is it even possible?” I asked, the question having plagued me from the moment the room turned into a forest. “How could a projection look and smell so real? Hell, how could a computer program bite me and actually suck my blood out? Is there some kind of magic to it?”

He shook his head. “No, not magic, and not a projection either. From what I understand, it’s nanotechnology. You can see it and smell it and feel it because, in a sense, it is real. The nanites in this room can form any object and are controlled completely by the programming in the control panel.”

I tried to concentrate on his explanation, but my growing awareness meant the bite in my neck was hurting much more. I hissed and put my hand to it, but the feel of the wet mangled flesh made me flinch and gasp.

Tobias took my fluttering hand and held it against his chest, rubbing his thumb lightly over the top of it.

“Hold on, Ajax should be here any minute. I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. I should’ve been here.”

I could hear the anger in his voice, and I didn’t want him to be angry at himself. He didn’t deserve that. This wasn’t his fault.

“I’m just glad you got here at all,” I said. “If you hadn’t come and the sim had stopped when I passed out… I’d have died by morning, wouldn’t I? I’d have bled out before anyone found me. It would have looked like a stupid accident.”

Tobias held me tighter. “I don’t know what I’d do if—”

Seconds after footsteps pounded down the hallway, a hyper blond boy burst into the room. He looked to be a few years younger than Tobias.

“Dude, I’m sorry, I got here as fast as I—” His eyes widened as he finally took me in. “Holy shit, she’s fucking bleeding out! You weren’t kidding!”

“No shit, Sherlock. So shut the hell up and heal her,” Tobias ordered.

“Yep.” The boy, Ajax apparently, came to my side and dropped to his knees to examine me closer. After a few quick glances over my body, he asked. “Just the neck?”

“Not sure, but we can check for other wounds after her neck is sealed,” Tobias said.

“Right.” Ajax nodded and obediently pressed a hand to the bite mark on my neck.

“Ahh!” I squawked at the brash touch to my wounded flesh.

“Sorry, but there’s no way around it,” Ajax said with a frown. “But after a few seconds, you’ll be fine.”

I wanted to bite his damn arm off for pressing so callously to my agonized neck. Why the hell did he have to do that anyway? As a matter of fact, how was a harpy supposed to heal me? I scrutinized Ajax, and he clearly hadn’t brought any medical supplies with him. Not even so much a bandaid. How the hell—?

A soft golden glow illuminated the corner of my vision toward the side he was touching, at the same time that a powerful but soothing warmth started beneath his palm. It felt so nice, like the kiss of the sun on a warm spring day, the kind of heat that makes you want to bask in it rather than flee from it.

It was like only my neck was in the most relaxing hot tub ever created, and I no longer minded at all that he was touching me.

“Okay, that looks good.” Ajax suddenly pulled his hand from the side of my neck, making me feel oddly at a loss for the sensation.

“Let me see,” Tobias said, craning his own neck to inspect mine.

And I realized that, even though the incredible warmth was gone, so was the screaming pain. I tentatively lifted my hand toward it and touched my fingertip testingly to the surface of my skin. There were no bumps or dips, not wet liquid. Nothing but smooth, unblemished skin. Not that I could see it, but it didn’t even feel like I had scars from the teeth punctures.

I snapped my head up at Ajax in shock and amazement. “You can heal people. Is that a harpy power?”

Ajax blinked at me, then looked at Tobias. “We’d better check her head. It sounds like she might have hit it pretty hard.”

I swatted his hand away as he moved to scrutinize my scalp. “I didn’t hit my head. I’m just new to shifters, and I didn’t know harpies could do that.”

Ajax looked questioningly at Tobias again, and Tobias nodded. “Okay, well, do you know if you got hurt anywhere else?”

I pursed my lips, taking a mental inventory of all the sensations throughout my body. From as much as I could tell, nothing else hurt.

“No, I don’t think so,” I concluded.

“Well, we should do a full body examination anyway,” Ajax said, nodding enthusiastically. “Let’s get this shirt off.”

He reached for the bottom of my shirt, and Tobias’s free hand shot to grab his wrist with a speed and ferocity that surprised me.

“Wanna lose that hand?” Tobias snarled dangerously, and I could almost swear I saw wisps of smoke trailing up from his flared nostrils.

“Whoa, easy.” Ajax wrenched his forearm free of Tobias’s death grip and held both hands in the air in a submissive gesture. “I’m just doing what you asked me to do.”

While I had to admit it was kinda hot that Tobias had defended my honor like that, or whatever it was, I also didn’t want anyone else to get hurt tonight.

