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Chapter 1
Arya

I brushed my fingertips over my neck as the warm water rained over me from the shower faucet. Though the skin was smooth and unblemished, with not even a trace of scars from the bite I’d endured last night, I could still feel the vampire’s fangs in my neck.

With trembling hands, I soaped up my loofa and began scrubbing myself.  I had various cuts and bruises from my imprisonment in the sim room, but nothing that would have needed the healing touch of that over-eager harpy.  While I was grateful for him healing the bite wound, I didn’t want his hands on me any more than absolutely necessary.

I closed my eyes and let the water spill over my face, but all I saw was that vampire’s face. I squeezed my eyelids, trying to push out those flashes, but it didn’t work. So, with a sigh, I turned off the water and stepped out of the shower stall in my bathroom to towel off.

My night had been restless. When I did sleep, it was only in short bursts, and I was right back in that forest, caged in the vampire’s arms as he drained me. I’d wake up in a cold sweat, toss and turn for a while until I fell asleep, and the cycle repeated. I’d hoped that the shower would help relax me.

No such luck.

I put on my uniform and braided my hair because I didn’t have the mental energy to dry it. I was really dreading coming face-to-face with the mer bitches this morning. Part of me was so filled with anger toward them that I wanted to lash out at them. My fists clenched around my strands of hair just thinking about it.

The other part of me, the frightened little girl inside that only ever wanted to be accepted, was deeply wounded—and scared.

The mer girls hated me enough to try and kill me. They’d set up this elaborate hoax to get me close to one of them—Adina—so that she could lock me in that room. How far were they willing to go to get rid of me?

Would they poison my food? Drown me in the pool with their water manipulation during class? Or just sneak into my room in the dead of night and strangle me in my sleep?

I got to the end of my hair and wrapped a hair tie around the base of the braid, letting out a long breath. All of those scenarios led me to the same conclusion: I needed to get a handle on my powers as soon as possible. And I really needed to amp up my fighting skills, which were pretty much nonexistent at the moment.

I sat on the side of my bed for several minutes, debating when I should venture out to the dining hall. Should I rush out and get there early, try to finish my breakfast before Cora showed up? Or should I wait until the tail end and hope they’d already be gone?

“You know what, fuck it.” I hopped off my bed and strode with purpose out of my bedroom and into the hall.

I wasn’t going to hide in my room like a coward. My mother raised me better than that. I wasn’t the one who’d done anything wrong, and I’d be damned if I was going to let them see how much their little stunt had affected me.

With my head held high, I walked through the halls like I owned the place, passing every mer without a glance like they were invisible to me. I was almost hoping that I’d run into the sea witch trio so that I could flaunt my confidence and show them how little they mattered to me.

I made it to the dining hall unscathed, though, and my mood instantly lifted when I saw Tobias sitting with our little circle of friends.

The stoically sexy dragon prince had clearly been watching the entrance for my arrival, and when his amber eyes met mine across the hall, they burned with an intensity that scorched every inch of me from the inside out.

He offered me an impish smirk that looked so damn gorgeous on his dark pink lips. My cheeks heated, and I was pretty sure my entire body was blushing, even the butterflies flapping around excitedly in my stomach. I grinned stupidly and waved before gesturing with the point of my index finger that I was going to get breakfast before joining them.

I rushed through the buffet line, grabbing random foods in my eagerness to get to him.

Last night had changed everything between us. It wasn’t just that he’d rescued me when I needed him most or that he’d threatened the mer bitches in my honor, but he’d been so vulnerable as he held me, his heart shining right through his liquid fire eyes as he looked at me like I was the only person in the world.

I felt a deep connection to him that I couldn't shake, a need to be close to him when I wasn’t. It was like the world was bitterly cold and dimly gray, and he was my sheltering flame, giving me the warmth I craved and illuminating the brilliant colors that hid in the darkness.

Until last night, he’d played tug-of-war with my heart, pulling me in only to push me away. I knew it was a front for some part of himself he didn’t like—a defense mechanism to keep him from getting too close and ultimately getting hurt. Whatever he was hiding that he didn’t want me to see, I hoped that last night showed him that he didn’t have to hide it anymore.

I set my tray on the open place at the table between Tobias and Ashlyn and sat down.

“Hi,” I said, locking eyes with Tobias and still unable to wipe the stupid grin off my face.

“Hi,” he said back, his gaze smoldering into mine and making me ache.

We stared at each other for a long moment, and I almost forgot there were other people at the table with us.

Ashlyn waved a hand in front of my face between us, snapping me out of my sappy daze. “Okay, what’s up with you two?”

I turned to face her, my gaze raking over the faces of Niko and Brett, who were wearing knowing smirks.

“Didn’t you hear?” Brett asked.

Ashlyn’s eyes narrowed with suspicion on me, just as mine did on Brett. “Hear what?”

Brett leaned in and said in a hushed tone, “Cora and her friends locked Arya in the sim room last night, and Tobias showed up just in time to get her out.”

“They did WHAT?!” Ashlyn snapped, slapping her hand on the table so loud that every head in the dining hall turned our way.

“Shhh!” I hissed, putting an assertive but calming hand on hers in a desperate attempt to dispel the attention we’d garnered.

Then I turned to Tobias. “You told them?”

He let out a breath, schooling his features as he nodded. “They’re my best friends, and I needed to talk through some things last night after.”

I frowned. I couldn’t blame him for needing to vent about it. But Brett had a big mouth! I didn’t want this getting out, and he was the last person I wanted to know. Well, okay, Caesar and Celeste were the last people I wanted to know, and if Brett knew, it wouldn’t be long before it got to them.

Shit.

“Omigod, are you okay?” Ashlyn asked at a much more private volume, eyeing me up and down as if looking for obvious injuries.

“Yeah, a little worse for wear, but all in one piece,” I said vaguely. I wasn’t in a place to share any gory details just yet. I may never be. I just wanted to forget it ever happened.

“Did you tell Caesar? Or Celeste?” she prodded.

I shook my head obstinately. “No, and I’m not going to.”

“What? Why not?” she insisted, getting more animated by the second.

“Because I don’t want them knowing they got to me,” I explained, shoving my hands between my thighs as my knuckles ached to curl up. “And I don’t want to look like a snitch who can’t handle her own shit.”

Ashlyn groaned an exasperated sound, shaking her head several times and biting her lips. “I am going to burn those bitches to a crisp!”

“Oh, trust me, I was incredibly tempted to do that already,” Tobias commented, crossing his arms over his broad chest.

“I’d like to see that,” Brett snickered.

“No one is going to do anything,” I warned, then glared at Brett. “Or say anything.”

He mimed locking his lips and throwing away the key before holding up both hands in surrender. “My lips are sealed. Promise. I won’t rat you out and make you look like a snitch.”

I eyed him a few seconds longer to make sure the warning stuck. “Good. Because I don’t need this becoming the hot gossip around school. I just want to forget it ever happened.”

I put my forehead into my palm as the stress compiled into a frenzy in my head, then ran my hand over the top of my pulled-back hair to center myself. A gentle hand landed on my shoulder, and I looked at Tobias as he squeezed the tight muscles there, the heat from his touch instantly relieving the tension.

“Okay, so I get that Tobias, like, saved you or whatever,” Ashlyn interrupted, clearly noticing the exchange. “So, is that why you’re all touchy and gooey with each other all of a sudden?”

Tobias’s hand fell away, and his posture stiffened, and my cheeks heated anew as I looked at my friend.

“Well, um, I guess, sorta,” I stammered, feeling very much in the spotlight all of a sudden. “We are actually going out tonight.”

I stole a glance at him as if asking for permission to share this information. He didn’t look at me, and judging by the glances Niko and Brett exchanged, they clearly already knew that, too. That fact was oddly comforting.

“Yay! Finally!” Ashlyn squealed, then pointed a finger at Tobias as she grilled him with her eyes. “Don’t screw it up this time.”

He snorted a laugh. “I’ll try not to.” His tone was playful, but the look in his eyes was sincere.

I was really getting uncomfortable having my trauma and love life be the center of discussion, so I proposed a change of subject.

“Well, now that that’s all out in the open…” I cleared my throat, “I was wondering if you guys could give me advice on my Shifter Bio paper on imprinting.”

Beside me, Tobias shifted uncomfortably. Maybe he was getting just as tired of being in the limelight, too.

“Oh, yeah, I remember that assignment from last year,” Niko said. “I thought it was fun.”

“Psh, you would,” Brett snarked.

Niko shrugged. “What? It’s interesting. Who doesn’t find the science behind mating bonds interesting?”

“I do,” Ashlyn interjected, wearing her own goofy grin.

I couldn’t help but wonder when she would get up the courage to ask him out. They were both phoenixes, and it was so painfully obvious that she liked him, yet he didn’t seem to have a clue.

Men are stupid sometimes.

“What famous shifter couple did you write about?” I asked. “I’ve been studying the history books, but I feel lost; I don’t know where to start.”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Actually, I interviewed Mrs. Sharp and her husband. You know he imprinted on her, right? They were happy to share their story with me.”

“Oh. That’s a great idea. I would have never thought of that!” I exclaimed, my excitement building.

He smiled, and I could see why Ashlyn liked him so much. “I don’t think many students ever do. Just don’t tell her you got the idea from me.”

“Okay. Thanks.”

The bell rang for first period, and having realized I hadn’t even touched my food yet, I started shoving eggs and bacon into my mouth in a less-than-ladylike fashion. Ashlyn, Niko, and Brett joined the other students in exiting the dining hall, but Tobias stayed behind, not seeming to mind that I was gobbling my food like a fat kid at an all-you-can-eat buffet.

“Are you okay after…everything?” he asked, folding his arms on top of the table and leaning closer.

A lump formed in my throat, which made it hard to swallow my mouthful of food.

“Yeah, I’ll be fine,” I lied, and the dubious arch of his eyebrow told me he saw right through it.

But he didn’t push the issue.

“Are we still on for tonight?” The index finger of his closest hand reached out from under his elbow to brush against my arm, sending shivers racing up my spine.

My grin returned in full force. “Definitely.”

“Good. Meet me on the platform at six?”

I nodded. “Sounds good.”

He rose to stand, then bent over to plant a soft kiss on my forehead before joining the last wave of students into the Great Hall, leaving me feeling frozen in his absence.

How was I going to survive this dark and dangerous boy? He was either going to be the warmth that sustained me or the funeral pyre that destroyed me. And I was helpless not to be a moth to his flame.
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Chapter 2
Arya

I had to run across campus to make it to Shifter Biology in time, barely making it through the classroom door as the final bell rang. Of course, all the other students were already seated and had their full attention on me. Panting and mouth dry, I did my best to compose myself and act like I hadn’t just sprinted the length of two football fields as I walked to my desk.

As I crossed the room, I forced my glance not to stray in Adina’s direction in the back row, but I could feel her heated gaze on me like the laser target of a sniper’s rifle. I kept an airy, devil-may-care expression on my face, reminding myself with each step that she hadn’t defeated me, and that she was never going to.

So far, she and her horrible friends had treated me like garbage unworthy of them. Well, I was going to do the same to them, but instead of giving them negative attention, I wouldn’t give them any at all. From this point on, they’d be invisible to me, and I wouldn’t so much as acknowledge any of them even if they were on fire.

I settled into my desk, and Mrs. Sharp started her lecture. She gave a few examples of known couples that had an imprint between them, displaying outward signs and behaviors of the imprinted shifter.

“The most widely agreed-upon behavior present in an imprint is overprotectiveness on the part of the imprinted,” Mrs. Sharp said. “The imprinted partner will have a heightened sensitivity to their mate’s safety and well-being and tend to put their own safety at risk to ensure the safety of their mate. There have even been cases of ESP, where the imprinted partner senses their mate is in danger when the two are apart and feels compelled to come to their aid.”

She tapped a button on her keyboard, and the slideshow flipped to the next PowerPoint page, which was a black and white photograph of a half-naked man in shredded clothing pulling a woman up over the edge of a cliff.

“ Wyatt and Esther Young are the most notable example of this,” she continued. “In 1943, the two were hiking the Appalachian Mountains in search of weres who might be in hiding so that they could help them transition back to life among humans.

“It is reported that they got separated, both tailing different trails, when Esther slipped and nearly fell off a cliffside. Wyatt was on the other side of the mountain and couldn’t possibly have heard her cry for help. And yet, not only did he immediately sense that his mate was in danger, he instinctively knew where to find her and how to get to her.”

I was so engaged in the lecture that I barely registered a hand shooting up to my right in my peripheral vision.

“Yes, Amelia?” Mrs. Sharp asked.

“So, how does that work?” Amelia asked. “Is that sense sort of like visions for mer seers? Do they see what’s happening to their mate?

Mrs. Sharp pursed her lips, shook her head, and stepped out from behind her desk. “No, it sounds like it’s less a mystical experience and more of a chemical experience. When a shifter imprints on someone, they become so finely tuned to their mate’s pheromone signature that they can sense it even over great distances. Wyatt could sense the fear that Esther was excreting, and his instincts followed her scent to her location.”

“Does that mean he could smell her?” Amelia prompted.

“Yes and no,” Mrs. Sharp replied, seeming so invested in the topic that she didn’t notice Jackson passing notes with another were.

I wanted to wad up a sheet of paper and throw it at his head. How could anyone not find this information fascinating? But I didn’t need any more of a reputation than I already had, and it wasn’t like I had any paper, anyway.

“From what we’ve studied, the imprinted shifter isn’t aware of an actual odor,” Mrs. Sharp continued. “Many shifter species have experienced smelling fear, and it does have a distinct scent to it—just like lust.

“But in a situation like this, the fear in the pheromone signature bypasses the olfactory center of the brain and is detected directly by the amygdala—the part of the brain related to primitive instincts, such as fight-or-flight.

“Oftentimes, the imprinted partner isn’t aware of the trigger for what it is—a sign that their mate is in danger. They simply experience severe anxiety and an impulse to follow the signature, only recognizing the danger when they find their mate.”

“Sounds like it sucks to imprint on someone,” Jackson snickered under his breath, and I rolled my eyes in irritation.

“Thank you for your opinion, Mr. Hughes,” Mrs. Sharp said pointedly at him. “You and Mr. Black have just earned yourselves weekend detention.”

Jackson and the boy next to him groaned and folded their arms indignantly as snickers rose from the rest of the class. I smirked, spitefully pleased that Mrs. Sharp wasn’t as oblivious to their antics as she appeared to be. She was proving to be just as sharp as her last name implied.

The bell rang, announcing the end of the period, and I took my time gathering my things to let the other students file out so that I could have a moment alone with our teacher.

While I waited, I recognized Adina’s form walking slowly past me out of the corner of my eye—she intentionally went out of her way to go up my aisle—but I just kept my gaze forward at the whiteboard, forcing a smug smirk across my lips.

You’re not going to rile me, bitch. You don’t exist to me.

Maybe if I told myself that enough times, it would become reality. Or, at the very least, her and her friends’ presence wouldn’t phase me anymore.

When the last student exited the room, I shouldered my laptop bag and strode up to Mrs. Sharp.

“Mrs. Sharp?” I asked in my sweetest, most authority-placating tone. “I have a question about the imprint assignment.”

She looked up from her desk and smiled at me. “Yes? What do you need help with, dear?”

I cleared my throat softly to gather my courage. “Actually, I was hoping I might be able to write my paper on you and Mr. Sharp.”

Pink bloomed on her cheeks, and she nervously tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear as she looked away. “Oh, I’m flattered, but the assignment is to identify a famous imprinted shifter in history. And, well, I’m not famous.”

“I don’t know about that,” I hedged, batting my lashes. “You’re the first non-shifter to teach at a shifter school. You’re at least well-known in the shifter community, and if you’re not a famous historical figure presently, you certainly will be in the future.”

She blushed even brighter, blinking several times more than necessary. “Who’s to say?”

I could feel I was close to getting a yes, so I laid the flattery on thicker. “Also, I find this topic really fascinating, and I would very much enjoy learning directly from you what it’s like to be in this kind of bond. I’d be honored if you’d let me interview you.”

She giggled then, and I knew I’d won her over. “Well, I suppose it couldn’t hurt. But I’ll expect your paper to be excellent.”

“Of course!” I gushed, sincerely promising to do my best on this assignment—to her and to myself.

“Alright, then,” she said, attempting to school her humility that was bordering on embarrassment. “Come by my office after classes today, and I’ll be happy to answer any questions you have.”

I clapped excitedly. “Yay! Thank you so much! I’ll come back right after my last class!”

***

The rest of my classes had gone about as expected. I’d been quite anxious in Transformation, doing my best to ignore Adina, Cora, and Letti. It was hard at first. Kind of like when you pass a gruesome accident on the road. You don’t actually want to look, and you try not to, but morbid curiosity tempts you to look.

It was like that for most of the period, but finally by the end of it, I truly felt content to mind my own business and stop caring if they were looking at me or what they were doing, at all.

Stupid teen angst.

In Defense class, it was easier to forget about Adina. There, I had my real friends to distract me, as well as a drive to gain more fighting skills.

It wasn’t so easy for Tobias, however—I kept catching him glaring in her direction. A few times, I thought he might approach her, and part of me was tempted not to intervene if he did. I would’ve loved to have seen him unleash his dragon on her, if he could do it without getting in trouble. But he did a good job of keeping his emotions in check. Of course, he did. He was Tobias.

I avidly avoided the Simulation Room. I couldn’t even make myself look that way, and there was absolutely no temptation to do so. The nightmare of what happened was still too fresh, too raw. I knew that, someday, I’d have to train in there for real. But I wouldn’t go until I was absolutely certain that I could win.

When the final bell rang for the day, I couldn’t get out of the gym quickly enough. I was eager to get away from those traumatic memories and to have my interview with Mrs. Sharp.

And I still had to get ready for my date with Tobias!

Nope, couldn’t think about that right now. Focus on your interview questions!

As I rushed across the lawn toward the pie-slice-shaped building, I studied the list of questions I’d made throughout the day on the Notes app of my tablet. I chewed my lip, hoping what I’d come up with would be enough to cover all the information I needed.

Was there anything important I was forgetting? Hopefully, Mrs. Sharp wouldn’t mind a second session if I thought of more questions.

When I entered her classroom, she was sitting at her desk, tapping away at her tablet. Setting up next week’s PowerPoint, perhaps?

“Hi, Mrs. Sharp,” I hedged softly, announcing my presence.

“Oh, Arya. There you are. Please, have a seat.” Smiling that same motherly smile that always comforted me, she gestured toward the rows of empty desks.

I picked the closest one to hers and sat down, setting my tablet on the surface in preparation to add her responses under each question.

She rose from her rolling office chair and perched on the edge of her desk, folding her hands on her lap. Her posture looked stiff, her expression open but uncertain. Though she was a teacher, she clearly wasn’t the type to like being in the spotlight, and this scenario obviously made her uncomfortable. I hoped that once I got her talking, she would relax.

I looked down at my screen and scanned for my first question.

“So, um, I guess my first question is, how did you and Mr. Sharp meet?”

She looked down at her lap, where her fingers were fidgeting with each other. “Well, let’s see, it was thirteen years ago. At the time, I was doing a rotation in a veterinary clinic as part of my graduate program—I was working toward a Master’s degree in Biology.

“One night, I was assigned to stay late and close the office, and right after I locked the lobby door, there were several bangs on the door from outside. I was instantly startled. Our clinic had experienced theft before, addicts raiding our medical supplies, so I was afraid that was what was happening. I scrambled to get my phone, but before I could dial the police, a man’s voice called from outside, saying he needed help.”

She paused momentarily, her right hand reaching up to stroke a charm hanging from a delicate chain around her neck. Though her lips didn’t curve, there was a sad smile in her brown eyes, her gaze distant as if lost in the memory.

“His voice sounded so hoarse, so pleading,” she continued softly. “I felt compelled to help him. So, I opened the door, and as he’d been leaning his weight against it, he fell into the clinic. I hefted him to his feet, and when I noticed that his shirt was soaked with blood and that he was favoring his left side, I rushed him to an operating table in the back.

“He told me he’d been shot and that he couldn’t go to a hospital. He begged me to help him, but I’d already decided that I would. No matter their circumstances, I couldn’t turn away anyone in such dire medical need. But, I realize now that I felt especially compelled to help him.”

I quickly typed down everything she was saying, not knowing which bits would prove important later, and it was hard to keep up with her.

“It took some doing, but I managed to remove the bullet. The flesh of the wound was odd, like nothing I’d seen up to that point. It was like it was simultaneously festering and burning, with fine lines of blue webbing out from it.”

She shook her head, her brow creased, and I noticed my expression was mimicking hers. What kind of bullet would do that?

“The whole time I worked on him, he stared at my face. I kept thinking that I should feel awkward, but I didn’t. His stare felt comforting, meaningful in a strange way. Safe…

“When I had finished stitching the wound, he told me everything. He said that he was a bear shifter, that he had been shot by hunters who had tracked him down, and that the bullet I’d dug out was silver. He explained that silver was poisonous to his kind. That was why he couldn’t go to the hospital. Not only would they ask too many questions, but the hunters would find him.

“Again, I knew I should think his story was made up, that he was crazy. But I didn’t. I believed him. I could feel in my soul that he was telling the truth. So, I offered for him to stay in my apartment with me until he healed. I told myself that it was just so I could make sure he got the proper care, but I know now that wasn’t it. It was because I was just as drawn to him as he was to me.”

She gave me a few seconds to finish typing. I looked over the words I’d typed to make sure I didn’t leave anything out and then looked back up at her.

“So, you said you felt just as drawn to him,” I said. “Does that mean you imprinted on him, too?”

She shook her head. “No, humans don’t have that mechanism. Well, not really. Humans can form a type of pheromone bond, but it’s nowhere near as strong as an imprint. I do believe that I formed a pheromone bond with him.”

I recorded her answer and moved on to my next follow-up question. “Is that the way it works with imprints? Does the target of the imprint tend to feel the same attraction to the other?”

“Usually, yes,” she replied, crossing one leg over the other. “I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a case where the target of the imprint had no interest in the imprinted. There always seems to be an attraction on the part of the target. And I use the word ‘attraction’ loosely. At least in my case, it’s far more than just being physically attracted to someone; that can and often does happen without pheromones. It’s—well, for lack of a scientific word—love.”

She shrugged and smiled, the romantic in her shining beneath the scientist persona. “It’s that intangible, irrational impulse that makes us do stupid things for that special person, that makes us take risks against our own well-being, or become violent against those who threaten those we care for.”

I smiled, too, touched by her words. I thought about the way Tobias had looked at me last night when he was holding me so tightly after he’d stopped the sim. But then I dismissed the thought. Hoping for such a thing would be setting myself up for disappointment.

I cleared my throat and moved on to my next question. “How long was it before Mr. Sharp realized he had imprinted on you?”

Her smile widened. “Instantly. The imprint trigger happens the first time a shifter meets their mate. It’s a shock to the system. Some shifters have described it as being struck by lightning or feeling like the world fell out from under them. It’s such a jarring experience that, paired with the strong need and protectiveness they feel for their target, there’s no other explanation.”