“Oh, that’s right, my hand,” I said when the memory came to me.

I untucked my right hand from where it was smooshed between me and Tobias and unfolded it in front of me. The gash I’d slit with the arrow was still there, smeared with my blood. Odd that it only hurt once I remembered it was there, and now that I didn’t have the searing pain in my neck overriding my senses, it definitely hurt. Kind of like a papercut, but tenfold.

“Here.” I offered my hand to Ajax, and this time, I didn’t wince at his rough treatment as he clasped his hand over it.

The warmth came, and I couldn’t help but smile as I marveled at the now familiar tingling sensation. Just like before, it was over too quickly, and I missed the heat when he let go.

“Is there anything else?” Ajax asked, somewhat impatient now.

Tobias looked down at me assessingly.

I shook my head, certain that I hadn’t suffered any more injuries. And if I had, well, they wouldn’t be more than scrapes and I’d live.

“Alright, so…we good?” Ajax asked, gazing at Tobias expectantly. It made me wonder what sort of favor he owed Tobias, but I wasn’t going to get into that right now.

“We’re good,” Tobias told him gruffly.

“Sweet.” Ajax popped to his feet. “In that case, the next time you need my services, it’ll be my usual fee. Later.”

He gave us a two-finger wave before heading out the door with a spring in his step.

“Okay, well, that was weird,” I said after a brief silence when we were alone again. “But, um, thank you for doing that.”

He shook his head, a scowl weighing down his eyebrows. “I should’ve done so much more. I should’ve—”

I pressed a finger to his lips. “Tobias, there was nothing more you could’ve done. And the very fact that you came at all, that you saved me…”

My emotions at that fact were spilling over inside me, suddenly too much for me to handle. I wanted to kiss him and never stop. I wanted to hold him tight and never let go.

“It means more to me than you will ever know,” I admitted finally. “So please, don’t beat yourself up over what could’ve happened or what didn’t. You saved my life. And I owe you a debt I have no idea how to repay.”

His expression still looked somber and self-deprecating, his gaze decidedly cast away from mine.

How could I show him that what he did was more than enough? That I was so grateful for him always being there, even when I didn’t necessarily want him to be. It almost felt unfair that I had all this gratitude shining inside me and he was unwilling or unable to accept it.

I cupped the side of his face and gently turned it toward mine so that he had to look at me.

“Have you eaten yet? I’m guessing the cafeteria’s closed, but we could share another after hours snack together. Like old times.” I smirked playfully, even though “old times” was only just a week ago.

He looked at me with that steely gaze for a moment, then his sullen exterior finally cracked and he huffed a laugh. “Only if you load up on fish and seaweed.”

“Deal,” I said with a wide smile.

We both got to our feet, and to my mortified irritation, my legs were still a little wobbly. He gripped my hips with both hands to help stabilize me, but his intimate touch warmed me so thoroughly that it made my legs feel even more like noodles.

He arched a brow at me, a playful expression tugging his lips. “Do I need to carry you to the cafeteria?”

I rolled my eyes even while I slung my arm around his neck for support. “No, but just until I get some food, I’d appreciate a helping hand.”

He bit down on a smile. “You got it.”

Our gazes lingered for long seconds as he held me upright, his eyes drawing me in like magnets. And suddenly, I couldn’t hold back anymore.

I leaned in and touched my lips to his. He held me tighter, his palm flattening against my lower back. It wasn’t heated and passionate like our kiss at the party. There was no anger or jealousy or possessiveness in this moment, but softer, more tender emotions that were just as raw.

Our mouths didn’t open, our tongues didn’t touch, and we let each other go at the same time, looking at each other for a long moment.

“Let’s go get you some food,” he said breathily.

I nodded, noting my own shortness of breath. How had such a chaste kiss taken both of our breaths away?

He walked me across the campus and into the main building. There were students in the great hall, but none of them paid us any attention as I hobbled with one arm slung over Tobias’s shoulders into the cafeteria. I was grateful for that. I had no patience for dealing with the gossip train tonight.

Just as I suspected, the cafeteria was empty, the buffet station closed up. Tobias escorted me to the kitchen, which was thankfully unlocked again, and he helped me to a chair up against the counter—the same chair I’d been sitting in when we first met.

He went about preparing various food items for us on plates and popping them in the microwave, then brought them to the counter and sat across from me, just like that first night.

I couldn’t help but smile. I’d had no idea then how much I would come to feel for this beautiful, stoic boy. Not that I really understood exactly how I felt about him now, but whatever these feelings were, they were deep. The kind that could be just as devastating as they were wonderful.