I frowned in curiosity. “So, an imprint can’t happen suddenly after days, months, or years of interaction?”

She shook her head. “If an imprint is going to happen, it happens upon that first exposure to the pheromone signature.”

I copied this down into my notes and then looked at my last question. “As the target of an imprint, what does it feel like to you, knowing that your mate imprinted on you?”

Her eyes misted, and vulnerability softened her features. Her lips trembled slightly as she answered. “It feels incredible. Knowing that such a wonderful man loves me so deeply, so powerfully, and so irrevocably… It’s the most amazing feeling I could ever imagine. I feel like the safest woman on the planet because I know that if I ever need him, no army on earth would stop him from getting to me.

“But it’s also terrifying sometimes. Because he loves me so much, he could die trying to protect me. And in this world, that’s a very real possibility. That fear keeps me awake at night sometimes. Because I couldn’t go on knowing he died for me.”

That very fear was shining in her eyes, and I felt it in my bones. How awful it must be to live with that hanging over your head.

I turned off the screen of my tablet and shoved it back into my bag. “Well, I think that’s all the questions I have for now. Do you think your husband—er, Mr. Sharp—would be willing to answer some questions sometime? I’d love to get his perspective, as well.”

“Sure, I’ll ask him.” She slid off her desk and approached me as I stood. “And, Arya, thank you for talking with me. I enjoy sharing my experience every year with the right student. Tell Niko he picked well.” She winked at me before going back behind her desk.

I just stood there blinking for several seconds. This woman was full of surprises. Sharp, indeed.

With a smirk of appreciation, I headed out the door and toward my room to get ready, trying to feel excited for the date rather than nervous.

I had come into this assignment with very romantic notions of imprinting. Foolish notions. That kind of love sounded destructive, and maybe I was glad I hadn’t imprinted on anyone and that no one had imprinted on me. I hoped that neither would ever happen.
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Chapter 3
Caesar

I took my freshly-refilled mug back to the table where Celeste was waiting for me. The teachers’ lounge was surprisingly empty for late afternoon, but I appreciated the time to speak with her alone.

“I think you’ll find Kai’s schematics to be quite intriguing,” I said, reclaiming my seat and accessing the three-dimensional holo file that demonstrated the new vampire tracking system on my tablet.

“Military tech has never been intriguing to me,” Celeste deadpanned. “Such things have always fallen under your umbrella.”

I smirked. I always appreciated her bluntness.

“I thought you might at least find the science behind it interesting. With this new tech, the military will be able to detect a vampire attack before it happens.”

She arched a meticulously shaped eyebrow and folded her arms. “Well, seeing as foresight is my department, color me officially intrigued.”

I chuckled. I knew that would get her attention. I enabled the holographic display, and her eyes lit up, reflecting the neon green pixels.

“This is the actual size of the device,” I clarified as we observed the sphere, just an inch in diameter. “But for greater study, we’ll magnify.”

I tapped a zoom command on the tablet, and the 3D image grew to the size of a beach ball. “How in-depth would you like to go into the schematics?”

“The basics will suffice,” Celeste replied. “Honestly, I trust your judgment on this. If you believe it’s worth investing in, we have the finances to make it happen. If you’re on the fence, maybe we need to talk to Kai about working on something else.”

“Of course.”

This was how our conversations usually went. Celeste didn’t want to know how each little part of something worked. She just needed to know that it did work.

“Let me explain the design in the simplest form so you have a basic understanding of how the device works,” I began. “First of all, you’ll notice that the shape of the system is similar to a golf ball. You can see the tiny divots encompassing it. Those are sensors that are ultra-tuned to a particular hormone—the one that vampires excrete when they need to feed. Kai calls it hemoghrelin. The thirstier they are, the more hemoghrelin they release, and the easier they are to track. That amount indicates just how dangerous they’ll be.”

Celeste tapped her bottom lip in thought.

I manipulated the controls again, and the outside of the image shot out as if it had been blown apart. “As you can see, within the device is a GPS unit, as well as a cellular chip for transmission. These GPS units will let us know where the thirsty vampires are located. The cellular chip will tap into local services and transmit levels of hemoghrelin directly to the servers here at the Dome. The military will have live data to observe and be able to react accordingly. And, of course,  a solar-powered battery is powering it all inside.”

“You’re traipsing out of the ‘basic’ information zone,” Celeste said.

I chuckled and shrugged. “I guess even I get wrapped up in the technicalities of Kai’s designs. These devices will allow us to shift from tracking vampire attacks to detecting actual vampires.”

“Thirsty vampires,” Celeste corrected, pointing up a delicate finger.

I tilted my head to one side. “Well, yes. But that gives us a chance to prevent attacks versus waiting for them to happen.”

Celeste nodded. “And how many of these devices will we need?”

I sighed. “At least a hundred, to start. We’ll begin testing in Chicago then expand from there. Kai has mapped a grid of the city with the pertinent locations to install them, mostly on street lights where they’ll be well-hidden. From there, he plans to implement this technology into the watches the military wears so they can detect imminent attacks on their patrols.”

Celeste’s emerald eyes shimmered in the light from the holo-schematics. At last, she nodded. “Let’s bring the necessary parts in and get these built and distributed.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “We haven’t gone over cost yet.”

“I don’t need to see the numbers,” Celeste replied, flicking a lock of her red hair over her shoulder. “I’m not worried about cost as long as everything is accounted for in the end. And don’t seem so surprised; if these devices will help us prevent vampire attacks, there’s really no choice. We have to do it.”

I nodded in satisfaction. It was a good thing Celeste coupled her bluntness with altruism. “I’ll let Kai know. He’ll be pleased to hear of your approval. Hopefully, it’ll give him more motivation to stay in his position.”

Celeste tilted her head, her red hair angling to the side. “Has Kai been complaining about his job?”

I frowned and offered a hedging shrug. “He expressed an interest in being transferred to the military, but I talked him out of it.”

Celeste pointedly blinked several times before giving a short laugh. “Kai? In the military? He’d get eaten alive—and not by vampires. Can you imagine him trying to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Arthur Dracul?”

I chuckled, imagining how the General would react to Kai’s corny jokes.

“Believe it or not, I’ve seen Kai in combat, and he’s a force to be reckoned with,” I said in my oldest friend’s defense. “He’s knocked off his share of vampire heads in the past. But his talents are better spent here at the Dome. I’m giving him the responsibility of monitoring this new system, so he’ll have contact with the military as data comes in.”

“Hopefully, that will be enough military involvement for him,” Celeste mused. “As much as the fox irritates me, it would be odd not to have him lurking through the halls.”

I leaned forward and offered a playful, faux-shocked expression. “Are you actually warming up to your relentless admirer?”

She rolled her emerald eyes, the motion exaggerated by the catching light of the hologram. “Hardly. And if you mention any such thing to him, I’ll make you regret it. He’s already like a horny dog I have to kick off my leg. If he even suspected I felt anything but disdain for him—which I don’t—he’d never leave me alone.”

I burst out laughing, slapping my knee at the mental image she painted.

She scoffed, clearly not amused, which only made my laughter harder to stifle. 

“Alright, I think that’s all I have for you today,” I said when the rumble in my chest finally subsided, and then I dismissed the hologram and turned off my tablet.

“Actually, there’s one more thing I wanted to discuss with you,” Celeste said, rubbing her hands together. “It’s about Arya.”

“Oh, yes. How’s our little siren doing?” I asked.

Celeste’s lips thinned. “She’s struggling with transformation.”

I nodded. “She told me so a few days ago. I’d asked her to meet with me, so I could check in on how her first week went.”

Celeste frowned, her brow furrowing. “Her inability to shift at will doesn’t concern you?”

“She’ll get it down, Celeste,” I replied. “It’s been a little over one week. Arya’s entire world has been turned upside down. Between all the new experiences she’s going through here at the Dome and losing her mother, the stress she must be under could be limiting her abilities.”

“But we have no basis for believing she’s the prophesied mermaid,” Celeste countered. “Besides finding her late, she hasn’t shown any abilities out of the ordinary. In fact, as far as expectations go, she hasn’t even come close.”

“Again, it’s been just over a week.”

“I’ve begun one-on-one tutoring with her. The effort she puts herself through to shift is abnormal. Yes, such things take focus, but I know infant mermaids who have figured out transformation. For mer, these things come naturally. With Arya, it seems foreign and forced.”

“My recommendation would be to keep working with her,” I suggested.

“It could take a lot of time,” Celeste said. “Of all people, I’d expect you to be the most urgent about seeing the prophesied siren take power.”

Her words caught me off-guard.

Of all people?

Images of my slain parents flashed in my mind. Hadrian’s wickedly gleeful face. Hatred and anger boiled inside me, spilling through my veins like liquid fire.

Of course, I wanted the bastard dead, wanted him to pay for all the lives he’d stolen. But that couldn’t happen by pushing a broken young mermaid to perform. I was a teacher, not a drill sergeant. That was why I’d left the military, to form and nurture young shifters rather than command soldiers to their possible deaths.

When I didn’t say anything, Celeste continued.

“I think it’s worth mentioning that when I found Arya through vision, there were no fireworks or angelic voices indicating that she was the prophesied mermaid.” She leaned forward and rested her cheek on her hand. “I was hopeful then because she was the first stray mermaid we’d found. But more and more, I’m thinking we need to keep looking.”

I narrowed my eyes on her. “You want to give up on Arya because sparks didn’t fly during the vision you found her in?”

Celeste partially smiled. “And the fact that she’s been struggling with shifter basics for the past week. I understand that her life has been put in a whirlpool, but the qualities that would be expected of the prophesied siren… I’m not seeing them in Arya.”

I sighed and rested back in my chair, feeling heavier all of a sudden. “And so you want to continue your search for another stray mermaid.”

“With your permission, yes,” Celeste replied. “If the siren is still out there, we’re only hurting ourselves by focusing our efforts on Arya.”

I couldn’t argue with that. Just because I hoped and believed Arya was the siren didn’t mean that she was. And if the stray mermaid from the prophecy was still hidden, valuable time would be wasted.

“How would you feel about having one of the more advanced mer students take on her tutoring responsibilities?” I suggested, unwilling to give up on her just yet. “That would free you up to spend more time searching for another stray mermaid.”

Celeste considered for a moment, slowly nodding. “That might be very good for her. She’s having a hard time fitting in with the other mermaids.”

I nodded, rubbing my chin. “I’ve heard as much. But I know that she has been getting along quite well with Kendall Green. Perhaps he’d be a good tutor for her?”

“Kendall has taken a particular liking to her despite how the rest of the mer students have been acting around her,” she said. “But I’d like Kendall to continue focusing on honing his visions. I think it would be wise to involve somebody who has become skillful with their abilities. That way, they can focus on more than just transformation.”

“Who do you have in mind?” I asked.

Celeste tapped a finger to her lips. “Cora would cause too much drama, I’m afraid. And so would Adina.” She pulled her hand away and sat up straight, snapping her fingers in the process. “Letti. She’s an extremely gifted swimmer, and out of the rest of the mermaids, she’s the best at water manipulation.”

“Well, that sounds promising.”

Letti had been a good pupil in my history classes, and from what I’d heard from the other teachers, she was a well-rounded student in general.

“My biggest concern is how she will react to such an assignment and how she will act toward Arya,” Celeste added.

“Who knows? Maybe some one-on-one time together will bring them closer.” At least, that was my hope. I’d certainly had my issues with Celeste throughout the years, but we’d been able to see past those differences and become good friends.

“I wouldn’t expect it, but perhaps that will be the case. I’ll give Letti the assignment this evening.” She got to her feet and pushed the chair back under the table.

“One other thing on Letti,” I said before she could get too far. “Arya has expressed to me how certain cliques have gone out of their way to haze her. Can you emphasize to Letti just how important this is to you and to me? Don’t go into detail or anything. Just… help her to realize Arya is a mermaid, too, and deserves to be treated like one. That will help her more than any tutoring could.”

“Of course, Director,” she said. “I’ll let you know what comes of this. And in the meantime, I’ll spend a little more time searching for other stray mermaids.”

She headed out of the room, leaving me alone with my thoughts.

I sighed, looking down at my full coffee mug, which had certainly gone cold by now. I used to enjoy being left with my thoughts, but lately, they always strayed to Shea.

Her face popped into my mind, her long wavy hair and those damned piercing green eyes. I forcefully shoved the image from my head, only for the memory of her naked body in the school’s entrance to take its place.

Dammit!

Why was this witch so vexing? Why couldn’t I stop thinking about her? Stop wanting her…

Whatever this foolish obsession was, I couldn’t allow it to continue. She may not be a student, but she was the close friend of one of my most important students. Such feelings were so vastly inappropriate, that even as I felt desire for her, I also felt shame.

I pushed away from the table and bolted out of my seat. I needed to get out, needed to do something. Anything to clear my head.

With purpose, I strode through the halls toward the entrance. I hadn’t gone on a flight in far too long, and that seemed like exactly the remedy I needed tonight.
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Chapter 4
Shea

My nerves were on edge as I sat on the L train, heading toward Julian’s apartment. The movement of the train jostled the bubble of excitement floating in my belly, but the anxiety and anticipation of what I was doing had me tempted to turn around and go home.

After all, I had no idea just what I was about to walk into in the vampire’s apartment. And if it did turn out to be legit, there was this guilt gnawing at the excitement bubble and trying to pop it. Guilt for going against Gram’s wishes and studying magic. Guilt for working with a vampire when it had been vampires that killed Arya’s mom.

But the guilt wasn’t enough to make me turn around and go home. I was finally so close to the one thing I had wanted my entire life, and even if it was reckless and foolish, I still had to do it.

I twirled my thumbs, one knee bouncing as the cityscape sped by out the window. Traveling through Chicago on my own was a little intimidating, especially after running into Julian last time. Sure, he was the reason I was here now, but that didn’t make our first encounter any less nerve-wracking.

I thought about trying to meet up with Arya—even going so far as to tell Gram that’s what I was doing this afternoon—but decided against it. Arya had her shifter life and shifter friends. She probably didn’t want to see her witch outcast of a friend, anyway.

I knew that wasn’t fair, but I wasn’t ready to see Arya yet, and I wasn’t sure I was ready to share Julian and his grimoire just yet, either. Part of me really wanted to tell someone—anyone—but another, more insistent part, feared I would lose the grimoire and any chance at deepening my magic if I did.

Plus, I didn’t even have the thing yet, so there wasn’t necessarily any news to tell. Yet.

So I was alone, twiddling my thumbs and feeling excited, guilty, and lonely.

The train hissed to a stop, and I followed the passengers exiting to the platform. I looked over the railing at the street below, watching the flow of vehicles and human bodies as they bustled to their many destinations. A few moments later, I was down the stairs, tugging on my backpack as I joined the stream of humanity.

I squinted against the bright afternoon sunshine, taking on an air of confidence as I made my way past the various shops. The oddity of a convenience store tucked into a soaring tower made me smile. The familiar aroma of cooked meat and warm grease mixed with the pungent rubber and asphalt, and a moment later, I spotted a McDonald’s without a drive-thru.

I laughed. The city never ceased to amuse me.

I followed the directions from Google Maps to Julian’s building, craning my neck to take in the skyscraper. Tier after tier of shiny windows stacked on top of each other, framed by semi-ornate stonework that looked both ancient and modern. I wondered briefly how many people might live in a place like that. It looked nice enough from the outside.

The double glass doors slid aside as I approached, sending a cool rush of air through my hair. Inside, I found myself gaping at the sleek lobby. It looked like a fancy hotel—cozy, elegant. Chairs and coffee tables sat in inviting clusters, and an upscale restaurant stood beyond an arch to the right.

The murmur of conversation filled the air, along with the faint clink of fine china and champagne glasses. My eyes nearly bugged out of my head. This place was way above Gram’s pay grade. It made my house look like a hovel.

The guy behind the concierge counter tipped his head as I approached. “Anything I can help you with?”

I shook my head, trying not to look as dazed and out of place as I felt. “No. Just visiting a friend. Thanks.”

“Of course. Elevators are to the left.”

I smiled and made my way to the elevator, the blood beginning to thunder in my ears. Julian’s description of the location was accurate, if a bit sparse. “Nice” didn’t quite cut it. If it weren’t for the lack of a check-in desk, I’d think I walked into a hotel rather than an apartment complex.

I felt a little self-conscious in my jeans and t-shirt, with its rude print of a hand with a blurred middle finger. If anything went wrong today, I wanted to die in my favorite shirt, but now I felt like it made me stand out way too much, especially in this place. At least the concierge hadn’t looked surprised. Maybe it wasn’t as bad as I thought.

The floors dinged by, finally depositing me on the eighth floor. I got off, following the signs until I stood in front of room eight-twenty-three.

I took a deep breath, standing frozen in front of the door for several minutes as if I were on the precipice of a gallows.

This was it. Either Julian was lying, and this was some sort of trap, or I’d find the grimoire tucked inside his hidden safe, just like he said.

I’d done my best to avoid any doubt during my trip here, but now that I was standing outside his door, I couldn’t push the thoughts aside any longer. I mentally checked my meager list of spells, wondering if I should start the vampire-binding one, but decided against it. If this was a trap, my reflexes wouldn’t be enough to keep me safe.

I might as well be a lamb wandering into a lion’s den.

I hoped Gram wouldn’t have to pick me up in a body bag or, worse—lose her only grandchild to the dark underworld. Would she even want to have anything to do with me if I was turned?

I shook my head, rolling my shoulders. I could do this. And I truly didn’t think Julian was a bad guy, even if he was a vamp. Why would he make up the story he told me? Besides, the chance to have magic and grow my power was too tempting to ignore.

I looked both ways down the hall, checking for any signs of people. When I felt comfortable that I was alone, I put my hand on the knob.

“Sahad,” I muttered, slipping through as soon as I heard the telltale click. Once inside, I quietly shut the door behind me, locking it back in place.

“So far, so good.” I turned around, getting my first good look at the place.

It was nothing like I’d expected.

Floor-to-ceiling windows stretched above me, lined by heavy white drapes. The view directly out the window was of the building across the way, but as I neared the sill, I could see down to the street below.

My sneakers squeaked against the glossy, dark wood floors as I continued to explore. The kitchen was gorgeous: ebony cabinets contrasted with white marble counters that looked untouched.

I doubled back to the entrance, noting the closet where Julian said the safe would be, and then peeked my head in the opposite door. There, I found a bathroom that looked like it was made to match the kitchen. It boasted more sleek flooring and cabinets, with a large white tub and countertops.

I let out a low whistle. This place was gorgeous.

The one thing that stood out, though, was the fact that there was no furniture. Well, almost none. One chair sat in a forlorn corner of the living room. It was old and bore a metal plaque on the back that said SKYE BOARDING HOUSE. I walked up to it and reverently traced the well-worn wood, wondering what stories it could tell.

I looked over my shoulder at the large vacant room and found a glossy, black baby grand piano tucked into the opposite corner.

I lifted a brow at the majestic instrument.

“Cliché much?” I said aloud, my voice bouncing off the bare walls. The space felt so empty; I almost had to speak in order to fill the void.

“Bet he plays Clair de Lune, too.” I chuckled.

For an apartment, it didn’t look very lived in. I wondered what Julian did with himself when he wasn’t... hunting. Or maybe this was a decoy apartment. Although, who would spend money on two places, especially since this one was so nice? Surely, he could find someplace cheaper.

“Or maybe he’s loaded.” Every vampire movie I’d ever seen made them seem like there was no way they couldn’t all be filthy rich.

I ran my finger across a swatch of the smooth marble countertop, then stared in disbelief at the lack of residue. “Maybe he spends all his spare time cleaning.”

Weird.

But what was even weirder was that the place had no bedroom. I looked back through the whole apartment but still didn’t find anything. “Not even a coffin to lay his head.”

I laughed again at my own joke. It was almost a pity no one could hear me talking to myself because I was on top of my game right now.

I went back to the closet, depositing my backpack on the floor and opening the double louvered doors. A few coats and some clothes hung there, though it still looked awfully meager, even for a vampire who only needed to occasionally blend in with society. I thumbed through the garments, all of them dark, most of them pure black.

“I’m gonna have to get you a t-shirt with a kitten and a rainbow on it.” The man needed some color. And irony.

I pushed the garments aside, revealing what looked like an electrical panel in the wall. I hesitated a moment longer, the sizzling in my nerves reaching a fever pitch. This was what I’d come for, but now that I was here, it kind of terrified me.

What if I couldn’t read it? Or I found out I wasn’t powerful enough for the bigger spells? Or was the book set to destroy anyone magical who dared open its pages who wasn’t of the bloodline that created it?

I inhaled long and slow. “Only one way to find out.”

I opened the aluminum panel door, revealing warning stickers, some switches, and a set of dials. I focused on the dials, entering the code Julian had given me. Two-nine-zero-seven.

My fingers shook as I grabbed a switch and began pulling. The inner door opened easily, and I let it swing wide.

The smell hit me first, bearing the distinctive scent of aged paper and leather. There was almost a sweeter scent beneath it, like peach or apple juice had been dribbled on it at some point.

I reached a tentative hand in, as if the book might grow fangs and bite me like in Harry Potter. When I made contact, I jerked my hand back, a strange zap tingling in my fingertips.

Static electricity, I tried to reassure myself.

On a sudden impulse, I plunged my hand back in, snatching the book out before I had the chance to freak out again.

I took the heavy tome to the kitchen counter, wishing I had a barstool or something to sit on. I cast a glance at the chair in the corner but decided against it. There was no way I was gonna risk breaking that thing.

I needed a moment to take this all in. Who knew what I’d face when I got back home? There was no way I’d be bringing this out in front of Gram. She could never know I had it.

The cover looked typical of old books, both simplistic and ornate at the same time. There were no words on the front, nothing visual to mark it as a book of spells, but I could feel that it wasn’t ordinary. It was almost as if the book called to me, and I found a strange comfort in the feel of it.

I cracked the book open, pages rustling, a fresh waft of ancient dust filling my nostrils and flavoring my tongue. Right away, I recognized some of the words. I thought again of Julian’s accent and wondered just how old he was.

Turning a few more pages, I gaped at the drawings and descriptions, the spells and potions. This book was a treasure trove, and I intended to soak up as much of it as I could.

Another turn of the page and my eyes lit up. “You can change the color of fire?”

I had no idea what witch had come up with that idea or why. Not exactly a practical spell.

“I have to try it.”

I read over the word for blue a few times, letting the consonants and vowels roll around in my head until I was sure I had it. I licked my lips, then held out my hand in front of me.

“Irtiu nesret.”

Bright blue flames flared from my palm, casting a turquoise glow on the marble countertops. I dispelled the magic and shook my hand.

Greedily, my eyes roved over the page until I spotted a spell for green flames. An impish grin split my lips. “Harry Potter, eat your heart out. Waj nesret. Ack!”

The green flames jumped from my hand, skittering across the wood flooring until it smacked into the bottom of the long drapes. My eyes widened as the fire took to the fabric, starting to lick up the edge.

“No! No, no, no!”

I looked around the kitchen, but, of course, he didn’t have a fire extinguisher. I scanned the surfaces, but there wasn’t anything—not a bowl or cup or vase—to gather water in. I flung open the cabinets, casting backward glances at the growing fire. The green had bled from the flames, but the curtains were still burning.

I briefly considered flipping through the book for a new spell, but I had no idea how long it would take to find what I needed. So, I kept searching, but the place truly was barren.

“Think!” I hit my head with the heel of my palm, then glanced at the fridge. The drawers! I could pull one of them out to fill it with water.

I jerked open the door, but the sight that greeted me stopped me in my tracks.

Blood bags.

The red liquid inside was dark, and the plastic frosted as the apartment air hit them. I gagged and instantly averted my gaze, yanking the drawer out and slamming the door closed. It hit and slowly eased back open. I didn’t wait to watch a second time.

I ran to the sink and filled the drawer with water. “Come on, come on, come on!”

When I had what I hoped was enough, I dashed to the other side of the room, throwing the contents on the flames. They sizzled and smoked, but the flames went out.

I sighed, willing my rapid pulse to slow. “Thank fuck for flame retardant material.”

I cast a wary glance at the ceiling, praying the sprinklers there wouldn’t go off. I’d already charred Julian’s drapes—the last thing I needed was to recreate the flood scene from Sorcerer’s Apprentice.

After a few tense moments, I decided I was in the clear.

I collapsed to the floor, spreading out on my back and trying to catch my breath as I stared at the ceiling.

“Great. I have the book for two seconds and I’m already burning shit.”

My eyes rolled to the white curtains—and the large, black burn spot that now marred one. I groaned.

A beeping noise cut through the silence, and I sprang to my feet. The fridge. Dammit, I’d forgotten about that popping back open.

I covered my nose and mouth as I neared, hoping to keep the contents of my stomach right where they were as I neared the fridge. I hated blood—the sight, thought, and even the smell. Thankfully, whatever was sitting in the fridge wasn’t emitting a smell, but I still felt the need to breathe through my mouth.

I nudged the door closed, letting out another long sigh when the seal finally took.

I glared at the book sitting so innocently on the counter. “This is your fault.”

I slammed the grimoire closed, loaded it in my bookbag, and opened the door leading back to the hallway. I took one final backward glance, grimacing again at the curtains.

“At least it wasn’t the piano.”

I locked the door behind me and scurried out of the building, keeping my gaze on my feet. I might’ve been able to repair the curtains with a spell, but after that last fiasco, I wasn’t exactly eager to try anything else just yet. I’d have to make sure to replace those curtains before the big bad vamp returned.

I just hoped I could do it before he came back and decided to take his thirst out on me instead of the disgusting bags in his fridge. He just might kill me yet.
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Chapter 5
Caesar

By the time I’d climbed to the top of the apartment building near the subway exit, the sun had set below the skyline, and night was steadily creeping up from the east. My feathers ached for release beneath my flesh in anticipation of a shift, and I could hardly wait to kick off my clothes. I hastily bundled up my things and tucked them beside the large air conditioning unit on the roof.

After using this spot for several years, I knew that none of the residents of this building ever ventured up here, but still I scanned the rooftop to make sure.

Probably should have done that before I got naked, but my anxiety had made me careless.

When I was sure the place was secure, I willed my transformation. The stretching of my bones was a delicious ache, the sprouting of my feathers over the surface of my skin like a satisfying scratch to an incessant itch. Some shifters described their transformations as painful or uncomfortable, some even avoiding it entirely. But I always thought it felt more like cracking aching joints, offering a sense of relief.

My wings unfurled behind me within seconds, forcing me down on all fours. I shook my head as if to shake off the remnants of my human form, snapping my beak as I savored the feel of the faint breeze rustling through my wings.

The sky was now totally black but also a little too clear for my liking. Tapping into my weather-manipulation powers, I summoned the wind to blow the nearby clouds closer, lower. I needed their thickness to shield me from wandering eyes, though, with the bright street lights of the city acting as their own sort of veil, pedestrians were unlikely to spot me through them.

With a great slash of my wings and a thrust of my limbs, I took off, each flap shooting me higher and higher into the night sky. I ripped through a cloud in seconds, scattering puffs of foggy moisture all around me. Once concealed in the clouds, I allowed myself to soar just above them, coasting on the air that pushed beneath my wings.

Ah, this was exactly what I’d needed. Whenever I flew, it was like leaving my cares on the ground. I could be free for as long as I could stay airborne, and the elation it gave me was far better than any drug could offer. Maybe even better than sex.

The thought brought that vexing witch back into my mind, the flash of her green eyes suddenly all I could see.

Dammit, why won’t she leave me be!?

With a groan, I flapped my wings behind me as if I could banish her with the effort. This was supposed to be my happy place, my shelter, and her tempting presence still followed me.

I swooped through the clouds with an uncharacteristic aggression, chasing a nothingness I seemed unable to attain. Ugh, I could even smell her.

Wait… I did smell her. Was that just my imagination tormenting me further?

I looked down, my keen raptor eyes scanning the streets between the cloud gaps with laser precision. As if my eyes knew exactly where to look, they fell on a familiar shroud of wavy brown locks. Her smell intensified, and for the first time, I resented the heightened senses of my shifted form.

I’d come up here to escape the witch inside my head, and instead, I’d found her in person.

Keep flying. Ignore her. Pretend you never saw her.

But I couldn’t help but wonder what she was doing on the streets of Chicago at this time of night. Was she planning another infiltration attempt on the school? Not likely, as she was heading in the opposite direction.

I couldn’t help but smirk as I remembered that little fiasco. I respected her for trying and especially for being able to find the Dome’s location at all. And how she managed to get through our security, I’d never guess.  The witch was more talented than she gave herself credit for.

Fear seeped into my chest. Would she be skilled enough to defend herself against vampires? She’d been at Arya’s house that night; the vampires could have her scent. Regardless, the city was a hot den of leeches at night, and a pretty young thing like her, all alone, was the perfect bait to lure them out.

I suddenly wished Kai’s detection system was already up and running. At least then, I would have some certainty she wasn’t being hunted. I may not have wanted her at my school or in my head, but I couldn’t bear the thought of her falling into the clutches of our enemies.

I descended just enough to see her more clearly. I could follow her, ensuring she didn’t run into any danger, at least until she got to wherever she was going. Then, once I knew she was safe, I’d fly on and keep trying to forget her.

Solid plan.

I flew overhead, following her path through the city for several minutes. What are you doing out here, little witch?

She cut across an intersection and then headed for an alley. Don’t go that way!

Just after she went into the darkened, narrow path between the buildings, a figure pushed away from the catty-corner wall of the left building and trailed after her.

Why is he following her?

I sniffed at the air, but I didn’t smell the sickly sweet odor that vampires gave off. But just because Shea’s pursuer wasn’t a vampire didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat.

I flew lower and lower, watching with glaring eyes as the figure got closer and closer behind her. When the figure reached out, I saw red, my blood flash-boiling and threatening to erupt from my chest like hot magma.

I dove straight down into the alley, landing at speed on the trash-littered ground just to the right of her attacker and knocking him violently backward with a slap on my wing. The figure went flying into the side of a dumpster, leaving a small dent in the thin metal as he fell onto his face.

Shea spun around with a scream, her eyes widening as she took in my giant form and then darted to her now unconscious attacker at the foot of the dumpster.

“What the—”

She flicked her gaze back to me, then narrowed her eyes in confusion. “C-Caesar?”

I nodded, staring intensely into her eyes as my blood continued to pulsate like lava through my veins.

She gestured wildly between me and the unconscious guy, her pitch growing more and more elevated as she stammered, “What just—why are you—what the actual fuck?”

I opened my beak to respond to her, only to realize she wouldn’t understand my squawking in this form. With a clucky grunt, I willed my body to shift back to my human form, rescinding my feathers inward as I shrank.

As soon as my lips were fleshy once more, my words burst out of them. “That guy was going to attack you. What the hell are you thinking wandering the Chicago streets at night? And in an alley? Are you trying to get murdered?”

She didn’t say anything, only stared me up and down, her expression slowly morphing from frightened to amused to embarrassed. She raised her hand to brush against her bottom lip, which she sucked between her teeth in an infuriatingly adorable way.

“We have got to stop meeting like this,” she said with a snicker, sliding her gaze down my body again.

“What?” I followed her gaze down at myself, then reflexively hung in my head in mortification.

Not only was I naked—because, duh, I just shifted back right in front of her—but my dick was hard as a rock with all the heated blood pumping through me.

I’d never blushed in my entire life. I wasn’t the kind of man to blush. But at that moment, I was certain that every inch of my body was blooming with humiliation. My skin actually burned with the awkwardness of this moment, and I was tempted to shift and just fly off into the night without ever speaking of this again.

But I wasn’t done with her yet.

Growling, I stomped to the dumpster and snatched a stained, discarded pizza box that was hanging over the top of it. I wrapped it around my hip so that it was more or less covering my stubborn erection, then strode back to face her.

A laugh pushed between her pursed lips, and she doubled over with it, cackling as she slapped her knee. “Is this our thing now? We’re just going to show up in each other’s lives naked at random?”

I ignored her ridiculous question—even though she kind of had a point—and pressed the issue.

“What are you doing out here all alone at this time of night?” I demanded.

“Well, I was walking to the bus that would take me home,” she said, gripping the strap of her bookbag on her shoulder. “Not that it’s any of your business.”

Her catty tone both excited and provoked me.

“You were almost attacked by that mugger,” I snapped, pointing at her still unconscious attacker.

She looked over my shoulder at the crumpled figure and frowned. “I could’ve taken care of him myself. I didn’t need your help. Hell, just a few days ago I ensnared a vampi—” She snapped her mouth shut, and I saw red again.

“You did what?” I hissed, outrage and fear flooding my nervous system.

She actually had been attacked by a vampire? A few days ago? And she was still venturing into dark alleyways all willy-nilly?!

“It doesn’t matter. I took care of it,” she said flippantly, folding her arms and jutting a hip to one side.

“Do you have a death wish? Are you insane?”

She threw her hands up. “What does it even matter to you? I’m not one of your students, remember? I’m nothing to you.”

Her last statement silenced me. She had no idea how wrong she was, even though I loathed that very fact. I wished she really was nothing to me.

Her face sobered, hiding the resentment that had just been there. “What are you even doing out here? What? Are you stalking me now?”

“No, of course not!” I replied with a little too much insistence. “I was just out for a flight to clear my head.” To get you off my mind. “I had no idea you’d be walking the streets like a lost kitten.”

Her nostrils flared at my subtle reference to our last encounter, and I childishly enjoyed getting a rise out of her.

“What vampire attacked you? What happened?”

She rolled her eyes, but I could see a secret hiding in them. “Like I said, I took care of it. But, thank you for swooping in like a knight in shining—um—feathers to help me with that guy. That was surprisingly noble of you.”

I frowned. While I did like to think of myself as a noble guy, this hadn’t been an act of nobility. It had been an act of possession.

“Yeah, well, because I’m so noble, let me at least give you my phone number,” I said with forced irritation. “If you’re going to make a habit of getting yourself into dangerous situations, I want you to have someone you can call to get you out of them. And if you really are a target for the vampires, you’ll need protection.”

I went back to the dumpster and dug around for a not-so-filthy piece of paper and something to write with. She came up behind me and tapped on my shoulder. When I turned around, she handed me her phone with a new contact form open on the screen.

“You know, you could’ve just asked for my phone,” she said with a sly arch of her eyebrow.

Feeling like a dumbass, I took the phone and lifted my other hand to tap in my number, realizing too late that I still needed that hand to hold up the fucking box.

She snorted a laugh as my erection sprang over the box as it fell, and I scrambled to bend over and pick it back up. Will the humiliations never end?

“Just tell me the number, and I’ll enter it,” she said, her chest heaving as she struggled to contain more laughter.

I quickly rattled the numbers off, beyond eager to get the hell out of here.

“Save as Big Bird,” she said. “Got it. Thanks.”

My eye twitched at the ridiculous name she’d assigned me. “Just get home safe, please.”

She gave me a two-finger salute. “Sure thing. You better flutter off before you get arrested for indecent exposure.” Her eyes flickered to my box, and I really could have just died, right then, right there.

I turned around and ripped into my gryphon form before she could see anything else, then leapt into the sky without a second glance.

When I got high enough up past the glare of the street lights, I hovered and watched her leave the alley. She’d already been attacked once tonight—and another time by a fucking vampire apparently!—so I couldn’t leave her unguarded. I followed her until she made it to the bus station, and only then could I finally pull myself away from her.

What the hell was wrong with me? For fuck sake. If I was being totally honest with myself, I’d given her my number not strictly for her protection.

If I couldn’t get this witch out of my system, I was going to get us both in a lot of trouble.
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Chapter 6
Tobias

Now that I had accepted my imprint on Arya, I was constantly aware of her presence—and the lack thereof. A fact I was currently wrestling with as I prepared myself for our impending date.

When she wasn’t in my line of sight, I physically ached. Even now, standing in my bathroom putting product in my hair, it hurt not to be close to her. There was this incessant, nagging compulsion to go to her, whether I was in class, in the shower, and especially while I tried to sleep.

Last night had been the most restless night I could remember, not only because I was worked up over her getting locked in the Simulation Room and almost dying, but because my every nerve fiber longed for her closeness. I found myself spooning my pillow multiple times throughout the night, startling awake in frustration at realizing it wasn’t her.

It was a ridiculous notion. Arya and I had never been together like that, and yet I missed it as if it were a long-standing arrangement that suddenly stopped. I told myself it was because I’d held her last night after I stopped the sim. That had felt so right. Even though I was terrified for her safety at the time, I looked back on that moment with a strange fondness and a deep longing.

I leaned with my palms on the edge of my vanity in front of the mirror and blew out a breath.

“We’re totally fucked,” I whispered to my reflection. He just looked back at me like the dumbass we were.

All of these feelings, they were just physical. I had imprinted. That was a physical condition due to chemistry. It didn’t mean I had to like her, and it certainly didn’t mean I had to love her. I could enjoy the chemical benefits of dopamine and serotonin while I was in her company. I just had to always remember that these sensations were purely physical. I couldn’t allow them to influence my emotions or my heart.

She was basically a drug to me. A heroin addict doesn’t fall in love with the substance, much less the syringe that delivers it or the dealer that supplies it. This had to remain a transaction. Nothing more.

My phone pinged, forcing me to look away from my reflection and down at the device where it sat on the counter beside the faucet. There was a message on the screen.

From Arthur.

Good luck on your date. I’m proud of you, son.

Rolling my eyes, I swiped away the message and shoved the phone in my back pocket.

Of course, I’d told Arthur about the date. He had expected results, and such news would satisfy him against his threat to take me out of school and enlist me in the military. But that didn’t mean I didn’t feel slimy doing it. Seeing that text now made me think of so many things that I just didn’t want to dwell on.

I had a date to meet up for.

I grabbed my wallet and left the room, heading through the halls to the school’s entrance. Each step that brought me closer made me more anxious, almost giddy. My calves sizzled with nervous energy, making each stride longer, faster. All other thoughts fell away. My singular thought was, I’m going to see her. I need to see her.

I pushed the vault-style door open with more force than necessary, then froze in the entrance when I saw her standing on the platform.

She literally took my breath away. And, for a split second, my heartbeat.

She was wearing a simple pink sweater dress that was simultaneously anything but ordinary. Though it covered her arms, torso, and upper thighs completely, it hugged every dip and curve of her lithe form, making her just about the sexiest thing on two legs—or tail, for that matter.

The creamy skin of her legs peeked out from beneath her ruffled skirt a few modest inches above her knee-high suede boots, and the sight made my dick swell with hunger. My mouth watered, and I was helpless not to imagine licking those perfect thighs, up and up, and finally feasting on her undoubtedly delicious center.

Stop it!

She turned at the sound of the door clanking open and smiled at me, her black waves swaying over her shoulders with the motion.

“Hi,” she said, brushing her hair behind her ear in what seemed to be a timid gesture.

Her greeting restarted my heart and respiratory system, and I stepped over the threshold toward her. “Hi.”

We stood side-by-side in awkward silence as we waited for the train to come. I wanted so badly to press her up against the wall of the tunnel and claim her right here. The struggle to restrain myself kept me entirely too distracted to think of anything to say.

“So, where are we going?” she asked, and I was so relieved for a topic that I inadvertently bounced on the balls of my feet.

Realizing that probably made me look like a spaz, I made a show of rocking back and forth on my heels in a casual manner, like I was totally relaxed.

“I thought we’d go mini-golfing,” I replied, offering her a smile and trying not to look down at her tempting thighs.

Her brows flared. “Oh. I wasn’t expecting that.”

Her reaction made me pause. Did she not like the idea? Was she hoping for a fancy restaurant? Arthur had insisted on that option, but that seemed too intimate a setting. Being stuck on the opposite end of a cozy booth with her in a dimly lit space, forced to stare at her too pretty face, smell her intoxicating scent… That was too dangerous to risk, at least until I got a handle on this.

“I just thought we could do something fun together after being cooped up on campus every day. But if you’d rather go to a nice sit-down place, we can definitely do that instead.” I could find a place that wouldn’t push us too close together. Or maybe—

“No, I like this idea,” she said. “I’d much rather do something than sit at a booth staring awkwardly at each other.”

She laughed, and I couldn’t help but smile because we seemed to be on the same page, though for very different reasons.

“Besides, I never really get to be outside at night, and doing that at the Dome still isn’t really being ‘outside,’” she added. “It’ll be nice to play games under the stars.”

I frowned at that comment as the train pulled in before us. “Why don’t you get to be outside at night? Before coming here, I mean?”

Her eyes widened slightly, and her face paled as if she’d let something slip that she hadn’t meant to.

The doors of the train slid open, but neither of us moved as I waited for her to respond—or to dismiss me entirely. I could’ve changed the subject or invited her to get on the train with me, but I was too curious to let it go. I wanted to know her secrets. Her past. Her flaws. Maybe I’d find something repugnant that would secure my heart from her.

Finally, she cleared her throat and looked down at her feet. “My mom had these crazy rules. I wasn’t allowed to go anywhere near pools or beaches, or go outside the house after dark, or do anything on social media. Ever.”

Silence followed her confession, and she looked ashamed to admit this to me. While I was deeply intrigued by what she said and wanted to pry further, I didn’t like how she wouldn’t meet my gaze or the sadness that clung to her features. I felt the irrational urge to come to her defense rather than ask follow-up questions like I should have. Damn pheromones.

I shrugged. “Well, that sucks, but your mom sounds way better than my dad. He’s basically treated me like a soldier since I could walk.”

She glanced sideways at me, interest replacing the shame on her face. “Really?”

I nodded, satisfied to see the change in her somber demeanor. “Every morning started with workout drills, and every evening ended with a three-mile jog. I wasn’t allowed to speak unless I referred to him as ‘Sir,’ and if I didn’t sit up straight at the dinner table, he’d make me stand against the wall with my arms held out straight until bedtime.”

She gaped at me in surprise. “What? He really made you do that?”

In lieu of a reply, I stood rod straight and held my arms out like a T, the way I’d done so many times in my youth at Arthur’s command.

She giggled. “Omigod, that’s awful.”

I chuckled and stepped toward the open doors, holding my hand out in a dramatic theatrical gesture. “Come on. Your carriage awaits.”

She laughed and climbed into the train; I followed behind her just in time for the doors to slide closed.

Of course, what I described wasn’t the worst of my father’s tyrannical treatment. But she didn’t need to know the level of abuse I’d endured. Those were things I’d never told anyone. And the last thing I wanted was her pity.

She picked a seat, and I sat beside her as the train began to move down the track. I thought about her mother’s rules for a moment, dissecting them analytically. The rule against pools and beaches made sense, given that Arya was a mermaid. For some reason, her mother must’ve wanted to keep that from her. But the other two were…odd. Unless she just feared creeps trying to abduct her daughter.

“If you don’t mind me asking, why did your mom have those rules?” I asked, hoping that the trauma I’d volunteered had earned me access to her truths. “They’re strangely specific.”

Arya chewed on my bottom lip for a moment. “Well, I now understand the first one was to keep me from discovering I was a mermaid.”

Just as I suspected. “Why would she do that?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” she replied with a sigh. “And as for the other two rules, I have no idea. My mom was a woman of many secrets. And now, I’ll never know what they were.”

Her eyes misted over, and she looked away from me as if to hide her pain. She didn’t know that I could feel it like it was my own. Or that I had the absurd urge to wrap her in my arms and comfort her until the pain melted away.

There were so many things I wanted to ask, so many avenues I wanted to explore to find out if she might be the siren or why vampires might have killed her mother. Could that be why she wouldn’t allow Arya out after dark? Did she somehow know they’d target her daughter? Though, apparently, remaining indoors at night didn’t save her from the vampires’ clutches.

But I couldn’t ask any of the questions running through my mind. There was a lump in my throat preventing me from voicing them.

So I changed tack. “What was it like growing up as a human?”

She turned to me with a cute wrinkle in her nose, blinking at me several times.

“I don’t know how to answer that.” She laughed and frowned. “It’s the only thing I ever knew. What was it like growing up as a shifter?”

Now it was my turn to laugh. “Okay, fair point. Although, my upbringing wasn’t really normal for most shifters.”

She nodded. “I think we can agree that we have that in common. We were both raised in gilded cages. Mine was built of obscure rules, and yours of strict expectation.”

Her words struck me. She might be the first person who could really understand me and where I came from. We were so different, and yet, the similarities were masterful in their intricacy. Our eyes met, and I had never felt so seen.

So naturally, I looked away.

Keep it physical. Don’t get too close.

The train mercifully slowed, and I jumped out of my seat before it came to a full stop. Why was it so difficult to be alone with her? I was either tempted to rip her clothes off or melt into those ocean-blue eyes like a love-sick puppy.

Thank goodness we were going to a public place, outside, with no intimate confined spaces. However, I was getting less and less confident that any number of onlookers or any amount of distance would keep her safe from me—or me from her.
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Chapter 7
Tobias

Though City Mini Golf wasn’t far from our train exit, the walk there seemed to take an eternity.

I did my best to keep the conversation light and noncommittal, asking her mundane questions about the kind of music or movies she liked. I had expected she’d be the typical girl into rom-coms and pop bands, but just as everything else with Arya Walker, I’d been wrong.

Her tastes were similar to mine. We both liked all genres of rock, and her favorite band—Disturbed—was my second favorite. And where she appreciated the odd romantic or slapstick comedy, she preferred thrillers and suspense movies.

“The Insidious movies were good, but I think The Conjuring world is so much better,” she said as we crossed the intersection toward the golf course. “The Walkers are kinda my heroes.”

I laughed while secretly clenching my fists. Could she be any more perfect?