We ate our food in comfortable silence, our eyes meeting and locking for micro eternities intermittently as we chewed. I heard in a movie once that a real connection was being content to be quiet with someone for longer than five minutes. That’s what this felt like. I didn’t feel anxious or uncomfortable or need to fill the air between us with words.

I could sit in this moment with him forever.

Eventually, he looked down as if thinking hard about something, then looked back up at me with purpose in his eyes.

“Seeing as you didn’t die in the sim room,” he began with a chuckle that was meant to be playful.

I grimaced.

“Too soon?” he asked.

I pursed my lips. “Maybe. But continue.”

He hesitated a few seconds before going on, and it was kind of cute how timid he suddenly seemed. “I was wondering if you might consider having a proper meal with me tomorrow night. On purpose. Outside of the school.”

I blinked at him a few times, a smirk quirking the edges of my lips. “Are you asking me out on a…date?”

He smiled. “Yes. Yes, I am.”

I bit my lip to hide the fact that my breath was hitching in my throat. “And your friends won’t happen to be there, like the party?”

He shook his head. “Nope. Just the two of us. A proper date.”

The butterflies in my stomach were doing somersaults. Hell, it was a veritable Cirque Du Soleil in my gut.

Even if I wasn’t drowning in gratitude, and even if I wasn’t so flooded with relief that I wanted to take life by the horns and ride the hell out of it, my answer would have always been the same. When it came to Tobias, it was always inevitable.

My smirk turned into a full-on grin that I couldn’t contain if I tried. “Yes.”
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Chapter 34
Tobias

One would think that after a lifetime of perfecting the art of bottling up my emotions, I’d be an expert at it, but as I walked Arya to her room, acting calm and rational was one of the most difficult things I’d ever done.

I wanted to hunt down the three sea witches and burn them to a crisp. I wanted to go back to the Simulation Room and use my dragon fury to destroy it so that it could never threaten Arya again. I wanted to encase Arya in a bulletproof straight jacket so that no harm could ever come to her again.

But I didn’t do any of those things.

I somehow maintained my composure until Arya was safely inside her room, assuring her that I would see her tomorrow night for our date.

I hadn’t actually meant to ask her out. Honestly, when I did, I wasn’t even thinking about Arthur’s damned ultimatum. I was only thinking about her, how grateful I was that she hadn’t gotten hurt, how much she clearly needed my protection. That the more I could be around her, the safer she’d be.

And now that she had finally closed the door, I needed to find a way to vent my overwhelming emotions before they burned their way out of me and took the entire school with them.

I strode back to the gym, shoved my earbuds into my ears, and blared the angriest heavy metal I could find while I turned my murderous rage on a punching bag.

Tonight had made me aware of three very big problems, and I didn’t yet have a clue what to do about any of them.

Problem number one: Arya had no idea how to defend herself.

My knuckles cracked against the leather as I threw an uppercut, and my blood began to pepper the bag as I continued to punch it.

I’d seen dozens of mers beat that sim before on their first try. Granted, most students weren’t assigned to the Simulation Room until several months into their defensive training, and every mer that had ever gone in had been an expert at their shifter skills since birth.

Arya had a few handicaps, being that she only just found out about her true nature a week ago and she hadn’t figured out how to control her shift, which was its own problem.

But I watched Arya on the screen for those seconds before I managed to shut the damn thing off. That vampire had snatched her so quickly. Just in that short burst of time, I’d considered half a dozen ways she could’ve evaded his attack. But she didn’t know those techniques. She was nowhere near prepared for that scenario.

Which brought me to problem number two: if Arya was the siren from the prophecy, she was more vulnerable than I realized.

My fist hit the bag, sending bits of charred leather and stuffing flying around it. I paused to look at my hand. Tendrils of steam and smoke were wafting upward from it. I scowled in frustration.

Caesar wasn’t going to be happy that I’d ruined one of the punching bags, and now that I’d scorched a hole into it, I couldn’t exactly keep abusing it. I didn’t want to make a bigger mess for myself to clean up.

So I trudged over to one of the treadmills and started running, the pent-up energy still threatening to incinerate me from the inside out.

The fact that vampires had attacked Arya’s house and killed her mother couldn’t have been a coincidence. Vampires don’t just kill people in their homes. Usually, their attacks are random, and always in the open, in secluded areas like alleys, tunnels, and under bridges.

They could still be hunting for her. She didn’t know how to shift, didn’t know how to control her powers. And if that weren’t bad enough, she couldn’t physically defend herself against a low-level vampire. One that technically wasn’t really trying to kill her.