Maybe I was thinking about this all wrong. Niko and Brett liked the same movies and music I did, to an extent. What if I just thought of her as a guy friend?

One who I wanted to fuck so badly it hurt. And cuddle while I slept. And who smelled really damn good!

Fuck!

“This place looks fun,” she said as we approached the colorfully lit entrance. “I feel it’s only fair I warn you that I’ve never golfed in any way before, so I’ll probably suck.”

Her giggle chimed in the wind that carried her honey scent to my nostrils, and I made a conscious effort to breathe through my mouth to avoid savoring it. If nothing else, I had to do something to make her smell less appealing.

“Let’s grab a bite to eat first,” I suggested as I held the door open for her. “They have a snack bar with pretty decent food. Their garlic fries are great.”

She arched a playful eyebrow at me. “Really? You’re recommending I eat something that doesn’t contain fish or seaweed? No omega threes?”

I shrugged, charmed by her teasing. “Didn’t you know that fries are vital to every shifter’s diet?”

She nodded exaggeratedly. “Sure, they are.”

We went to the snack bar, and I was beyond relieved that she did, in fact, order the garlic fries. I ordered buffalo wings in the hottest flavor they carried, hoping the burn on my taste buds would distract me with discomfort.

We sat at one of the picnic tables to eat, and damn if she wasn’t sexy while she ate. The way she delicately placed each long fry into her mouth. The sultry way she sucked her fingers now and then. And the way she hummed in satisfaction at a particularly tasty bite. No amount of hot sauce on the planet could distract me from that.

By the end of our meal, my mouth was on fire, and I was sweating from the intensity of it, and yet my desire to press my lips to hers was no less intense than before—if anything, it had been amplified.

“Thanks for the suggestion,” she said, sucking her thumb one final time—and fuck, if the sight didn’t make my cock throb! “Those were delicious.”

She took our empty trays to the garbage can nearby, and I was helpless not to stare at the sway of her perfect ass as she walked away. When she turned to come back, my gaze slid up her figure to her eyes, and the challenging way she met my stare told me she could sense the hunger in it. Her lips curled into a smirk, desire twinkling in her own eyes.

She put her hand on her hips when she stopped in front of me. “Ready to teach me how to play?”

My burning mouth went even more dry. I want to teach you so much more than that, little mermaid.

“Yep, let’s get our sticks and balls,” I said a little too loudly as I rose from the table, then headed to the clerk’s desk.

Arya closed in beside me as I waited for the clerk to gather our equipment, slipping her arm through mine to place her hand softly on my forearm. The warmth of her touch was so pleasant, sending shivers over my flesh. I didn’t usually react kindly to being touched uninvited, and though I told myself that I didn’t want her affection, I couldn’t bring myself to shrug her off.

I wanted her touch. Everywhere. Wanted her mouth. Also everywhere.

Why was I fighting those urges? This was a transaction, right? Purely physical. I could enjoy her body and any affection she wanted to give. Not doing so would only make the imprint pull me harder toward her. I just had to be mindful to keep my desire for her and my emotional feelings for her separate.

No emotions. I could do that.

The clerk handed over the clubs and balls, and I gave Arya hers, relishing in the gentle brush of her fingers on mine as we made the exchange now that I’d given myself permission to do so—and a whole lot more.

If she was going to play coy with me and be flirtatious, I was going to give it right back to her.

We strolled along the path to the first hole, which was a simple slope to the hole with no obstacles.

“So, how do we do this?” she asked. “Do I just put the ball anywhere?”

“Anywhere before the line marked in this grass,” I replied with a nod.

She knelt and placed her red golf ball in the general center of the gray line, then stood back up and gripped her putter, looking over her shoulder at me.

“Any special way I’m supposed to hold this thing?” There was that same dare in her eyes, a challenge for me to come closer.

I came up behind her, sliding my hands down her forearms to her hands. Her breath hitched, and I could feel her arousal through our bond, heightening my own. She let me rearrange her grip on the stick’s handle.

“Like this?” she asked, her voice heady and faint.

“Perfect,” I said in almost a whisper against her neck. “Now loosen your knees and bend slightly.”

She adjusted her stance, her buttocks nudging against the strain of my hard cock beneath my pants in the movement. But rather than pull away, she pressed further against me, making a low growl rumble up my throat despite my best efforts to stifle it.

“Is that okay?” she purred, a smile in her eyes as she looked sideways at me.

“You’re playing with fire,” I cautioned.

“Then play with me.”

Tightening my grip on her hands, I guided her, pulling the putter back a few inches and then whacking the ball straight down the path. All the while, our bodies stayed just as close, touching in all the right places.

We both watched as the ball skittered down the lawn and into the hole at the bottom, although I was pretty sure neither of us was paying it our full focus.

“See, that wasn’t so hard,” I teased against her ear before pulling myself away from her.

“Something was,” she said with a wink as she stepped aside for me, and I bit my lip on a smirk.

I set my ball and took my swing, hardly caring at this point if I made it in or not. I struck the ball a little too hard and it glided past the hole only to bounce off the border and fall into the hole anyway.

“Does that still count?” Arya asked.

“A hole in one is a hole in one,” I retorted. “But I’ll let you have that round.”

She laughed. “Okay, but no more going easy on me. If I’m going to win, I want to win fair and square.”

I chuckled. “Fair enough. No more going easy on you.”

The look she gave me said she caught the double meaning in my words, and suddenly this game wasn’t just about golf anymore.

The next hole was slightly more complicated, with the grass twisting in several angles before reaching the hole. Arya didn’t ask for help this time, just set her ball and positioned herself in putting stance.

I couldn’t be sure, but I had the feeling she was intentionally arching her ass out more than necessary. No one looked that sexy trying to hit a golf ball. She pulled the club back just as I’d shown her, then struck the ball. It bounced off the boundaries several times, surprisingly sailing right into the hole.

She cheered excitedly, jumping clean off the ground.

“Why do I have the feeling I’ve just been hustled,” I commented.

She shrugged. “Beginner’s luck. And I’m pretty good with geometry.”

“Uhuh,” I hummed, trading places with her for my turn.

A breeze wafted her scent in my face just as I took my swing, and I hit the ball a little too far to the left, sending it bouncing too many times and landing far from the hole.

“Didn’t I tell you not to go easy on me?” she asked, crossing her arms behind me.

“Maybe you’re too distracting,” I said, my voice husky and betraying a trace of my dragon.

She bit her lip and skipped ahead to the next hole.

Each round got more difficult, and it was hard to concentrate with her so close. I was usually a skilled golfer. Arthur had made sure I was proficient in all forms of high-society sports. Mini golf should be child’s play for me. But for the first time, I didn’t mind losing. Not to Arya.

Especially when she took every opportunity to tease me with her touches and subtle innuendos.

As we neared the eighth hole, I noticed we were alone. The golfers that had been ahead of us had played at a quicker pace—probably because they weren’t flirting so much—and now the path in both directions was cozily vacant. A fact I no longer minded. After all this heated back and forth between us, I was eager to have her all to myself.

“Maybe if you try closing your eyes, you’ll get this one,” she suggested playfully as I prepared for my swing.

I shrugged. “Okay, then.”

I closed my eyes, pulled back much more than I needed to, and swung as hard as I could.

She squealed, and I opened my eyes to see the ball flying against the blade of the windmill and bouncing into the bushes.

“I didn’t actually mean that,” she exclaimed, and we both laughed.

I headed into the bushes to retrieve it, and she scurried behind me.

“I’ll help you find it,” she said.

I turned to object, but I tripped on a rock and lost my balance, inadvertently taking Arya tumbling with me. We rolled down the small grassy slope, and I landed on top of her, both of us laughing our heads off.

I braced myself above her and prepared to get up and help her. Our glances locked, and I paused and  looked down at her. My laughter subsided, and my smile fell away as her blue eyes trapped me in their hypnotic snare.

She reached up to gently stroke my cheek, and just like that, all my restraint shattered. I lowered my mouth to hers, and she welcomed me with hungry lips open and tongue eager to taste. We fell into an intense and frenzied rhythm, our mouths opening and closing in sync with each other, our tongues wrestling and never getting enough.

Her hands raked my back and sides, pulling me closer against her as she pressed her body up against mine. Her legs spread to allow my hips to nestle between them, and the feeling of my dick so close to her pussy sent me wild with need.

There was no more holding back from this devastating creature. Arya was mine, and I was finally going to taste her. We were alone in this secluded part of the park, and at this point, I didn’t give a damn who saw what I was about to do to her.

I kissed across her jaw to her neck, nibbling her ear once before sucking the skin beneath it. Her sweet scent saturated me, her soft hair caressing my face, and I wanted to nuzzle myself in it forever. But there was another place I wanted to bury my face in more.

I kissed down her torso, not caring that my lips pressed over the fabric of her sweater as I made my way down to my target. I gripped the creamy flesh of her thighs before hiking her skirt up to allow me access as I lowered myself between her legs.

Like a ravenous beast, I gnawed at the thin lace of her panties, savoring the taste of her wetness on the fabric and pressing the material against her clit. She moaned, putting her hands on my head and tangling her fingers into my hair as I sucked and nibbled.

Finally, I ripped the meddlesome lace apart, exposing her perfect and glistening pink pussy to every one of my senses.

“Tobias,” she gasped just before I descended onto her delicious bare flesh, then she sucked in a breath that silenced any encouragement or protest she might have made.

She tasted like heaven and sin combined. Her folds were so soft, so silky, and so maddeningly wet. I lapped at her juices, sucking them off of her petals like morning dew, only for her desire to moisten them once more.

Desperate for more of her taste, I thrust my tongue into her opening, needing to be as deep inside her as I could reach. She cried out, the sound muffled, and I distantly realized that she was covering her mouth. I wanted to hear her scream, wanted the world to know she was mine. Mine.

I ate into her, pushing my tongue in and out in the rhythm I knew with every fiber of my being that she needed. Her pleasure filled my senses, mingling with my own, until I couldn’t tell myself apart from her for several blurry, lost seconds. I was a slave to her needs, feasting without conscious thought, and there was no place I’d rather be, nothing I’d rather be doing—no mistress I’d rather be serving.

Her hips squirmed beneath me while her thighs clenched around my head with delicious pressure, and all five of my senses could feel her closeness. With the first intentional thought in what seemed an eternity, I slowed my pace, drawing out her pleasure as long as I could.

I wanted her to float on these sensations endlessly, to be driven as mad with lust as she did to me.

But my groan of satisfaction for her sinful taste was my undoing, and hers. She came with a tight whimper, her back arching and thighs squeezing as her climax filled my mouth with her nectar. And I drank in every drop, sucking her flesh dry until her trembling and bucking subsided.

My hunger for her was nowhere near sated. I needed to claim her in every way imaginable. Wiping my face, I climbed back up to face her, holding myself up with one hand as I struggled to unzip my pants with the other.

She grabbed my face with both hands and yanked me down to kiss her again, and my stupid fucking fingers couldn’t seem to manage getting a hold on the zipper.

She must have noticed my struggle, because she slid one hand down between my legs, took the zipper and jerked it down. Then she reached inside my pants and pushed beneath the fabric of my briefs, wrapping her hand around my aching shaft.

I hissed at the perfect torture of her touch, and she took that as encouragement to stroke her grip up and down. I groaned, aching to plunge my cock inside her, but instead, languishing in her attention.

Arya, Arya, Arya…

Her name was a cadence in my mind that I wanted to hear forever.

“Fuck me, Tobias,” she whispered between panting and feverish kisses.

Warmth bloomed in my chest at her sweet words, at her teasing strokes, and suddenly, I panicked.
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Chapter 8
Arya

I was so lost with need and drunk on the aftermath of pleasure that still coursed through my body that I didn’t immediately realize Tobias had pulled away.

I opened my heavy-lidded eyes to see him climbing to his feet and stuffing himself back into his pants. Confusion warred with disorientation as I scanned his face for an explanation, but the steely set to his jaw said everything.

Rejection and shame washed over me, icy cold and extinguishing the fire of desire he’d ignited inside me.

I pushed myself up to lean with my palms on the damp grass, curling my too exposed legs under me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked in a fragile tone I hated.

He zipped up his pants, not looking at me as he said, “I can’t do this.”

His words slapped me in the face, stinging down to my heart. My eyes burned with fresh mortified tears, but I refused to let them spill.

“What happened?” I didn’t have better words to use, especially at that moment. It was a miracle I had gotten those two words out at all without my voice cracking.

Things were going so well. Way better than I’d expected, actually. I absolutely hadn’t intended to do more than kiss him tonight, and until this moment, I hadn’t felt bad about the turn the night had taken. And the way he’d made me feel!—but I was so far removed from that bliss that I could hardly believe it even happened.

I didn’t understand why he suddenly changed—again! Was my smell offensive? Did he think I was a huge slut for letting him go down on me and then asking for more? Did he suddenly decide my being a mermaid was too taboo for him to deal with? What was it?!

“I thought I was strong enough, but I’m just…not,” he eventually ground out.

I waited a few breaths for him to elaborate, but all he did was straighten his shirt over the top of his pants and continue to glare down at the ground. The angry look on his face turned my hurt into indignation.

What was he talking about? Not strong enough for what?

“What the hell does that even mean, Tobias?” I asked, my tone growing heavier and snappier with my rising anger.

A scowl lowered on his brow, and he crossed his arms, closing himself off to me completely.

I got up off the ground and stalked toward him, planting myself right in his face.

“Look at me,” I ordered.

I stared at his stupid handsome face, watching as he slowly raised his gaze up to meet mine. His amber eyes were completely devoid of the heat I’d come to know so well. They might as well be the tepid stones they resembled.

“Why are you pulling away from me?” I demanded, softening my tone at the end. “Did I do something?”

His features smoothed slightly, then pinched once more, either in desperation or irritation, I couldn’t tell. “No. You didn’t do anything. I’m just not good for you.”

He averted his gaze again like it was painful to keep looking at me. But all I could do was stare at him, trying to read some secret on his face that he wasn’t saying.

I thought about all the times we’d gotten close, only for him to push me away and then act like a jealous asshole when someone else got close to me.

“Is that what all this hot-and-cold is about?” I asked snidely, placing my hands obstinately on my hips. “Because you think you’re not good for me? Who said you get to decide that for me? I’m a big girl, Tobias. I can make my own choices and face the consequences.”

He shook his head. “You don’t understand. I’m not good for anyone.”

I crossed my arms, mirroring his stance but with far more attitude, and pushed my tongue into my cheek. “So what, then? You’re just going to keep playing yo-yo with me until you figure out whether or not that matters? I’m not some bimbo you can string along while you ‘find yourself’ or whatever the hell it is you’re doing.”

His eyes met mine, somehow pleading and refusing all at the same time. “I’m not trying to hurt you. That’s the last thing I want to do.”

My anger spasmed like a solar flare, whipping my insides with scorching heat.

“Well, you know what, you just did,” I declared. “Feel free to let me know when you decide to stop pitying yourself and be a real man. But don’t expect me to wait around for you.”

I strode off toward the bushes that separated us from the walking path, but the torn panties hanging around my upper thighs nearly tripped me. Growling like a furious jungle cat, I reached under my dress and ripped the lace off me with a forceful yank, then threw the tattered material on the ground at his feet.

“You can add that to your trophy collection,” I snapped before storming away.

I didn’t care whether that made sense or about the fact that my lady bits were still wet and catching the chill of the November night air without the protection of underwear. I just needed to get away from him.

How could I have been so stupid? Time and time again, Tobias had proven that he wasn’t boyfriend material. Hell, he was hardly friend material!

I had thought earlier tonight that I saw a kindred spirit in him, someone who’d been smothered and restricted by an overbearing parent and was now thirsting to live life to the fullest. But he wasn’t. He let fear rule him, let it shut him down to anyone and everyone. He was way more fucked up than I was, and I didn’t need that in my life right now.

I was done with Tobias Dracul.
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Chapter 9
Arya

I slammed my bedroom door and threw myself face-first onto my bed. Frustration ached in my curling fists, and I wanted to punch something. I kind of wished that something could be Tobias’s stupid face! And yet, just thinking about that stupid face triggered the unsated desire he’d left me with, which only pissed me off even more.

I screamed into my pillow, hurling all of my anger, regret and longing into that muffled sound until no air was left in my lungs. And then I just lay there, limp and listless, totally exhausted.

I hated that I still wanted him. What if I had stayed? We could have talked it out. I could have gotten him to open up about whatever he was holding back. What did he think he needed to protect me from? Or was that all a lie, just some excuse to get rid of me?

Ugh.

I really was hopeless. I wished I could just forget about him, erase him from my memory. And my life. But after what he’d done to me on that lawn—

No! Not going there. It hurt too much to think about.

Knock, knock, knock.

I popped my head up off my pillow, holding my breath as I deliberated over who it might be and whether or not I was going to answer it. I didn’t want to talk to anyone right now, but if it was Caesar or Celeste, I didn’t want to snub them. Then again, it was too late for either of them to come calling.

It could be Ashlyn. She’d loaned me this dress and probably wanted to know how the date had gone. A topic I had no energy to discuss at the moment. And if that were the case, she would’ve just texted me.

What if it was Tobias? Maybe he’d come back to apologize for being a wishy-washy asshole. I seriously believed he had too much pride for that, and while I deserved a bit of groveling from him, I was too angry and wounded to hear any of it tonight.

Actually, it might feel good to yell at him some more. Just the thought had my muscles tensing and clenching all through my body.

Finally, I rolled off my bed and opened the door, prepared for any outcome.

Kendall stood in the hallway with his hands in his pockets. Okay, maybe I hadn’t been prepared for that.

Did he know I’d gone out with Tobias? If he was here to give me shit about it, I was more than happy to unleash the yelling I’d reserved for Tobias.

But the hesitant, burdened look on his handsome face disarmed me, taming the raging beast inside me that only a moment ago was ready to bite his head off.

“What’s up?” I asked, though, at this point, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know.

“Celeste wanted me to give you a message earlier, but you were out,” he said with a shrug.

“Oh.” That caught me off guard, and now guilt coiled in my belly. I worked to remove the bitch scowl from my face and adopted a neutral expression instead.“What’s the message?”

He pursed his lips in a decidedly awkward gesture, making me feel as apprehensive as he looked.

“Celeste won’t be able to tutor you privately anymore due to some new business that has come up, so she’s assigned another mer student to tutor you instead.”

From the tone of his voice, this didn’t sound like good news. And it sure as hell didn’t sound like it was him who was assigned the task.

I took in a bracing breath. “Who’s going to be tutoring me?”

His shoulders stiffened at the top of a shrug, and he grimaced as he replied, “Letti.”

Every ounce of composure I’d struggled to maintain flew out the window.

“What? No! Why?” I yelled, throwing my hands up.

Kendall squinted at the volume of my voice, then looked both ways down the hall before reaching for my arms and ushering me backward into my room. He closed the door and turned back to me with his hands raised in submission.

“Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” he said with an attempted playful tone that fell short.

“I can’t be tutored by that evil bitch!” I hissed, outrage rushing through my veins like searing venom. “You don’t know what she did to me.”

A crease sliced down his forehead, his eyes narrowing in concern. “What do you mean? What did she do?”

I was so livid I no longer cared about keeping their prank a secret. After everything that went down today, this was the rotten cherry on top, and I was all out of fucks to give.

“She, Adina, and Cora trapped me in the Simulation Room last night,” I said through bared teeth.

“They did what?” he exclaimed, anxiety paling his complexion.

“Yeah. I almost fucking died! And I would have if Tobias hadn’t shown up.”

He raked his hands through his sandy brown hair, examining me up and down for a moment with worry in his eyes. “Shit. Did you tell Caesar?”

I folded my arms against myself and shook my head. “No. I am not going to add ‘snitch’ to the list of reasons for the rest of the mer to hate me.”

He frowned and let out a long sigh. “Well, I guess I can’t blame you there. I can’t believe they did that to you. I should talk to them—”

“No, don’t,” I pleaded immediately, my temper cooling slightly. “I don’t want them to know they got to me, and I especially don’t want anyone defending me and making it look like I can’t hold my own. I’ll handle them.”

I went to the edge of my bed and plopped down, running my hands over my face. “Why does it have to be Letti?”

Kendall slowly came to sit on the bed beside me. “My guess is because she’s one of the fastest shifters and the most talented with water manipulation.”

I began to shake my head repeatedly. “That’s great. Just fucking great.” I turned to him. “Why can’t you tutor me instead? You haven’t tried to kill me.”

“Yet,” he added, smirking when I rolled my eyes at him. “I actually suggested that when Celeste asked me to tell you. But she wants me to focus on my seer abilities. She wants me to be her apprentice after I graduate.”

My shoulders sagged, deflated and defeated. I threw my head back and groaned. “There’s really no point in going through with this. With Letti tutoring me, I’m not going to learn anything. She’ll do everything she can to sabotage me.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” Kendall said with a shrug. “If she were given a task—by Celeste herself—she would do everything she could to succeed. Failure is not a word in her vocabulary.”

I shook my head, resigning myself to this horrible fate. “Well, if I go missing after one of these tutoring sessions, make sure Celeste knows who to point the finger at.”

He chuckled, then sobered as he registered the lack of humor on my face.

He put his hand on mine, looking at me with sincerity. “I won’t let that happen. I won’t let anyone hurt you like that again.”

While I had zero faith that he could actually keep such a promise, his vow touched me deep inside, caressing the wound Tobias’s recent rejection had carved.

Kendall was such a sweet guy. He was everything that Tobias wasn’t—noble, straightforward, kind. Floating in the gentle tide of his gaze, I knew he would never treat me the way Tobias had.

And at that moment, I craved the comfort he offered.

I leaned in and kissed him. His lips welcomed my advance, gently parting as I brushed mine over them. His mouth wasn’t hot and forceful like Tobias’s but cool and sweet, his rhythm mirroring my pace and letting me take the lead.

I relished the control he was offering, the security in knowing he wouldn’t push me away but wouldn’t take more than I wanted to give either. And that knowledge made me want to give him everything.

I paused our kissing only long enough to climb onto his lap, straddling his hips and lowering myself onto his muscular form. His arms wrapped around me, so strong and comforting, his hands sliding over the dip of my lower back with a gentleness that sent shivers racing up my spine.

A whimper escaped my lips, and I ground into the hardness that nudged at my bare pussy, remembering only now that my panties had long been removed. He groaned, gripping my hips to increase the pressure. It felt so damned good, and I was still aching from the need that had been so cruelly denied.

For the briefest moment, a voice in the back of my mind whispered that I should stop, that it wasn’t fair to Kendall. But my desire shoved that thought aside. He wanted this. I wanted this. It didn’t have to mean anything. We could just…be.

At that, I pulled my dress up over my head and tossed it to the floor. He kissed down my neck and between my breasts as his nimble fingers expertly unsnapped my bra. Then he hooked his fingers around the straps and slid them off my shoulders, trailing his fingertips down my arms with a tenderness that ignited every nerve ending in my body.