And if she really was the siren from the prophecy, she’d have to stand up against Hadrian and the entire vampire army.

I smelled the smoke before I saw it. I slowed my run to a jog so I could look down. My uniform shirt was burning from the heat of my skin, holes forming in random spots and eating away at it as the material turned to ash.

Growling, I tore the shreds of my shirt the rest of the way off and discarded the charred bits to the floor beside the treadmill before kicking into a sprint.

Maybe she wasn’t the prophesied siren. Maybe the vampire attack on her mother had nothing to do with Arya but her mother instead.

It would be better if she wasn’t, if she turned out to be just a lost mermaid. Then I wouldn’t have to worry about vampires hunting her down. I wouldn’t have to worry about what my father would do with her if she was. He would turn her into a weapon. He’d take all of her goodness and squash it and mold it until she was the perfect soldier. Just like he’d done to me.

A hand suddenly waved in a wide arc in front of me, making me jump so hard that I almost tripped face-first onto the speeding belt beneath my feet.

I hopped off the device and pulled the blaring buds from my ears.

Brett and Niko were standing on the other side of the treadmill, looking at me with playful smirks on their faces.

“What are you doing? And why are you shirtless?” Brett asked, eyeing my bare chest up and down.

I stuffed my buds into my pocket. “My shirt burned off.”

I watched as both their eyes found the crispy remains of my shirt on the floor next to my feet.

“And I saw that you burned a hole in one of the punching bags.” Niko pointed his thumb behind him at said bag. “Are you okay, man?”

I bent to pick up my shirt and sauntered over to the nearest bench, sagging onto the edge of it. “How did you know I’d be here?”

They followed me, standing in front of me as I chugged a bottle of water.

“Well, you weren’t in the dining hall, or your room, or the Avian common room, and really, this is the only other place you hang out,” Niko said.

“Which is really pretty sad,” Brett commented. “You need to get out more.”

I arched a brow at him as I gave him a sideways glance.

“So, spill. What’s got you burning shit?” Niko prodded.

I let out a heavy sigh, realizing that they weren’t going to drop it…and that maybe I didn’t want to bottle it all up inside anymore.

“Cora, Adina, and Letti locked Arya in the Simulation Room earlier tonight,” I explained. “I barely showed up in time to stop it before she—” I broke off, unable to say the last word.

The goofy looks on their faces slid right off, their mouths popping open.

“Oh shit,” Brett said.

I nodded, my lips in a flat line.

“Did you tell Caesar?” Niko asked.

“Fuck no,” Brett barked, slapping Niko’s chest with the back of his hand. “The mers already hate her. If she ratted them out, they’d make her life a living hell.”

Niko’s resulting frown mimicked my own.

“My thoughts exactly,” I said gravely, although I wanted to do everything possible to hurt those girls for what they’d done.

A silence fell over us for a moment, until I finally decided to break it.

“That’s not the only thing,” I began, then I told them everything. I told them about the prophecy Celeste had about a siren who would destroy Hadrian. I told them that Arthur was certain Arya was that siren, that he’d ordered me to befriend her, and that if I didn’t make her my girlfriend, he’d ship me off to the military prematurely.

“So tonight, after I saved her from the sim, I asked her out officially,” I said. “We have a dinner date tomorrow night.”

They both gawked at me with more serious expressions than I’d ever seen either of them wear, Brett especially.

“Wow, man, that’s pretty heavy,” Brett said finally, rubbing the back of his neck. “I knew your dad was a first-class asshole, but damn, that’s fucked up.”

“How do you feel about Arya?” Niko’s eyes held a knowing glint. He usually saw through my masks. “You like her.”

Brett snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Yeah. You totally like her. Why not date her? I mean, there are definitely worse things the General could order you to do.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheek and looked away from them. They didn’t know about the curse on my bloodline, that if I fell in love with her, she’d never love me back, and vice versa. Which brought me to problem number three, and I wasn’t ready to say those words out loud. I was barely able to admit them to myself.

I bounced off the bench and walked toward the garbage can to toss my ruined shirt. “Let’s just go back to the dorms. I’m exhausted after my workout.”

We headed out of the gym, passing the destroyed punching bag I’d have to reimburse Caesar for. But that was the least of my worries.

Because as I followed my friends across the lawn toward the main building, I couldn’t stop thinking about my biggest problem of all.

I had imprinted on Arya.

And one way or another, we were both going to get burned.

~The End~

Are you dying to know what happens next? Continue this thrilling series with Dark Embers, Dark Shifter Academy Book 2!
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