Every inch of my skin prickled with urgent anticipation, a desperate need to be touched, caressed, bitten—anything! When his mouth covered my breast, I gasped sharply, arching my back and thrusting my bosom up to give him better access to my aching breasts. He cupped my neglected breast with his hand, kneading it as his tongue licked over my nipple in the best way.

I scraped my fingers down his sides and under the bottom of his shirt, tugging it upward. He let me pull it over him, and I stole every second I could to admire the chiseled muscles of his chest and abs before he resumed his worship of my breasts.

My desire had reached a fever pitch. I needed him. I needed his body and his lust every bit as much as I needed his comfort and affection tonight.

Reaching into the tight space between our bodies, I pulled at the button of his jeans, snapping it open before tugging down his zipper. He growled over my nipple, the vibration rippling through me down to my core, intensifying my need to the point of pain.

Scooping his arms around me once more, he picked me up and laid me on the bed, kicking off his shoes and stripping out of his pants. He stood over me, his perfect body fully exposed, the sight of his large, stiff cock making my mouth water. His eyes raked over me, stopping at the apex of my spread thighs and staring with ravenous hunger.

I spread my legs even wider in invitation, not caring that my boots were still on. And if he minded that fact, he made no indications.

“Kendall,” I whispered pleadingly, my chest heaving with my bated breaths.

My use of his name broke the enchantment of his stare, and he descended on me, lowering himself between my legs and claiming my mouth with much more abandon than before. The tip of his cock brushed against my slick opening, and I bucked my hips up, sheathing myself over the top of it.

With a groan, he plunged inside me, his dick filling me and stretching me with surprising pleasure. He held himself against me, his dick as deep as it could go and grazing that most sensitive spot in my core. And when he pulled back and slid back in, my eyes rolled up in my head.

He thrust with slow, rhythmic motions like the sway of a tide, each retreat and siege of his length against my inner walls stoking my need and drawing out my pleasure to maddening heights. All the while, his kissing matched the pace of his hips, his tongue invading my mouth in sync with his cock in my pussy.

He teased me like this for so long, I lost all concept of time. All I knew was the torturously slow pleasure he gave me, the languid movements of his body on top of me. My core tightened with frantic impatience, demanding release from this intolerable peak at which he kept me captive.

Finally, when my body could take no more, my pleasure erupted over the pinnacle, washing over me in a powerful wave. I moaned into his mouth, and he thrust harder and faster, extending my climax until, reaching his own end, he withdrew, gripping his cock and spilling his warm cum onto my belly.

He rolled onto the bed beside me, and we lay there for a moment panting and trembling in the aftermath of our pleasure.

Then he rose and grabbed his boxers up off the floor, using them to wipe his seed from my skin. Without a word, he set the soiled item aside and crawled back onto the bed, pulling me against his chest.

Now that the pleasure and need has subsided and the reality of what just happened settled on me, I couldn’t help the guilt and anxiety that coiled in my gut.

He must have sensed it because he softly said, “This doesn’t have to mean anything more than you want it to mean.”

I didn’t say anything, letting those words marinate, and instead nestled my head onto his chest.

No more words passed between us. He just held me, and after long moments, my inner turmoil faded, and I allowed myself to just enjoy what he was offering.

I didn’t want to think about what this meant for me and Kendall, or how I felt about Tobias. I didn’t want to hurt Kendall, but I needed him. I had used his affections to attempt to heal the wound Tobias had made.

Was I a horrible, selfish person for not saying no?
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Chapter 10
Julian

An early spring breeze sent a chill over my arms, reminding me that winter hadn’t completely given up yet. It was morning—an hour or so after sunrise—which was the perfect time for quiet contemplation.

Taking my pruning shears, I snipped another branch. There was a hidden comfort in helping a tree grow straight and true. I wondered if trees felt pain as rogue limbs were cut or if they were grateful not to have so much to nurture. The tree would be able to focus on growing in the right places instead of spreading itself too thinly and weakening its core in the process.

The same applied to life.

Growing up in California, my parents expected too much of me. It hadn’t mattered how much I did to please my father—it was never enough. But the Skye’s had taken me in, and I’d been able to focus on the important things.

Snip. Snip. Snip.

As I clipped branch after branch, I wondered at the irony of creating scars to make perfection. There was probably a lesson in that, too.

The orchard was already starting to blossom, the promise of a great apple harvest whispering in the leaves.

“And here I thought you’d have an aversion to mornings.”

I nearly fell off the ladder I was pruning from. Catching my balance, my shears slipped from my grip and fell to the wet soil below.

I looked at the figure who stood a few feet away from the base of the ladder, momentarily disoriented. “Shea?”

She smiled up at me, her wavy brown hair spilling over her shoulders, which were left exposed by the Victorian-style lavender dress she wore. My heart was still pounding against my chest from the initial surprise of her voice, but her beauty struck me so that my pulse couldn’t regain its normal rhythm.

I climbed down, staring at her all the while. “What are you doing here?”

Though her presence was comfortingly familiar, it somehow felt out of place. I wracked my brain, trying to discern why, but the struggle only confused me.

“I’ve always been here,” she said, giving me an amused frown like I was the one who wasn’t making any sense.

She held up a shiny red apple and flared her eyebrows at me before taking a bite. Watching her savor the juices as she chewed made my heart tug, and warmth filled my chest. I couldn’t help but smile.

She extended it toward me with a flirtatious smirk. “Want a bite?”

The temptation to indulge her was potent, some visceral tug pulling me toward her, making me want to wrap my arms around her.

But as I drew closer, for a terrifying instant, it wasn’t an apple she was holding in her hand but a pumping heart, blood dripping down the length of her arm.

I gasped and blinked, surprised to once again see a simple apple in her grasp.

“Julian? Are you okay?”

Something about this didn’t feel right. No, everything about this didn’t feel right.

I looked at my surroundings, truly examining them. “Wait. How did I get here?”

“In the orchard?” Shea asked, flipping her hair over her shoulder in that sassy way.

I shook my head. “No, the boarding house. I wasn’t here before.”

Shea folded her arms and swung out a hip. “I’m not sure I understand. Did you hit your head when you stumbled just now?”

It all came flooding back to me with sudden ferocity. Moments before this, I’d been trapped in a tank of water, drowning over and over again.

Or had it been an eternity ago?

“This isn’t real. None of this is real.”

I ran my fingers through my hair and hunched over, pulling hard. I felt the pain—it was as real as my drowning had been.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Shea rush to my side.

“Julian, what are you doing?” she cried, laying a gentle hand on my back.

I fell to my knees. “Hadrian! What have you done to me? Hadrian!”

Burying my face in my hands, I found myself sobbing. This trap inside the past was worse than drowning. The orchard had felt real. Shea had felt real.

“Julian?”

The question of reality faded away like steam in winter. I knew that voice, and it wasn’t just in my head.

Looking up, my eyes caught sight of Alice. Her red hair was bouncing as she raced toward me from the boarding house. Shea had completely vanished.

“Alice,” I whispered, new hope driving me to my feet. I no longer cared which reality I was in. Alice was here.

I sprinted for her, my legs filled with adrenaline, my heart beating with eager love that threatened to explode from my chest.

But, again, something was wrong. No matter how hard I ran, the distance between us didn’t shorten.

“Julian!” she called to me, her voice traveling the distance that our legs for some reason couldn’t. She came to a stop and reached a hand out. I did the same.

“Alice! Please, come to me!”

“I can’t!” She shook her head sadly and dropped to her knees, her green dress melding with the grassy lawn.

The morning sky suddenly turned overcast, and cool raindrops began hitting my cheeks.

“She’ll never come to you,” another voice said, whispering in my ear. “But I am here.”

I hadn’t heard Marguerite approach, and as I looked up at her, I found her pale, smiling face framed by her platinum blond hair.

The falling rain fizzled out and the orchard disappeared. I was kneeling behind iron bars, staring up into Marguerite’s icy blue eyes.

“I’ve always been here,” she said softly, reaching a hand through the bars, waiting for me to take it. The way she echoed Shea’s earlier words was too disturbing to contemplate.

Her face changed for a moment to Alice’s, and I blinked a few times to see if my eyes were playing tricks on me once again. Alice stood before me, hand still extended. Without hesitation, I took her hand in mine, placing it against my cheek and closing my eyes.

“What’s going on?”

My eyes snapped open, and I turned to see Hadrian striding toward us.

Alice removed her hand from my hold. I looked at her in anguish, stumbling back and slamming into the bars behind me. Alice had been replaced with Marguerite once more.

A wave of nausea struck me as I recalled pressing my cheek against her cold hand just now. The visual trick made me feel so violated.

“Julian’s finally regaining some coherency,” Marguerite told Hadrian. “He’s not all the way there, but getting closer.”

Hadrian threw a thumb over his shoulder. “Out. I’ll take it from here.”

“You sure you don’t want me to stick around?” she asked, turning back and giving me a smile. “A woman’s touch can be extremely helpful.”

I gritted my teeth. “He said get out. So get out!”

Marguerite looked as if she’d been slapped. She stared pleadingly at me for several seconds, then reluctantly sped away like a dog with its tail between its legs.

Hadrian turned and watched her leave. We were in the dungeon, but I was the only one locked up in this particular room of cells.

“Now that’s the Julian I remember. Passionate and cold, knowing just what he wants.”

I grunted. “What did you do to me?”

I didn’t remember leaving the tank or being brought to these cells. How long had I been here?

Hadrian stepped to the cage and squatted down, meeting me at my level, then cocked his head to the side. “I gave you an appropriate punishment. Something we agreed upon.”

I pointed a shaky finger at my own head. “What did you do up here?”

A sly smile grew slowly on the vampire dictator’s face, and he got back to his feet, beginning a slow and steady pace in front of my cage. “I watched you drown over and over again for an entire day. Six times per hour. That means you drowned one hundred and forty-four times. But that was three days ago.”

I looked down at the rough concrete floor. “Three days? I have no recollection of them. Except for… vivid dreams”

“Oh, yes, we know that much.” He tapped a device on his wrist.

I heard my own voice echoing in the empty prison room. “Shea?”

There was a pause.

“What are you doing here?”

Another pause.

The nauseating disgust I’d felt with Marguerite crept its way back into my stomach and climbed up my throat.

Hadrian tapped his watch again, and the replay stopped. “We’ve been analyzing your… conversations over the past three days.”

I put my head in my quaking hands.

“There is much more than what I just played for you,” Hadrian continued.

“That tank of water,” I started. “It wasn’t just water, was it?”

Hadrian snapped his fingers and pointed at me. “Right you are.”

“So much for ‘not being animals’.” I brought my angry eyes up to Hadrian.

“You must understand that I had the interest of all vampires in mind,” the vampire leader said. “You’ve been off the radar for fifteen years. The hallucinogens I placed in that tank of water were put there so you would spill information that could be beneficial to our cause. And if you had ulterior motives, those secrets would present themselves in your… conversations.”

My heart thumped in trepidation, my mouth suddenly going dry. I had no idea what I’d said over the past three days. Could I have revealed my true purpose for returning? Had I spilled the beans about Caesar and the school? Was there more about Shea than that scene just now?

That thought somehow frightened me most of all.

“It seems you are still very much attached to your past,” Hadrian said. “Most of what we recorded were conversations with your precious Alice. But Camilla and her parents seemed to make an appearance from time to time.”

Relief slowly crept over me. If I had betrayed anything about Caesar, surely that would’ve been Hadrian’s first words.

“I am curious, though,” Hadrian said, a note to his voice I didn’t like. “Who is this Shea?”

My heart thudded against my chest, and I began to wonder how much the immortal organ could take. If Shea was on his radar, or Marguerite’s, she wouldn’t be safe.

When I didn’t respond, Hadrian tapped the screen of his watch once more. I honed all my senses to the sounds emitting from it, burning with apprehensive curiosity at what horrible secrets I’d betrayed.

At first, I wasn’t sure what I was hearing. The sounds were faint, muffled. And then I heard my own panting.

“Shea,” my voice breathed, the intimacy with which I spoke her name making my cheeks heat. My voice said her name again with more longing, and the heat scorched its way through my chest and down to my groin.

I shuddered, both mortified and aching to know what happened in those hallucinations. Brief flashes sparked in my mind, like memories dulled and fogged by drunken stupor. A graze of her lips against mine. The sweet coo of my name on her lips.

And shameful guilt washed over me as I thought of Alice. I hadn’t so much as wanted someone since she died. I’d thought that part of me was dead, too. But now, I couldn’t deny the attraction I felt to that young witch that night we met. That I apparently still harbored. And it made me feel woefully treacherous.

“So,” Hadrian prompted, dismissing the reply with another tap of his watch. “Who is she?”

I shoved my guilt into a box to deal with later, knowing I needed to give him an answer that would satisfy him. “She’s just my mortal pet. Nothing more.”

Hadrian nodded slowly, a smirk curling his lips. “I suspected as much. You’re lucky Marguerite wasn’t here for that little scene, or I suspect she’d have hunted down the poor girl by now. I, on the other hand, found it very…entertaining.”

His chuckle filled my ears as panic at the thought of Marguerite’s wrathful intervention splashed like boiling water over my face. I hadn’t realized until that moment how protective I was over my little witch—I meant, the little witch—not mine. I would have to take whatever measures I could to keep her safe now that I was back in Hadrian’s fold.

If I truly was.

“Fortunately for you, you passed the test,” Hadrian finally said, slipping a key into the lock on my cage. “If you’ve had shifter dealings over the past fifteen years, they haven’t been important enough for you to hallucinate about.”

I slowly exhaled, careful not to let my intense relief show. My dealings with Caesar were pretty damn important, and if nothing else, I was grateful that my lascivious fantasies of Shea had overtaken them. I wasn’t going to worry myself with what that meant at the moment.

The heavy lock clanged to the ground and the door swung open.

“Come along,” Hadrian said, curling a finger at me. “We have much to discuss now that you’ve rejoined us.”

When I got to my feet, I was glad to find that the shakiness was wearing off. I hoped that was an indicator of the hallucinogen levels in my body.

Keeping pace with Hadrian, I walked out of one room of prison cells only to step into another. I hated that the dungeon of Heritage Prep was littered with so many cages. I had to find out why their number was so high—and why they were mostly empty.

“The first thing we’ll do is assign you an Initiate,” Hadrian continued.

I grimaced. Apparently, I was getting pushed down to the bottom of the vampire ranks.

“You really think that’s necessary?” I asked, knowing I was taking a risk speaking to Hadrian in such a way. “I want to be back out on the frontlines. I have work to do.”

“You’re not ready,” Hadrian said evenly. “I need to know you’re back in for good. You have proven your intent to rejoin us, but now I need to confirm your loyalty. You will take on an Initiate, and we will see where things go from there.”

We made it to the staircase, passing a sneering Rory, and began the long climb.

“You’re likely thirsty,” Hadrian said.

And I was. I hadn’t allowed myself to acknowledge that incessant burn in my throat before my fate had been confirmed. But now that I was free, I could sense the humans on the floors above us, their blood calling to me like a sweet siren song.

“Your Initiate will be your blood source,” he added. “You’ll find no blood bags here, and if you’re caught sneaking any inside the school, there will be dire consequences.”

I kept my gaze on the stairs. I loathed drinking straight from a human. It was too intimate of an experience, like a violation of the victim’s rights. And though fresh blood was more potent, I felt dirty every time I’d had to do it in the past. Animalistic. Unable to control my urges.

“Very well,” I said with forced pleasantness.

Remembering Caesar’s wish to discover Hadrian’s knowledge of the prophecy, I shifted gears. “I’ve been out of the loop for quite some time. What news can you tell me? Anything you think I may need to know about?”

Hadrian nodded. “We find shifters frequently, but never in large groups. Nothing that would equate to a school.”

I shrugged. “Perhaps they learned their lesson after what happened in South Dakota.” I hoped my tone didn’t reveal the lie.

“No, those animals can’t stay apart for extended amounts of time,” Hadrian spat. “And we’ve caught plenty who have witlessly revealed such information. We’ve just been unable to find out where they are.”

“So, there is a school then?” I replied with feigned ignorance. “I don’t know your sweeping strategies, but the shifters must be hidden well if you haven’t been able to catch them over the past fifteen years.”

“It appears they’ve finally learned their lesson,” Hadrian said. “They aren’t hiding in plain sight. My guess? They’ve rallied the witches, and wherever that school is, it’s being hidden by concealment spells.”

If only that were the case. Then Shea would be safe.

“I thought shifters hated witches,” I said as we entered the staircase to the lower levels of Initiate housing.

“Who knows what kind of alliances have been created among the shifters?” Hadrian said flippantly.

He’s accurate as far as alliances go.

We made it to the first floor of Initiates, which meant I was assigned one of the more promising humans.

“Here we are,” Hadrian said, letting me precede him into the room.

As I passed the threshold, I found that I was entering a common room. Luxurious chairs and sofas were placed in perfect symmetry, not one piece of furniture off. Dark, hardwood floors ran the length of the room, along with equally symmetrical, extravagant, blood-red rugs. In the center of the room was a long table made of solid wood.

Several Initiates were sitting down, engaged in quiet conversations. Others were standing and talking. But as Hadrian and I entered, the room fell completely silent.

“Good morning, most-favored Initiates,” Hadrian greeted in grandiose fashion. “Today will be a great day for one of you: another vampire is ready to have an Initiate assigned to him!”

I looked around and found one thing in common among all the humans’ faces—hope. They were all hoping for an assignment. It was the final step in proving their readiness to be turned.

And their eagerness disgusted me.

I had never wished for immortality and believed that any human who did had selfish motivations. No human-turned-vampire had ever set out to spend eternity ending world hunger or reversing climate change. Vampires had only ever wanted power and domination.

“Would Piper Adams please step forward?”

A tall, gangly woman from the left side of the room, who was an inch or two taller than me and looked to be nothing but skin and bones, stood up. She had sandy-blonde hair and freckles speckled across her cheeks and nose. Her almond-brown eyes were slightly magnified by golden-framed glasses.

Her eyes lit with excitement as she took long strides toward us. She was wearing a charcoal skirt that came up to just above her knees with a matching suit coat. Underneath was a simple white button-up shirt.

“A girl?” I muttered to Hadrian.

“A girl who double majored at Harvard in molecular biology and electrical engineering,” Hadrian clarified.

“So, she’s overconfident?” I whispered.

Hadrian sighed. “She’s a genius.”

The girl stepped directly in front of me. Her proximity made me uncomfortable, but I held my ground and looked up into her eyes.

“Piper, meet Julian Asher,” Hadrian said. “Julian, meet Piper Adams.”

Even though my hands were at my sides, Piper grabbed one and squeezed overzealously.

“This is the greatest day of my life,” she exulted.

My eyes widened, and I shot Hadrian a worried glance.

She laughed, but the sound resembled a pig’s snort more than anything. “I’ve been waiting six months for this, Mr. Asher. Six. Whole. Months.”

I scratched awkwardly at my head with my free hand, wondering when Piper would let go. “I don’t know exactly how I’m supposed to react, but one thing we’re going to start with—don’t call me ‘Mr. Asher’. Julian will do nicely.”

Her eyes filled with wonder. “I can call you by your first name?”

“Um, of course?” I muttered. “That’s what everyone else calls me.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hadrian bring a hand to his forehead.

“You see us as equals,” she said, her amazement increasing.

“Far from it,” Hadrian interjected. “You’re an Initiate. Julian is a century-old vampire. You have much to learn and master before you’re even close to being on the same level as he is. His preference in how you refer to him has nothing to do with your status.”

She bowed reverently. “Yes, sir. Pardon my assumptions. It won’t happen again.”

“Excellent,” Hadrian said, giving her a look down his nose like she was the scum of the earth. “You two will be working with each other for the next six months. A review will then begin to see if Piper is ready to be turned. If it’s decided that she is worthy of it, Julian will be the one to take that action.”

My stomach turned at his declaration, and I set my jaw firmly to keep my grimace internal. I would do everything in my power to keep that from happening. I’d made it this far in my long life without turning a human, and I wasn’t about to start now. Even with a willing victim.

Which meant I needed to extract the information from Hadrian as quickly as possible and desert this cursed place once and for all.

“If you are found unworthy, Julian will drink every last drop of blood flowing through your body,” Hadrian said carelessly, making bile rise in my throat. “Now, I will show Julian to his new quarters. When he’s ready, he’ll come down for you, Piper.”

Again, the Initiate bowed. “I will wait patiently for him, sir. Thank you for this opportunity.”

She gave me an excited glance, then stepped back to the chair she’d been in, picking up the tablet she’d left there and sitting down.

Hadrian turned around, and I followed him out of the Initiate common room and onto the staircase heading back up to the main floor of Heritage Prep.

“I thought you said she was smart,” I deadpanned.

“Don’t label her quite yet,” Hadrian said. “Her excitement masks her intelligence. This is every Initiate’s dream. You’ll see just how smart she is as she gets used to shadowing you.”

I detected the warning in his words. Hadrian may have assigned me to Piper for a reason, but I knew that the vampire leader had assigned Piper to me for other reasons.

“Sounds like she’ll keep me on my toes,” I said.

“Indeed.”

We passed the main floor and continued through the main staircase, making our way up the front tower.

“There are several projects underway, and many teams of vampires and Initiates are working hard to increase our rightful dominion over the world. You and Piper have an important assignment.”

Great. I’d have to get my hands dirty. Increasing vampire dominion was exactly the opposite of what I wanted.

“What would you have me do, Hadrian?”

The vampire leader came to a stop between floors.

“We’ve been experimenting,” he said, drawing his blue eyes on me. Set in them was exploratory awe, which deeply disconcerted me.

“On what?”

“Hybrids,” Hadrian replied with a flare of his eyebrow.

A knot twisted in the pit of my stomach. “Hybrid what?

“Vampire-shifters,” Hadrian said, raising his arms to the side. “Our glorious future.”

“But that’s impossible,” I all but stammered. “Any shifter that a vampire has tried to turn has ended up dying. Vampire venom and shifter genomes don’t mix.”

“But we are on the verge of figuring out the final pieces of making it happen. Which is where you and Piper come in.”

I withheld a gasp, my pale complexion masking the panic that flooded my system. This was terrifying information. If Hadrian was successful in figuring out how to make vampire-shifters, nobody would be safe. Too many powers mixing together. It would create an uncontrollable abomination.

“Do you not share the vision, Julian?” Hadrian asked, menace hiding beneath the casual tone of his voice. “You seem forlorn at this grand announcement.”

I realized my misstep as those deadly blue eyes bore into me. “To be honest, I’m shocked. I never thought such a thing was possible. And if this is what you want me to do, I’ll get with Piper today and we’ll get to work on it.”

Hadrian smiled, seeming pleased with my obedient recovery. “Then I’ll show you to your quarters and get out of your hair. Welcome back, my friend.”

We continued our ascension, but I felt my spirits drop. Was this information worth contacting Caesar about? Or should I continue working on Hadrian about the prophecy? It was, after all, the information Caesar had requested.

Not yet.

It was Alice’s voice in my head again, and I’d learned to follow it long ago. I just had to stay out of trouble until I had what I needed.

If Hadrian really was close to creating these fucking hybrid monsters, there was no question that I would have to intervene. I’d be obligated by my own moral compass to prevent such an atrocity. I only hoped I could do that without sacrificing myself in the process.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 11
Arya

A gentle touch trailing up and down my back slowly roused my consciousness, and I woke to find my face nestled on a warm chest. With a rush of apprehension and something akin to regret, my eyes widened and I lifted my head.

“Morning, gorgeous,” Kendall cooed as our eyes met.

We slept together last night! Fuck!

I sat up, hugging my sheets over my bare boobs and awkwardly tucking my hair behind my ear.

“Uh, hi,” I said stupidly. “You—um—you stayed.”

A frown invaded the boyish charm on his face. “Well, you were sleeping on me, and I didn’t want to wake you.”

“Oh.” I nodded, having absolutely no idea what to say.

What the hell did this mean? Did he think we were a thing now? Did I want us to be a thing? I had no fucking clue what I wanted, I only knew this was painfully awkward.

He sat up, too, putting a comforting hand on my bare shoulder. “Hey, about last night… We don’t have to make a big deal out of it if you don’t want to.”

I hadn’t been expecting that. I paused, then looked up at him over my shoulder, trying to gauge his emotions.

He looked sincere. Not like he was trying to brush me off as a one night stand, or like he was just telling me what I wanted to hear as a way of winning me over. In his eyes, I saw someone I could trust.

“Really?” I asked, my brows pinching upward uncertainly.

He nodded. “I know you’re going through a rough time and that things are…”—he shook his head, as if searching for the right word—“confusing right now. I just want you to know that I’m here for you. If that means telling Cora to back the fuck off, then I will. And if that means being your boy toy every now and then, well, sign me up.”

He flashed me a sexy grin, and I couldn’t help but giggle, my cheeks no doubt turning pink.

“Are you sure?” I asked, schooling my expression. “I don’t want you to ever feel like I’m using you. I just don’t think I’m ready for any kind of commitment right now.”

He lightly traced the back of his knuckles down my arm, sending shivers racing over my flesh.

“You can use me anytime you want.” His voice was husky and sensual, making my core tighten with fresh desire. “Consider me your bodyguard with benefits.”

He moved his teasing fingers to my spine, sweeping them slowly up the way he had while I slept, then brushed his lips over the crest of my shoulder. My eyelids fluttered closed as I lost myself to the sensations.

I tilted my head backward to face him, looking up at him with our lips a breath apart. There was no denying that I wanted him, or that I felt safe with him. He didn’t thrill me the way Tobias did, and maybe that was a good thing. Maybe we could just be friends and still enjoy each other’s company—and bodies.

He leaned in to meet my waiting mouth with his, but suddenly his body froze beside me, his eyes going blank.

“Kendall?” I whispered, staring at his face in confusion.

Fear crept up inside me when he still didn’t speak, didn’t move. Did…did I do something?

The memory of the vampire going statue still at my command flashed before my eyes for a split second, and panic gripped my heart at the fear that I had done the same to Kendall. Without even trying!

“Kendall?” I asked more loudly, pulling away from him.

He still didn’t move, just remained stuck in that position with his hand raised where my back had been.

Just as I was about to run out into the hall naked screaming for help, his eyes blinked and he straightened his posture, looking at me with an almost dazed sort of look.

He shook his head at seeing the concern on my face. “Sorry about that.”

I stared at him for a moment, willing my pulse to slow down. “W-what just happened?”

He let out an awkward chuckle, rubbing the back of his neck and biting his lower lip. “I had a vision. Sometimes, they just kinda sneak up on me. Sorry, I hope that didn’t freak you out too bad.”

“Oh,” I said, relief melting my panic knowing it wasn’t my fault. “Nope, just confused the hell out of me.”

I offered a nervous laugh in hopes of dispelling the tension. “How often does that happen to you?”

He shrugged, blowing out a breath. “Hard to say. Sometimes, they happen in clusters, several times a day. Other times, I can go months without a vision. That’s why I’m training with Celeste. So that I can use the sight at will like she does.”

I cocked my head, fascination over the topic growing now that my anxiety was subsiding. “So, Celeste never has random visions like you did?”

“Oh, she definitely does,” he retorted. “But when she does, they’re usually important. Not some stupid shit like me where I see myself eating a bowl of cereal.”

I laughed. “Is that what you saw just now?”

His gaze lingered on mine for several seconds, like he was debating sharing. “Something like that.”

Before he looked away, I caught a cryptic glimmer in his beach-wave eyes, and I knew it was something more than that.

I opened my mouth to pry, but he interrupted me.

“As much as I would love to let you use me again this morning, you should get breakfast before you have to meet with Letti.”

Tension bunched the muscles across my back. “Wait, what?”

He grimaced. “Yeah, I never got a chance last night to tell you that your first session with her is at eleven. We got a little…distracted…”

I ignored the suggestive look on his face and whipped my head toward the clock on my nightstand.

It was already ten-fifteen.

“Fuck!” I hissed, flinging the sheets off me and propelling myself toward my closet to hastily shimmy into a uniform. “Why didn’t you wake me earlier?”

He leveled a flat glance at me. “You actually expect any guy to disturb a hot naked girl who’s sleeping on him?”

I scoffed and rolled my eyes, shoving my feet into a pair of pants.

He scooted to the edge of my bed and watched me. “After what you told me last night, I thought it might be better to blow her off. Ask Celeste to assign someone else.”

“And let that bitch think I’m afraid of her?” I shot at him as I pulled my shirt over my head. “Not a chance.”

“Well, do you at least want me to walk you over there?” he offered. “I could give Letti a subtle warning.”

I shook my head. “No, it’s fine. I’ll handle her and her little trio on my own.”

He frowned and nodded.

“But thank you,” I added, sitting on the bed beside him so I could pull on my shoes.

“Do you have any plans after?” he asked, and now that I was fully clothed, it was incredibly obvious how very naked he still was.

I felt a smirk tugging at my lips and gave him a coy sideways glance. “No. Why?”

A sexy grin spread across his face. “I thought you might like to go on another swim in the lake with me. You know, for an extra-curricular tutoring session.”

While his words were corny as hell, their insinuation ignited a wild excitement in my belly. After the mind-blowing experience we’d shared during our last swim, I was insanely curious to explore that part of my sexuality, and he was the perfect teacher.

Okay, maybe he did thrill me a little bit.

“As long as Letti doesn’t drown me with water manipulation, I’d love to,” I joked.

He chuckled. “Mermaids don’t drown.”

“Ah, but you forget that I’m a terrible mermaid,” I countered.

“I beg to differ.” His eyes raked over me, making my skin burn under his hungry scrutiny.

I bit my lip, letting my gaze slide down his body and snag on the growing stiffness between his legs. He really was insanely gorgeous.

I pushed myself off the bed before I could change my mind. “Okay, I have to go.”

My whole body blushing, I ran out the door and scurried down the hall. While I did have fifteen minutes to spare to grab a snack beforehand, my appetite was M.I.A. at the moment. Besides, wasn’t there some rule about not eating before going swimming? Actually, did that apply to mermaids?

I rushed past the dining hall and speed-walked across the lawn to the pool building, my hurried thoughts shifting from the promise of Kendall’s proposal to the shit show I was about to swim into.

I would never understand how Celeste thought it was a good idea to stick me with Letti. Didn’t she know how much that bitch hated me? Some seer she was if she couldn’t see the disaster this was undoubtedly going to be.

I also felt a bit jilted by Celeste. Not that I expected her to hold my hand forever, but her passing me off on someone else felt like she was rejecting me, too. Celeste clearly had expectations of me when I first came here, and I definitely hadn’t lived up to any of them. Maybe having to endure Letti’s presence one-on-one was my punishment for being a disappointment.

Letti was already in her swim top when I entered the mer training room, and the snobby brunette rolled her eyes when she saw me come through the door. I mimicked the gesture and went to the locker room to take my time getting into my own swim top.

So much for my plan of pretending she didn’t exist.

I heard the door open behind me as I aggressively shoved my locker closed.

“Look, neither of us wants to be here, so can we just get this over with?” Letti said with a snide tone as she strode toward me.

“Wow, something we actually agree on,” I said, not bothering to conceal the disdain lacing my words. “Fine, what great things do you have to teach me?”

Letti flipped her hair off her shoulder as she preceded me into the training room. “Plenty. Not that I expect you to pick up any of it.”

I clenched my fists, fantasizing about wrapping my fingers around Letti’s little bobblehead neck and strangling her until her face turned as blue as her tail. The wound to my pride from the sim room “prank” was so fresh it burned, but I knew that someone had to take the high road here, and it wasn’t going to be Letti.

“If this tutoring thing is going to work, we have to put our personal feelings aside and be adults about this,” I said. “So, how about we leave our mutual hatred at the door—only for as long as we’re in this room.”

Letti looked at me sideways under thick black lashes, then shrugged. “I guess that sounds reasonable. Besides, if I can’t turn you into a true mermaid, what does that say about me?”

I rolled my eyes.

Letti gracefully lowered herself to sit on the pool’s edge, positioning herself almost as if she were posing for Vogue Magazine. My lips twisted in disgust. Especially when I realized why.

Letti’s feet and legs slowly and elegantly merged into a beautiful, dark blue tail. She was showing off for my benefit.

I watched with jealous admiration at how easy Letti made it look. It still hurt every time I transformed, the popping and adjusting of the bones causing me to perform what had to be a very unappealing dance in the water.

But Letti made no movements whatsoever, like the transition was as simple as breathing. And what was more, Letti wasn’t even wet! She had shifted completely dry.

Smoothing my face to hide my envy for Letti’s skills, I asked, “How do you do that?”

“It should be a simple thing for all mer, really,” Letti said in an airy tone.

Narrowing my eyes, I loudly cleared my throat, and Letti scoffed and let out a long-suffering sigh.

“Yeah, yeah. Well, I guess I’ve never really thought about it,” Letti said. “Mermaid is the form we’re born in. Human is the form we shift into. I think your problem is that you have it in your head that your legs are the real you, but they aren’t, and you’re fighting yourself. Try thinking about it like your fins are your true legs, like your scales are your true skin.”

I raised my brows at Letti’s attitude adjustment. What she said was actually helpful.

I sat down next to Letti, adopting the same pose, and closed my eyes to focus. Of course, I would think my legs were my real form. I’d had them under me all my life. I’d never known anything else. But I couldn’t deny how natural—how right—it felt to be in the water.

Be the real you. Be the real you. I chanted in my head, over and over.

I imagined myself in the lake again, surrounded inside and out by the cool blue water. In my fantasy, I twisted about in it, feeling my tail bend and curl, feeling the water flow around my fins. I imagined that the water was my life, that I was born to swim. I felt at peace.

But nothing happened. Nothing changed. My toes still wiggled in front of me, unfused.

“Hey, that’s a start.” Letti’s voice made me open my eyes.

“Huh?”

I looked from Letti’s face to my legs, and my mouth fell open with a high-pitched gasp. The skin of my calves and shins were covered in a thin layer of shimmer. My scales had started to come out!

“Don’t get too excited just yet,” Letti chided. “It wasn’t a full shift. You still have your legs out. But if we keep at it, we might make a real mermaid out of you. Eventually.”

The small hint of encouragement in Letti’s voice was almost impressive.

“Thanks,” I forced out.

Letti eyed me for a moment as if that was the last thing she’d ever expect to come out of my mouth. “Yeah, well, don’t mention it. Seriously. Don’t. I can’t have my friends thinking I’m helping you. Unless you begin to excel, in which case, I taught you everything you know. Got it?”

I shook my head in irritation. “Whatever you say.”

Her eyes lingered on me for a bit longer, and I finally said, “What?”

She shrugged. “You know, about the other night—”

I raised my hand between us to stop her, anger quickly flooding me. “Don’t. I don’t want to hear whatever bullshit you’re about to say. You had your fun, and it’s over. And because I’m not a total asshole like some people, I’m not going to rat you out. But if you ever cross me again, I’ll go to every length at my disposal to annihilate all three of you. Got it?”

Her eyes were wide as she gawked at me like I’d just slapped her. “Well, I was just going to—”

“Save it!” I snapped. “We have work to do. So shut the hell up and teach me something.”

She pursed her lips and looked away as she composed herself, adopting that perfect posture again with forced poise.

I willed my heavy breaths to slow, struggling to keep my vengeful wrath at bay. I’d go along with this ridiculous assignment and do my best to succeed. But I meant what I said. If she tried anything on me again, I’d destroy her, even if I had to resort to human ways to do it.
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Chapter 12
Tobias

I was a fucking idiot.

My head ached so badly that my entire skull was throbbing. You’d think I’d let Brett and Niko use my head as a punching bag last night rather than get me drunk after the mess I’d caused.

I rolled over on the floor of Brett’s room, squinting up at the digital clock on his nightstand as the glowing red numbers came in and out of focus. I was pretty sure it said eleven-thirty-four, but as I was looking at it upside-down, it looked like it spelled the word “hell”—a perfect omen for my life.

I hoisted myself up on my palms and looked around the room as it spun for a moment. Niko was still passed out on the floor next to me, and Brett was drooling onto his pillow with his mouth wide open.

I knew I needed to eat to make myself feel better, but I was in no mood to suffer the company of other students in the dining hall. I especially didn’t want to run into Arya. Even if every fiber of my being was urging me to go to her.

Why had I acted like that? I didn’t have to freak out on her like that. I could’ve just explained to her that we needed to slow down or literally anything other than cut her off.

But I had panicked. I’d felt too strongly for her, had wanted her too powerfully, and I got scared. In that moment, all my certainty that I could separate my heart from my cock had shattered, and I’d done the only thing I could think of to protect myself.

And I’d hurt her, and myself, in the process. Because being apart from her physically hurt. And not even the alcohol had been able to numb that pain. So I kept drinking and drinking, trying to drown it out. And here I was, hungover on the floor and cursing myself for every stupid mistake I’d made.

I bent my knees up and wiped my hands down my face, their dragon heat doing nothing to soothe the burning of my skull.

I couldn’t keep doing this. To her. To myself. I had to find some solution to this trap, this vicious cycle of wanting her and knowing I couldn’t have her.

A selfish voice whispered in my foggy mind, and it sounded eerily like my father’s. If you make her fall in love with you first, you’ll be free.

I considered that for a moment. If I could woo her like Arthur wanted, the curse would take root in her. I’d be free from the risk of ever falling in love with her, and thanks to the imprint, I’d be forced to still crave her company, to protect her and stay by her side. Would that be so horrible?

My own hand whipped across my face before I knew what I was doing, rocking my equilibrium with far more force than I’d intended.

I could never do that to someone. Not after seeing the heartbroken look on my mother’s face every time she looked at Arthur my entire life. Arthur stayed with her because they were married and had children together, and sure, he went through the motions by sleeping with her and buying expensive things.

But that wasn’t love. Those hollow gestures would never be enough for my poor, sweet mom, and they were certainly worse than Arya deserved. I wouldn’t put Arya through that despair.

I climbed to my feet with pathetic effort, nearly stumbling over Niko’s unconscious form in the process and catching myself against the corner of Brett’s desk. I held myself there for a moment, staring down at the papers on the top as I tried to gain some semblance of balance.

My eyes skimmed across the title of one of the pages in front of me. A History of Imprinting. I’d almost forgotten that Arya and Brett were working on that assignment.

I scoffed. If only I could find a way to break the imprint, then I’d be fine.

Shock bolted through my body as inspiration took me captive. What if I could break the imprint?

This was a scientific problem. Surely it could be reversed. Or treated, at the very least. Maybe there was some supplement I could take to replace Arya. Hell, maybe even some form of naga hypnosis would work!

Luckily, the foremost expert on imprinting in the world was right under this roof.

With new purpose and fresh determination, I shoved into Brett’s bathroom and took a shower, depending on the scalding water to help sober me. Then I brushed my teeth with his toothbrush—sorry, bro—and threw on some of his clothes—sorry, again—before jetting out the door and leaving the two of them to snore in stereo.

As it was Saturday, there was no guarantee that any of the teachers would be on campus, but I made my way to the faculty dorms anyway. I’d sit outside her room all weekend waiting if I had to.

It wasn’t until I knocked on the door that I felt like a schmuck, and when I heard footsteps approaching inside, I had to fight the urge to cut and run. This couldn’t wait till Monday. If I could solve this problem immediately, I had to try.

The door opened and Mrs. Sharp peered out at me, a question mark forming in her expression as she recognized me.

“Mister Dracul?” she asked, then looked down either side of the hallway as if she’d find a reason for my intrusion there.

“Good morning, Mrs. Sharp,” I greeted, hoping Brett’s toothpaste was enough to mask the stale scent of liquor on my breath. “I’m sorry for coming to you on the weekend, but I have an urgent matter that needs your help.”

“Oh?” She hugged the robe she wore tighter around her, and shame washed over me once more. “What could I possibly help you with?”

I gritted my teeth, wondering how much I should divulge. Then again, I was disturbing her leisure time with my selfish bullshit, so…

“Imprinting,” I admitted.

She arched a curious eyebrow as she regarded me for a few seconds, then pulled the door open.

“Have a seat while I make myself presentable.” She gestured to the couch in the living room before disappearing behind an adjacent door.

I’d never seen the inside of one of the faculty dorms, but this was far more modest than I’d imagined. The space reminded me of a cabin on a cruise ship. The main room was small and served as a living room, with a couch, a coffee table, and a TV hanging on the wall opposite them. Along the far wall were cabinets above a counter, upon which sat a microwave, coffee pot, and sink, and beneath which was a built-in mini fridge.

I hadn’t seen into the single bedroom attached—and thank fuck because I did not want to see Mr. Sharp’s hairy ursa balls—but I imagined it was even more cramped.

Why didn’t they have rooms as big as our dorms? Just because they were teachers didn’t mean they had to live like monks cloistered in hovels. How did Mr. Sharp even walk around in here with his massive form? The man was built like a bear, even without shifting.

I did as I was told and sat on the couch, momentarily tempted to pour myself a cup of coffee both to fight the hangover and to hide the booze smell. But before I could make a move in that direction, the bedroom door opened, and Mrs. Sharp stepped out.

She joined me on the couch, and I scooted over to make what I felt was an appropriate space between us.

“So, what exactly is this issue you need help with?” she asked, braiding her fingers in her lap.

“Is it possible to break an imprint?” Figured I might as well get straight to the point.

She frowned at me curiously. “Why would you ask such a thing?”

“Or if not break it, can you at least nullify its effects?” I went on. “Maybe there’s a procedure or something to turn off that part of the brain.”

Her brows puckered behind her glasses, and I didn’t like the sympathy I found in her expression. “Who have you imprinted on?”

I looked away from her knowing gaze. “It doesn’t matter. I just need it gone.”

Her hand landed on my shoulder, and I flinched at the uninvited contact. “My dear boy, there’s no way that we know of to break an imprint.”

My heart hardened into stone, refusing to hear her.

“There has to be,” I insisted. “Haven’t there been any strides in research to keep the survivors of an imprint alive after their mates die? Or do you all just let them die, too?”

She lowered her hand back down to her lap. “Well, there have been several studies to help them cope and survive as long as they can, of course, but none of them have ever proved fruitful. The chemical changes that occur in the body and especially the brain after an imprint just can’t be reversed, and there’s no substitute for the pheromones of the mate.”

I shook my head repeatedly, desperation morphing to anger inside me. “You’re supposed to be the expert. What good are you if you can’t help a student with this shit?”

My chest squeezed with regret as soon as I’d thrown those words at her, but when I chanced a glance at her, she didn’t look insulted. Instead, there was only pity in her eyes, making my anger cool into steam.

“Can I ask why you’re fighting your imprint?” Her voice was soft and motherly, so like my own mom’s, compelling me to lower my walls.

And so I told her the one thing I’d never told another living soul. “There’s a curse placed on my bloodline. If we fall in love with anyone, they will never love us back, and vice versa.”

She didn’t say anything to that. What was there to say? We both knew that an imprint was the worst thing that could happen to the bearer of such a curse.

“Now you understand why I have to undo this,” I said after a long silence.

She nodded and sighed. “An imprint is a beautiful bond. It’s one of the most compelling things in the shifter world. And while it comes with its costs to every shifter it affects, there has never been anyone willing to experiment with breaking it. So I don’t know how to help you.”

I straightened and looked at her. “Then use me.”

“What?” She cocked her head at me.

“Experiment on me,” I asserted. “I don’t want it, and I’m willing to risk just about anything to break the bond. Use me as your guinea pig, and we could save dozens of imprinted shifters who lose their mates.”

She shook her head adamantly. “No. You are the general’s son, and a student no less. I will not use you as a test subject.”

I stood up off the couch. “Fine. Then I’ll do it myself. I’ll let you know what I come up with.”

I stormed out of her cabin before she could say another word.

I didn’t know how, but I had to find a cure to this illness. That’s what it was. It made me physically sick to be away from Arya, and yet I couldn’t be with her. So, I had to do whatever it took to break this damned bond.
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Chapter 13
Arya

Anticipation tightened my core as I ventured across the lawn to the secret entrance to the lake. I felt almost naughty to be doing this, sneaking around with a boy just for the thrill of it. But there was also an immense freedom in that, too. No emotional bullshit, no expectations. Just having fun together.

After all the crap with Tobias, I was greatly in need of that. And after dealing with Letti for the past hour, I had even more pent-up frustration to vent. I could think of no better way to spend the rest of my day, and I was beyond excited to learn more about my mermaid’s sexuality.

Kendall was leaning against the wall beside the hidden door as I approached, his eyes lighting with a heat that warmed my center and sent a flush up my neck.

“Hey there, beautiful,” he said in a tone that made the heat creep over my cheeks.

“Hey, yourself,” I said, biting my lip as my eagerness for this encounter built to a fever pitch.

He kicked himself off the wall and took a step forward. “How did your session go?”

I scoffed. “Ugh, I’d rather not talk about Letti.”

He chuckled, licking his lips as he came closer like I was a tasty morsel he couldn’t wait to devour. And I wanted to be devoured.

“Well, should we go on our little adventure?” He held out his hand.

I took it. “Absolutely.”

He turned toward the door, swiped the keycard with his free hand, and held open the door for me to go ahead of him.

This time, when we reached the faintly glowing pool, I didn’t hesitate to strip down to nothing. In fact, I made a show of it, loving the way his eyes burned into me with each item of clothing I discarded.

I stood naked in front of him, every inch of my exposed skin tingling with anticipation, and he continued to stare at me with that hungry gaze.

“Are you going to take your clothes off or just keep staring at me?” I teased.

“I haven’t decided yet,” he replied as his eyes raked down my body.

My inherent modesty finally got the better of me, and I turned my body slightly to hide it, laughing and slapping my hand playfully against his firm chest.

“Okay,” he relented with a snicker.

Then it was my turn to watch as he pulled his shirt up over his head, admiring the way the muscles of his abs and pecs rolled and flexed with the movement. He rolled his shirt into a loose ball and threw it aside, proceeding to unzip his fly and pull down his pants.

I tried to appreciate the dip of the defined V above his hip and the sinews of his athletic thighs, but the pre-emptive thickness of his cock had my full attention, the sight of it popping out over the hem of his pants making my heart skip.

He glanced at me as he stepped out of them, the devilish smirk on his face telling me he enjoyed my reaction to his body.

Before abandoning his pants, he dug something out of the front pocket and extended his hand to me, opening it to reveal a familiar vial in his palm.

“Thanks,” I said as I took it. “I’d almost forgotten about this part.”

I hated that I still needed salt water to transform, but I appreciated that he not only didn’t judge me for it but also accommodated that need. His consideration meant a lot to me.

I perched down on the edge of the pool and spilled the small amount of salt water onto my legs, willing the transformation to hasten. The more often I transformed, the less it seemed to hurt. It was still incredibly uncomfortable, and I hated the fusing of my leg bones the most, but it was easier to tolerate now than the first time, that was for sure.

As soon as I felt the shift spread up my torso, I slipped into the lake, submerging just in time for my gills to split along my neck. I took in a breath, savoring the cool feel of the water in my throat. As irritating as the transformation part was, it was always worth it for the feeling of being in my natural form.

Kendall dropped in shortly after me, sending bubbles flitting up all around him.

“I have something special to show you,” he said, floating in front of me. “A place where we can find some privacy.”

My pulse skittered, and I smiled. “Okay.”

“Follow me.” He tipped his head and then started swimming away from the Dome.

I trailed alongside him, swimming through rays of sunlight that caught in the murk as they streamed through the water from above. The idea of moving through light like this was beautiful to me. Above water, you don’t get to see the rays like this. The closest you get is when they spill through a window in a dusty room.

But down here, you could practically touch the golden streaks. They were like solid bolts that you could pass through like you were the intangible one.

Just as before, Kendall led me deeper along the lake floor, those rays getting fainter and fainter, less and less solid. After several minutes, the water around us grew dim, the dips in the ground hiding pockets of darkness that were almost ominous.

I tilted my head back up, seeing a gaping blackness growing ahead of us. Apprehension gripped me, slowing my momentum even as Kendall continued.

Kendall turned to look back at me. “It’s okay. Trust me.”

He offered his hand again, and possibly against my better judgment, I accepted it and let him pull me further. Kendall had never led me astray so far, but nothing about that black opening appealed to me.

As we got closer, I saw that it was a narrow cave entrance, like the mouth of some giant marine beast lying in wait for two stupid mermaids to wander in so it could swallow them whole.

“Uh, Kendall, I really don’t like the dark,” I said as he guided me to the threshold, every instinct inside me urging me not to enter.

Maybe it was from all the years of brainwashing from Mom’s second rule. She had taught me to fear the darkness, but then again, wouldn’t any sane person be afraid to go into a pitch-black cave at the bottom of a lake?

“It gets better. I promise,” he insisted.

I cringed, letting him practically drag me through the cave opening and along the narrow tunnel inside it. Just as my paranoia peaked and I was about to pull away and zoom off in the opposite direction, a faint green glow illuminated the walls of the tunnel ahead of us.

Intrigue replaced my apprehension as we swam further into the cave, the glow becoming brighter. Finally, we turned a corner, and I found myself floating inside a cave pocket that was filled with such bright green light that it hurt my eyes after so long in the dark.

I blinked several times urging my eyes to adjust, staring around the glowing green walls of the cave that surrounded us.

“Whoa,” I breathed.

“I know, right?” Kendall said.

“What is it? How is the cave glowing?” I asked, swimming up to the cave wall to inspect it closer.

“It’s bioluminescent algae. I don’t know how it got down here, but for some reason, it really likes this little pocket.”

I lifted my hand to touch the glowing rock surface, surprised to find it smooth and not at all grimy like I’d imagine algae to be. When I withdrew my hand, my fingertips were glowing with the same green light.

“So weird,” I said in awe. “And so beautiful.”

I felt the disturbance in the water before I felt Kendall’s warm hands on my shoulders as he came up behind me. “You’re beautiful.”

His face nuzzled into my hair, and his lips traced kisses along the side of my neck, sending shivers darting over my skin that had nothing to do with the chill of the water. I craned my neck to the side, giving him better access, and his lips opened over my neck, his tongue coming out to lick and suck on my skin.

All the anticipation I’d felt coming to meet him came flooding back with a vengeance, my core tightening with a naughty need that I couldn’t wait to embrace. I moaned as he sucked on my neck, nibbling on my earlobe with the faintest scrape of his teeth on my sensitive flesh.

His hands slid down my upper arms and back, scooping up under my arms and gently raking his fingertips until they found my breasts. I arched into him, pressing my ass against his pelvis as his skilled hands kneaded my suddenly aching breasts, intensifying the need in my center.

“You have the most amazing tits,” he cooed against my ear, his warm breath heating me all over.

With heavy, fluttering eyelids, I glanced down at his fondling hands, surprised to see that my hardened breasts were covered in the glowing algae. I let out a deep, gravelly laugh that was laced with the lust he was igniting within me.

“Aren’t you full of surprises?” I said huskily.

He hummed his appreciation into my neck. “Are you ready for the best surprise of all?”

He pressed his hips into me, the hardness of his cock nudging me with a thrilling promise.

I gasped, my pussy throbbing with demand for it. “Yes,” I whimpered.

He trailed one hand down my ribs and around the back of my hip, caressing the bulb of my ass before slipping a finger into my entrance there. I panted at the sensation, melting against him as his finger slid in and out, hooking over my G-spot and caressing it with the precise amount of pressure.

I rocked my hips with the rhythm of his fingers, desperate for more than that.

“Kendall,” I pleaded. “Give it to me.”

He grunted in satisfaction. “As you wish.”

With painful slowness, he removed his finger, and I craned my neck over my shoulder to watch him grip his smooth cock and ready it to enter me. I distantly noticed that his cock was covered in the same smooth, iridescent green scales as his tail, but when he pushed it inside me, I didn’t care what fucking color it was.

His thrusts were slow and languid, his hard cock filling me so perfectly and coaxing a deep pleasure from my inner walls as it stroked against them. His left hand still groped my breast as his right hand gripped my hip, pressing me firmly against him.

“Oh, fuck,” he groaned against my neck, the pure and raw desire in his voice making me tighten around his cock.

“Fuck me harder,” I whimpered, the slow pace of his thrusts driving me insane. I needed more. I needed rough. I needed wild abandon.

And my plea was all it took for him to lose control and give in. His nails dug into my hip as his thrusts came harder and faster. His arm wrapped around my chest, clutching me against his back as close as possible as he pounded his cock into me relentlessly, mercilessly.

His moans and grunts of pleasure were a filthy melody against my earlobe, intensifying my own pleasure and need.

I never wanted this to end. I wanted to draw out this pleasure for as long as I could. But the power of his thrusts overwhelmed me, forcing me over that pinnacle and rendering me helpless to the orgasm that exploded inside my center.

I cried out, but he didn’t stop, his hard thrusts slamming into my quaking walls again and again, making the sensation last and build until I was already close again.

Our tails tangled around each other as he fucked me harder and harder. His other hand came to grip my other hip, and I fell forward, pressing my hands against the algae-covered rocks for support as he destroyed me over and over. And my orgasms just came again and again, crashing into me like waves over a rocky beach.

I was a slave to this pleasure, a captive to his forceful cock. My mind was hazy and numb to everything else, and my arms were practically moosh as I struggled to hold myself up against the cave wall.

Finally, I felt his cock strain inside me, his thrusts slowing and intensifying until, with one final slam, he buried himself inside me as far as he could go and let out a deep groan of satisfaction. His warm cum spilled into me, and I came one final time with a whole-body tremble that threatened to annihilate me entirely.

Slowly, we wafted to the cave floor, both of us spent and panting and completely limp. He held me like that for a long time, still buried inside me.

Eventually, he pulled out, and my mind returned to me enough to be concerned that he’d finished inside me without protection. That sex had been mind-blowingly amazing, but the last thing I needed right now was an unwanted pregnancy to worry about.

He must have seen the concern on my face. “Don’t worry. I used water manipulation to form a barrier inside you. I can pull it all out.”

Before I could say anything, I felt a strange bubble in my core move and slide out of me, and with almost morbid fascination, I watched the little foggy bubble rise and float away into the darkness.

“Okay, that’s gross, but also fucking brilliant,” I said, and we both laughed as he lay back down on the cave floor beside me.

“I didn’t mean to finish in you, but fuck, you just felt too damn good,” he said, gently scraping his fingers up and down my arm.

I snuggled up against his chest as I tried to catch my breath, only then noticing that we were both covered in glowing green. I couldn’t help but laugh at the ragged shape of us.

“Omigod, we look like the creature from the black lagoon,” I giggled, and he threw his head back in a laugh.

“We’ll definitely have to get cleaned up before we head back,” he said. “But for now, I’m really enjoying seeing your sexy little body glowing like a sea goddess.”

I nestled into his firm chest, exhaustion taking hold of me rapidly. This was the way it should be. Things with Kendall were easy, and I could see myself falling for him eventually if we kept doing this. Would that be the worst thing?

For now, I wasn’t going to worry about any of that. I wasn’t going to worry about the asshole dragon that played yo-yo with my heart. I wasn’t going to worry about the mer-bitches that wanted me dead. I was just going to savor this moment of freedom, because I never knew when the next disaster was coming around the corner.
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Chapter 14
Tobias

I didn’t know why I was sitting at our table. I wasn’t hungry, even though I had skipped breakfast, and every instinct urged me to leave the dining hall and proceed with my plan.

I didn’t want to see Arya. I had successfully avoided her all weekend and this morning—hence, why I skipped breakfast. But the nagging itch that had escalated in her absence had reached a level of agony I could no longer ignore.

After ghosting her since Friday, she probably wouldn’t even talk to me. Which I absolutely deserved. I should have apologized. Should have at least given her some explanation—not the truth, obviously, but something.

No, it was fine. I didn’t need her to talk to me. I just needed to be in the same room as her for a couple of seconds. That should be enough to sate this torturous need.

“Aren’t you going to eat?” Niko asked me behind a mouthful of cheeseburger.

“I’m not hungry,” I answered flatly, bouncing my heel under the table. I’d convinced myself that moving any part of my body helped settle the anxiety. It didn’t, but it was the only thing I could do to keep from losing my damn mind altogether.

Niko swallowed, examining his burger for the best place to take his next bite. “Then why are you sitting with us? I mean, no offense, but you usually study or workout when you skip meals.”

“He’s waiting for Arya,” Brett interjected, flaring one of his eyebrows teasingly.

“Shut up,” I ground out, tightening my arms around my chest.

He put up his hands in faux submission. “Whoa, someone’s testy today.”

I opened my mouth to shoot him an insult, but a flash of blue caught in my peripheral vision, and I turned my head to see Arya and Ashlyn entering the dining hall. Just the sight of her made my anxiety lessen slightly and the bouncing of my heel pause momentarily.

She was laughing at something Ashlyn said as they got in line at the buffet, and a traitorous smile began to spread my lips at seeing her happy. I bit down on my lips to stop it, telling myself to get a fucking grip.

I watched her like a hungry hawk as she filled her tray, and when she began to walk this way, my heart began to pound. What would I say to her? Would she say anything to me? The ire I had forced myself to feel toward her—or rather, to the imprint that bound me to her—melted away into acquiescence, and I entertained a thousand different things I could say to placate her.

When she reached our table, she stopped, locking eyes with me. Her smile fell like a dove shot out of the sky, and my heart knotted painfully inside my chest.

“Hi, Ashlyn,” I said without taking my eyes off Arya. “Arya.” I offered her a nod in greeting.

“You know what, let’s sit with Kendall today,” Arya suggested to Ashlyn, then started walking away without waiting for Ashlyn’s agreement.

“Ooo-kayyy,” Ashlyn said awkwardly, glancing at the three of us before shrugging and following her.

“Ouch,” Brett hissed.

My insides stung at the rejection, and I welcomed the ire once more. I shoved away from the table. “See you guys later.”

I had gotten what I came for, and now, it was time to get to business. I strode to a table in the far right corner of the dining hall where a group of naga girls sat.

“Petra,” I said to the pixie-cut blonde as I came up to the table. “I need a word with you.”

She eyed me under her thick black eyeliner, then waved an inviting hand. “Alright, go ahead.”

“In private,” I added.

Her friends looked back and forth between us as she deliberated. Petra Adder may have been the most petite-framed of the nagas on campus, but her impressive skills had put her at the top of the food chain, which was exactly why I was coming to her for this.[1]

Finally, Petra shrugged. “Okay, I need a smoke anyway.”

She got up and headed for the exit with a nod for me to follow her. We went through the main doors and came out onto the lawn, skirting the wall to the corner near the greenhouses. She pulled a vape pen from inside her shirt that I assumed she had tucked into her bra, then put it between her lips and sucked.

“So, what do you want?” she asked after blowing out a thin line of vapor.

“I need you to hypnotize me,” I said bluntly.

She furrowed her brow as she took another hit and exhaled. “Seriously?”

I nodded.

She jutted a hip and gave me a curious expression. “Why on earth would the great Tobias Dracul let me fuck with his mind?”

“I have a…problem that needs to be…erased,” I replied, choosing my words carefully. “One that requires your vow of secrecy.”

Her brows jumped with intrigue. “Ooo, this sounds juicy. What do I get out of it?”

I was wondering when this conversation would go there. It was in situations like this that I appreciated my family name, and the power that came with it. “Name your price. Money is no object.”

She pursed her lips and looked up. “Mmm, I was thinking more along the lines of a favor.”

My eyes narrowed on the elfin naga. “What kind of favor?”

She shrugged, holding her vape pen between her lips. “I don’t know just yet. But it’s always nice to have a powerful dragon in your back pocket, just in case. Basically, you’ll owe me one.”

I considered that for a moment. I didn’t like being in the debt of others, especially so vaguely. I liked knowing exactly what kind of deal I was entering into. But I didn’t have much of a choice. What I was asking was no simple feat.

“Alright,” I conceded. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

I extended my hand, and she shook it, sealing our bargain.

“Ex-sssellent,” Petra hissed. “Meet me in the first greenhouse at three—no, make it four. And we’ll see if I can’t erase this problem of yours.”

She took another drag from her pen.

“You know those things are bad for you, right?” I chided.

She arched a brow at me as she blew out. “Really, dude? You literally breathe fire. Let’s compare lungs in twenty years and see who’s worse off.” She patted my shoulder patronizingly and sauntered away, leaving me frowning at her assessment.

* **

“Why exactly did you want to meet here?” I asked Petra, looking around at the various vegetables growing in rows of raised beds on either side of us. The warm air of the greenhouse amplified the scents of greenery, almost overpowering my keen dragon senses.

“You wanted secrecy, right?” she asked. “I can’t exactly hypnotize you in the middle of the archaic common room, now can I?”

I tipped my head, admitting she had a point. Outside of the staff who tended to the plants at scheduled times, no one ever came to the greenhouses—except for the occasional couple that wanted to make-out in private. Hopefully, none of the other students had plans of getting frisky while we worked.

“Have a seat,” she instructed, gesturing to the dusty wooden floor at our feet.

I wasn’t thrilled about getting my clothes dirty, but I didn’t argue. She sat down a foot in front of me, pretzeling her legs beneath her.

“So, what’s this problem of yours?” she asked, propping her elbows on her knees and resting her chin on braided fingers.

I looked around the shack, making certain there was no one else in here or outside within hearing distance before confessing in a hushed tone, “I’ve imprinted on Arya Walker.”

“Oh, congratulations,” she said with a wry smirk. “Shouldn’t that be a good thing? It’s not every day someone finds their destined mate or whatever.”

I shook my head. “Nevermind the reasons, I just need the imprint broken.”

She pursed her lips in consideration. “And what makes you think naga hypnosis can do that?”

I sighed and shrugged, my shoulders feeling suddenly heavy and straining with the effort. “It’s the best option I could think of, and I’m willing to try anything.”

She nodded pensively, then shrugged. “Well, I’ll give it a shot, but I make no promises. I’ve never heard of someone breaking an imprint before.”

“Then let’s make history,” I said with determination.

She grinned. “I do like the sssound of that.”

As I looked at her, vibrant green scales spread across the exposed skin of her arms, neck and face, her short, feathered hair rescinding into her scalp as a cobra-like cowl fanned out on either side of her head. Her dull brown eyes turned bright purple, her pupils elongating to slits.

She hadn’t looked intimidating in her human form, but like this, she was beautifully terrifying. It was hard not to lose myself in admiring the honeycomb plating of her scales, the way they shimmered in different shades of green as they caught the dim light.

I was so distracted with her entrancing allure that I didn’t see the tail spring out from behind her until its poisoned tip pierced the side of my neck.

“Ah, what the fuck!” I cursed, pressing my palm to the burning sting.

“The hypnosissss is more effective with my venom in your sysssstem,” she said, her snake hiss more pronounced in her shifted form.

Her venom seared as it webbed rapidly through my veins, and I sucked in air between my gritted teeth against the intoxicating inferno that engulfed me. My vision doubled and blurred, my head swimming as the toxins infiltrated my mind.

“Look at me, Tobiasss,” I heard her say, and I tried to focus my eyes on the three of her.

My vision snagged on those glowing purple eyes and became locked there.

“Good,” she rasped, her voice vibrating like the rattle of a viper’s tail. “Listen only to my voice.”

As the fire in my blood cooled, my limbs seemed to freeze, stuck in their position like I had turned to stone. There was a small voice in the back of my head that said I should panic, but I lost myself in the rhythmic, thrumming glow of her eyes, unable to care, feel, think.

“You are no longer bonded to Arya Walker,” she intoned, her voice booming in my eardrums. “Your imprint is irrelevant, flimsy, ready to crumble away.”

Her decree wormed into my mind, slithering through the tiny channels of my brain to the very center of it. I could feel it gnawing at the fibers of my imprint, a sense of calm filling me.

With a sudden and piercing ferocity, blinding pain shot through my skull, forcing me to squeeze my eyes shut and arch backward despite the paralysis of her venom.

I distantly felt cold hands on either side of my face, pulling it back down.

“You are not imprinted to Arya Walker!” she commanded, the sound rippling the void in which I floated.

The ripples invaded my mind like a siege, assaulting the bond in my neurons, and agony more acute than anything I’d ever known consumed my entire being.

“Agh!” I heard my own cry of purest torment, helpless as my lungs emptied in desperation.

“You are not imprinted to Arya Walker!” Petra yelled, her power tangible in her thundering voice.

“Stop!” I screamed as my skull threatened to split in two. “Stop!”

Her hands released me at the same time her hypnotic powers did, and my once again paralyzed body slumped sideways, my cheek grinding against the rough, dirt-covered wood floor.

My breaths came in short, sprinting pants, all energy abandoning my clenched muscles as the pain slowly ebbed away. I closed my eyes, willing its departure with each dragging second, until exhaustion forced my eyes shut.

“Well, so much for that,” Petra’s muffled voice filtered into my ears. “The poison will wear off in an hour or two. I still expect my favor to be paid.”

I heard her move, having no more fucks to give as I heard her footsteps carry and eventually disappear. I would have left me here, too.

My only thought was wordless gratitude for the suffering finally subsiding. And as the last of it left me, I welcomed the blackness that mercifully engulfed me.
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Chapter 15
Arya

“Can you believe it’s almost Thanksgiving already?” Ashlyn pointed to the banner hanging above the entrance to the dining hall that read: THANKSGIVING FEAST WEDNESDAY.

I turned away from putting the finishing touches on my bio essay on my tablet and glanced in that direction. I had been trying not to notice the damn thing all day. I didn’t like the reminder of how much time had passed since Mom died or that I’d be spending my first holiday without her.

“I feel like this semester has taken a really, really long time,” Ashlyn went on, “but somehow, I still can’t believe Thanksgiving is in two days.”

“I know what you mean,” I said. “It definitely doesn’t feel like a holiday’s coming up.”

Knowing that a holiday was around the corner made Mom’s absence that much more tangible.

“It’s nice of the school to do this feast thing the night before, though, to get us in the mood,” Ashlyn said, idly flipping the pages of her textbook with the pad of her thumb. “Are you staying here for the long weekend?”

My throat constricted. All the other students had families to go home to for their celebrations. I had no one and no home to go to. Shea had graciously invited me to join her and her Gram for dinner, and while I knew I should accept to keep from dwelling on my own loneliness, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to say yes.

I shrugged and looked back down at my screen. “Eh, I don’t know. But probably.”

She looked at me in that way I hated. That look that said, “Poor Arya.”

What about you?” I asked, quickly getting the subject off myself. “Spending Thanksgiving with your dad?”

“Unfortunately.” Ashlyn sighed and leaned back in her chair. “He wants us to ‘bond’”—she air quoted with her fingers—“in a non-school environment. But I’m free on Black Friday! Want to join me in the craziness of pre-Christmas shopping?”

My mood significantly brightened. “Actually, I would love to! Nothing like a day of splurging with a friend to forget your problems.”

Ashlyn slapped a hand on the table. “I know, right? Maybe we can even get our nails done. I’m in desperate need of a manicure.” She curled her fingers in front of her and inspected them, her resulting frown offering confirmation of their lackluster.

I snickered, then looked at the nearest clock on the wall. “We’ll talk about it later. I gotta go. Letti is not a patient tutor.”

“Oh yeah, how’s that going by the way?” Ashlyn asked, closing her textbook as I stood up and gathered my things.

“Honestly, not horrible.”

It had been three days now that I’d been practicing shifting with Letti. After the first few minutes of each session where we still remembered we hated each other, things progressed pretty well. When Letti wasn’t being a nasty, conniving sea witch, she was actually quite helpful. She had a very technical view of her skills, so she was able to explain tasks in a very clear, easy-to-follow way.

I had fully shifted outside of water for the first time yesterday. It didn’t last long, and I had to flop into the pool to keep my tail out, but we both considered that a win.

Our goal for this evening’s practice was water manipulation.

“I’ll see you at dinner,” I said as I waved to Ashlyn and headed out of the dining hall.

I hurried to the training room, passing by students who were all excitedly chatting about their Thanksgiving plans. I really had no idea what I was going to do. Going home was absolutely not an option.

While the state was holding the title until I turned eighteen, it did technically belong to me. But it would never feel like home again, not after Mom had been murdered there. Why would I spend four days there alone only to be haunted by those awful memories?

Although, the idea of being the only student in these empty halls for four days straight wasn’t exactly appealing either.

There was always Shea’s offer. I liked her grandma. She was a sweet lady, and she made amazing food. But the last time I’d seen her, I didn’t know she was a witch, and she didn’t know I was a mermaid. Things might be different now. While Shea didn’t shun me for being a shifter, I didn’t know if witches felt the same way about shifters as shifters felt about them. My heart couldn’t take any more rejection.

Maybe it was better to stay here. I could curl up on the couch in the mermaid common room and have the TV all to myself for the long weekend.

I put those thoughts on the back burner as I opened the training room door and went inside.

“We’re going to have to make this quick, today,” Letti said as soon as I walked inside, rolling her thick black hair into a bun. “I’ll be leaving early tonight to catch a plane home. Mermaids don’t exactly celebrate Thanksgiving, but my parents relish any mandatory days off from school to spoil me.”

I scowled at her. I shouldn’t have been surprised at her bragging about her parents and rubbing my nose in the fact that I didn’t have any, but those words in her snotty tone were like nails scraping down a chalkboard. 

My mom might have kept secrets and dragged me all over the country, but at least she taught me how to be a decent person. Growing up, I’d been spoiled with love, not material possessions. I had to earn those things, and I was grateful to Mom for teaching me the true value of things.

So, rather than responding to Letti’s bait, I went to change into my swim top. When I came out, she was floating in the pool, making the water jump into the air and twirl around like a ribbon. It was beautiful to watch, though I was a bit irked by Letti showing off.

“You gonna teach me how to do that today?” I asked as I padded barefoot across the tile toward the pool’s edge.

Letti snorted. “Not likely, but all I can do is try my best.”

I gritted my teeth, thinking it best to ignore the snide remark and get as much as I could from this lesson.

I lowered myself to the floor, ready to slip into the pool.

“Uh-uh, transform first,” Letti said. “Until you can shift at will perfectly, you need to practice before getting in the water. Every. Single. Time.”

I sighed but did as Letti instructed, hating that she had a valid point. I closed my eyes and put myself in my mental happy place—deep in the heart of a dark blue ocean of my own imagination—willing myself to become what I really was. I imagined the water lovingly caressing my arms and cheeks, filling my lungs as if filling my heart.

And then it started. The bones of my ankles and knees popped and twisted as my legs morphed together, the pain of it forcing me to grimace. Without the aid of the salt water, transforming dry took much longer and was, therefore, more painful. I urged my body to change faster so the pain would end, scrunching my face with the effort. It was excruciating.

The pain caused me to lose my focus, and my legs began to separate.

“Alright, just get in,” Letti scoffed with no small amount of irritation.

I plunged into the pool, and the transformation continued through to completion. I was so relieved to be away from that pain but disappointed that I failed to shift without the water’s aid.

When my face surfaced, I could tell that Letti had a few belittling things she wanted to say but was holding her tongue, which was actually a pretty impressive feat for her.

“The key to controlling water is to visualize it as an extension of yourself.” Letti got right to the point. “If you want to will an ounce of water out of the pool, imagine it’s connected to a limb that you just can’t see. Like an extra hand. Try it.”

I had tried and failed at water manipulation time and again, so I didn’t expect this afternoon would be any different. But I closed my eyes and imagined that my hands formed a cup in the pool in front of me, filling with the water. In my mind, I lifted my hands out of the pool, still holding the water, not a drop spilling out.

I peeked through one eye to see if anything was happening. The only thing I saw was Letti’s Barbie face pinched in a dubious frown.

“Were you even trying to do anything, or are you, like, having some kind of seizure or something?” Letti asked, her arms crossed under her chest.

I dropped my shoulders and sighed. “A seizure? I’m not mentally handicapped.”

“Well, it would sure make a lot of sense if you were,” Letti grumbled under her breath.

My fists clenched beneath the water as anger ruffled the scales along my tail. I really wished I could command the water to slap her hard across the face.

“What were you visualizing?” Letti asked. “Tell me exactly.”

“I was picturing holding my hands in front of me and forming a cup in the water, then lifting that water out of the pool,” I explained.

Letti scoffed. “Ugh. Why can’t you follow simple directions? I said imagine the water is a limb, not that limbs you already have are influencing it. You can’t see the water as something that is being affected by you, it won’t work that way. You have to see it as if it is you. Try again.”

The trout triplet was certainly in a rush today. Though she did let slip the occasional insult during sessions, her attitude today was excessive. I was getting ready to say to hell with it and walk out. Let the sea witch run off to her fancy, enabling parents.

But my pride wouldn’t let me. I wanted to get this right. I didn’t want to kick off the next four days of solitude with more fuel for self-deprecation.

I closed my eyes and tried again.

How was I supposed to make myself believe the water was a part of me? This pool was enormous. Not that I had any kind of weight sensitivity, but being the size of this pool would make me way beyond fat. That wasn’t a picture I wanted floating around in my head—my self-esteem was low enough already.

Then something occurred to me. I didn’t have to imagine that my body was literally the size of the amount of water I was touching. What if my soul just extended beyond my physical self to also inhabit the water? I definitely felt connected to water, and the part that hadn’t clicked until now was that it was a connection beyond the physical.

I visualized myself as my soul just floating in my body, radiating beyond my bones and skin and flowing into the water around me. I imagined feeling the water with my soul instead of my physical senses, and the thought sent a ripple through me.

Concentrating on just the water directly in front of me, I reached my soul forward and upward. A gentle gurgle and splash of water made my eyes pop open. The surface of the water in front of me was waving and rocking.

“All that effort for a tiny water bubble?” Letti mocked. “Well, at least you accomplished something.”

The burst of joy sputtered out at Letti’s derisive words.

“What is your problem today?” I snapped. “This is the best I’ve done in any of our tutoring sessions, and all you can do is shut me down. Don’t you get that the closer I get to figuring this stuff out, the closer you get to not having to do this anymore?”

Letti’s brows rose, and she looked a bit stymied.

“I get that you’re happy to go home, but why is that making you even nastier than usual?” I went on.

She looked away, a bitter expression on her face. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“You’re probably right,” I said. “I don’t understand how someone who has everything she could want can still spew misery and hatred like an evil volcano.”

She shook her head. “I don’t have everything.”

I frowned at her. “What don’t you have—the newest iPhone?”

“I don’t have Kendall.” Letti said it so quietly that I almost didn’t hear it.

“What?” I asked after a moment.

“See, you wouldn’t understand,” she said, pulling herself out of the pool, “because you have Kendall following you around like a little guppy fish, and you don’t even care.”

I watched with a stumped expression as Letti stomped into the locker room. This was the first sign of vulnerability I had ever seen in the conceited mermaid, and for a moment, I could almost believe that Letti actually had feelings.

I lifted myself out of the pool, too, and willed my tail to transform back to legs as fast as I could—somehow, that part always came easier than the reverse. Then I rushed into the locker room after her. I didn’t know why I was bothering, but I couldn’t just let this go.

“Look, I don’t know what you and Kendall had before, but I had nothing to do with it ending,” I said to Letti as she was changing.

“The hell you didn’t!” she snapped, turning on me with her exposed breasts bouncing. “The day you showed up was the day Kendall dumped me.”

My brows shot up, both her declaration and the fact that my enemy was topless in front of me making me pause for a moment.

“That doesn’t mean it had anything to do with me,” I argued when I recovered from the shock of both. “I’m sure it was just a coincidence.”

Letti shook her head after pulling her shirt on. “Let me tell you something. When I first started here two years ago, Kendall was just as into me as he seems to be into you. He was so sweet and charming, and it was clear he was trying really hard to get with me. He told me that he dreamt about me, that we were destined to be together. And because he’s such a gifted seer, I believed him. He told me we were going to change the world.”

She actually looked pretty as she stared off into the distance, reliving her story. Not the plastic pretty she always was, but true pretty, in a girl-next-door kind of way.

But the dream in her eyes faded, and she narrowed them at me. “Then you showed up, and suddenly everything we had together meant nothing. He said he was wrong about me. That I wasn’t the girl he thought I was, and that it was over. I didn’t understand it—not until I saw him swooning over you the next day. You ruined everything!”

Letti stormed out, and I plopped down onto the bench to process what I just heard.

So that was why Letti and her friends hated me so much. It was absurd. Sure, Kendall had been interested in me from day one, but that didn’t mean he would end a two-year relationship because a new girl showed up—one that he didn’t even know. That made no sense.

Even though I knew Letti’s perception of the situation was distorted by pain, something about this left me with a strange sense of unease, like there was something I should be aware of but was just missing. But then again, that was true of just about everything in my life. There were loads of things I should know that I just kept missing.

I knew it was this big joke around campus that Letti and I looked alike, and I’d always dismissed that. But when I really thought about it, we did have similar features. We were about the same height and build. We both had long, wavy black hair. From behind or at a glance, I could maybe see how one of us could be mistaken for the other.

She said Kendall had dreamt about her, then dumped her when I showed up. Could Kendall’s dreams have been about me and not her? And if so, what did that mean?
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Chapter 16
Tobias

“Heading out?” I asked Brett, barely looking up from my copy of Pheromones and the Imprint Trigger: Your Body and You.

Everyone was leaving for Thanksgiving now that the feast was over. Since my parents were away at some fancy gala and Tamara was celebrating with friends at college, I opted to stay at the school. I looked forward to the next four days without distraction. It would give me time to research and figure out my next experiment to rid myself of this fucking imprint since the last one was a spectacular failure.

Dinner with everyone tonight had been brutally uncomfortable. Arya hadn’t spared me a single glance, and our friend group was clearly struggling under the thick tension between us. Especially when fucking Kendall had decided to join our table. The jealousy that simmered at watching them openly flirt right in front of me threatened to burn a hole through my chest!

The sooner I could break this bond, the better things would be for everyone. Arya could go off with fish boy and live happily ever after for all I fucking cared, and I could continue a solitary bachelor life the way I’d always planned.

“Please tell me you’re not gonna do homework all weekend?” Brett said, then slung his bag over his shoulder.

I laughed. He was half right.

“Seriously.” Brett plopped next to me on the couch in the Avian common room. Most of the students had left already, but a few still trickled out. “Find something fun or time-wasting to do. Play video games or watch porn like a normal dude.”

I put my book down to look at my friend and smiled. “Porn aside, you’re actually encouraging me to beat your high score on Zombie Raid?”

“If it’ll get you out of your shell, you’re welcome to try,” he said, slapping my shoulder with the back of his hand.

“Meh,” I said with a shrug.

Brett held his hands up in surrender, and he looked like he was about to leave when a rare expression flashed on his face. “Have you told the general about the Arya thing and you giving up?”

I cringed at the memory of my epic fail of a date. I damn sure hadn’t said a word to my father about it—I’d decided to take a “don’t ask, don’t tell” approach with Arthur; he hadn’t asked, and I had no idea what I would tell him when he did.

I hadn’t gone into detail about what happened with Niko and Brett, and, not for the first time, I wished I could open up to them about it. But that would mean telling them about my family’s curse, and I couldn’t share that with anyone.

“Here’s the thing,” Brett said when I didn’t answer. “You two being at odds is really fucking up our group dynamic. You’re clearly obsessed with the girl, so why don’t you man up and fix it?”

Whoa! This conversation had taken a complete one-eighty. And in a direction I never would’ve thought Brett would venture. Niko, maybe, but not Brett.

“I am not obsessed with her,” I lied. “And I’m trying to fix it.”

“By avoiding her at every turn?” he quipped. “You know it’s girls who’re supposed to play hard-to-get, right? It doesn’t really work unless you have a vagina.”

I rolled my eyes. “You wouldn’t understand.”

“No, I understand vaginas pretty well,” Brett countered with a smirk.

I cut him a flat look. “Don’t you have a flight to catch?”

Brett chuckled and stood up off the couch. “I’m just saying, fix your shit, or we’re gonna have to split up the group. No one likes it when Mom and Dad fight.”

I frowned at his ridiculous analogy of me and Arya, and he shrugged and sauntered out of the room with his surfer boy swagger.

Picking up my book, I disappeared into my studies once more.

I understood now why the naga hypnosis hadn’t worked. Imprinting wasn’t a psychological condition but a chemical one, so I couldn’t just be compelled into not wanting her because those desires were bodily needs, like the need for oxygen. And I couldn’t just erase my memories of her because those synapses in my brain were fused with her pheromones.

What I needed to figure out was how to unfuse them, how to nullify that chemical dependency on a cellular level. If only it were as simple as detoxing from a drug. I’d take heroin withdrawals over this misery any day.

After an hour of reading, I snapped the book shut, finding nothing of value in its pages. I tapped my cell phone screen for the time, and the numbers nine-o-nine illuminated. I was too wired to even attempt to sleep, which was a struggle all its own these nights. So, I decided to change into workout clothes and hit the gym, hoping to exhaust myself into a coma.

I walked into the gym, surprised to hear the telltale thumping of someone punching a bag. The last thing I’d expected was to find anyone else in here, especially at this time of night. Hadn’t everyone else gone home?

As I entered the open area, I felt the tickle and tug of that possessive thread inside me before my eyes fell on her.

The raven-haired beauty looked over her shoulder at the sound of the door swinging closed, spotting me before I could snap out of the trance her appearance never failed to produce and decide to run.

She rolled her eyes and went back to throwing punches like I wasn’t even here, though the smack of her mitts was audibly more forceful than before.

I should have left. I urged myself to turn around and head right back out that door, but my legs wouldn’t obey. The aching longing in my tissues and bones was a dull hum at this distance, and no part of my anatomy was willing to abandon her proximity.

Well, if she was going to ignore my presence, then maybe I could stay. Not like I had anything better to do, and I could savor her company in silence without repercussions for as long as she would let me.

I went to my usual treadmill and set my gym bag down on the floor beside it. Niko routinely gave me shit about being picky with my gym equipment, but this was the only treadmill that didn’t have any issues—one had a glitchy screen whose numbers weren’t always correct, one had rough spots on the handles from overuse, and the tracks on the others were either too loose or too tacky.

This one was just right—my Goldilocks treadmill.

I stepped onto it and began to move my feet, tapping the speed up until it was at a pace that made me work for it. While I tried to keep my eyes fixed on a spot on the wall across the room, I couldn’t keep them from straying to steal glances at my reluctant gym partner.

She looked fierce as she swung punches at that leather bag, even if her form could use some improvement. The beads of sweat basting her face took nothing from her loveliness. If anything, the ferocious expression she wore made her even more provocative—a force to be reckoned with.

Also, I was glad to see her training on her own. After how close she came to losing in the Simulation Room, she really needed it. I suddenly remembered it had been my intention to train her myself, but that had been before I messed everything up. The realization had guilt and regret seeping through me, slowing me down.

Whether I remained imprinted to her or not, I still cared about her safety—you know, as a friend. I still wanted to know she could defend herself if she ever needed it. And honestly, there weren’t many students at this school who could match my skill in combat, who would make a better trainer for her than me.

Also, if she kept hitting the bag like that, she was going to sprain her wrist.

I turned off the machine, slowing my jog until the track stopped, then I plucked my water bottle from my bag and walked her way, chugging the liquid as I did.

She didn’t look at me as I approached, nor did she stop punching and leave as I expected.

“Don’t lock your elbow,” I said, stopping behind her.

She halted her assault and turned to me, pushing a loose strand of blue hair from her damp forehead with her glove. “What?” she asked in an irritated tone.

“Your elbow,” I said, gesturing to her with the hand that held my bottle. “You’re locking it straight out when you punch, but if you do that in an actual fight, you could break the joint. You want to always keep a little bend in it.”

The hostility in her narrowed eyes faded as she regarded me. “Oh. Thanks.”

I nodded, my lips pursed into a flat line. She took a long breath in and out through her nose while she looked at me for a moment longer.

“Anything else you want to point out?” she asked finally. “I mean, I definitely don’t want to hurt myself in the process of training, so…”

I cocked my head. “I don’t know. Go ahead and hit some more, and I’ll let you know.”

She took a few swings at the bag, hitting a spot just a few inches lower than face-level.

“Pause,” I instructed, and she did, looking over her shoulder at me expectantly. “You’re aiming a little too low. If you actually punched someone like that, you’d hit them in the throat instead of the face. Not that it’s a bad tactic to hit someone in the throat, but that takes a different kind of punch. So for now, let’s focus on the face.”

I came up behind her, placing my hands on the base of her gloves and situating them an inch away from her cheeks.

“If you make a practice of keeping your fists here, not only is it easier to aim for your opponent’s face, but it also protects yours from them,” I said.

Our eyes met for a moment, but I forcibly broke the connection, dropping my hands and stepping away from her. She turned back toward the bag and swung her fist, this time hitting the bag at face level.

“Perfect,” I praised.

She threw a few more punches, repeatedly hitting the same spot.

“Don’t let your resting hand lower from its position when it’s not extended,” I directed. “I know it’s hard to remember to keep them raised and they get tired, but you need to protect your face. It’s called keeping your guard.”

She nodded, raising her fists back up to where I’d guided them.

“Good,” I said.

After a few more minutes of pretty excellent form and execution, she dropped her arms and stepped back, panting. I offered my water bottle to her, and she eyed me for a moment before accepting it and finishing it off.

“Thanks,” she panted, handing the empty bottle back to me.

“You did pretty good,” I said. “Keep that form and you’ll be a real contender in class.”

She tipped her head in denial. “Maybe, but punching won’t help me against a vampire.” She shook her head. “If I couldn’t beat a simulation, I don’t stand a chance against a real one.”

I furrowed my brow, an idea forming in my mind. “Do you want to watch me beat a sim?”

Surprise brightened her blue eyes. “Really?”

“Yeah. I need more practice anyway if I’m going to test out, which I absolutely intend to do.”

“Okay, then. Sure.” She shrugged, feigning indifference even as the twinkle in her eyes betrayed her—she really wanted to watch me.

I’d never had an audience while training in a sim before, and knowing that Arya would be the first one felt oddly intimate. Like I was inviting her to watch me jerk off or something. It excited me, but it also made me feel self-conscious.

It meant I had to be on top of my game. And as she followed me to the Simulation Room, I felt something that only this girl seemed capable of making me feel—insecurity.
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Chapter 17
Tobias

Arya followed me to the Simulation Room, and I stopped at the computer panel on the wall outside the door.

“So… how does it work?” Arya asked. “How do you set different levels or whatever?”

I tapped the screen to wake it from sleeping, and the different options and settings appeared. “The simulation is a complex and intelligent program. Each one is designed specifically for each shifter, to push them to overcome whatever their greatest weakness is in battle.”

“Greatest weakness?” She frowned. “But I thought Cora had set mine to a vampire sim.”

I nodded, understanding her confusion. “The simulation you were stuck in was one of the practice ones. There’s an extensive series of practice simulations against various types of enemies, but the levels you test in are general and adapt to the person testing. There’s a sort of hierarchy of levels you need to pass that assists you in getting ready for the one you’ll be tested on. Kind of like video games. Except each level starts the same, then adapts to whatever maneuvers you’re favoring to force you to adapt.”

“So you have to go through all of them?” she asked, her eyes widening.

“It’s not required, but it is suggested,” I said.

“Okay. Are you attempting to beat it today?”

“Caesar has to be present for an official testing, so, no. I’ll show you one of the levels.”

“Which one?”

“Intermediate Level Ten.”

She nodded like she wasn’t sure if that was impressive or not. “How does that compare to the one I was in?”

I bit my lip before answering, “Beginner Level One.”

She nodded again, and I ended the conversation by getting her settled in the observation room, then left to face the white blankness of the Simulation Room.

Stripping out of everything but my smart shorts, I entered the room and closed the door. I braced myself for the imminent shift as the room disappeared, icy air chilling me as arctic cliffs revealed themselves around me.

As many times as I’d been in this room, it always felt as if I were being transported somewhere else in the world, not within the walls of the school’s high-tech simulation chamber. Snow blanketed everything as far as the eye could see, and ice dripped down from the cliffs and rocks as I blew out a visible breath before bending my knees in a crouch. I closed my eyes to begin the shift.

I had the rare ability to explode-shift—transforming in the blink of an eye—but I drew it out instead.

Maybe it’ll help her in her own shifting if I show her in slow motion.

I figured I had about thirty seconds before the first simulation enemy appeared. I started with my feet, shifting the skin to my go-to dark gray scales and claws, then willed the scales up my legs. They flipped outward before settling like the shuffling of cards. I took the longest to fling out my wingspan, pushing the air around me as they grew to their full length.

But when I heard the cry of the dragons in the distance—their high-pitched shrieks penetrating the air, vibrating the ice crystals until they sounded like glass wind chimes—I quickly rushed through the rest of my shift. I changed my dark hair into scales, then pushed out a long snout and grew out my tail.

I couldn’t see Arya’s reaction, so I could only imagine the awe on her face as I pumped my wings and took flight to meet the enemy dragons.

They were all slightly larger than me, and their bright red and green colors helped them stick out against the pale sky with ease. I’d learned early on that their agility was no match for my own. I weaved in and out of their formation, flying above and then below each of them to force their open-jawed flame-throwing onto each other.

Bank right. Fly up. Half turn.

A sim dragon screamed.

Hairpin turn. Veer left. Tuck wings in and plummet.

Emerald green flashed past me, plunging to the icy cliffs below.

I had the beginning memorized, it had taken me so long to beat it. Now I anticipated when the sim dragons went from predictable, robotic entities—like the zombie sims in Brett’s games—to the more life-like and reasoning ones, when the computer began anticipating my moves. Normally, I could strike down at least a half dozen before the computer caught on.

In my peripheral, I caught another flash of green to my right—one I hadn’t anticipated—and made my own calculations to bring it down. I bent into a nosedive but immediately switched directions again to come up from below the beast and trap its left leg in my powerful jaws.

Instead, I got a mouthful of tail. The tails were thinner so there wasn’t as much to bite down on, but I was able to sink in with two teeth, causing the dragon to let out a screech. Then I proceeded to swing it around like a catapult, releasing it with precise force and trajectory.

The dragon hit the side of the cliff with a crunch, then plummeted unconscious—or dead—to the rocks below.

Instantly, I glimpsed another one in my peripheral to the left. I went up instead of down since the simulation would anticipate me using the same moves. I was about to clamp down on the bright red wingtip, but sharp teeth sank into my left foot, and I jerked away.

The bite only lasted an instant, but when I turned to pursue my attacker, I didn’t see another dragon. All I saw was the icy air and wispy clouds above. Scanning left and right, up and down, all the remaining dragons were fleeing in all directions, already at least a hundred yards away.

Weird.

This was not how the level was supposed to be won. It was required that I incapacitate or kill all the sim dragons. They’d never given up before, so why now?

Planning to land and regroup, I headed toward the nearest peak when a searing pain shot through my right wing—right at the shoulder, and going straight back as if something was attempting to cut it off. I couldn’t see the wound, but I was certain it was badly burned by dragon fire.

I let out a beastly dragon cry and blew out my own fiery breath into the air, but again, I couldn’t see my enemy attacking.

When more teeth sunk into my left wing and twisted like it was trying to rip it off, I realized I was dealing with a sim dragon more like myself.

One that had the ability to become invisible.

I didn’t have time to panic, but that’s exactly what happened.

Who changed the code? Who put an invisible dragon inside the simulation? Who even knew such an ability existed?

I couldn’t help but think that someone who had access to the Simulation Room knew about my secret. And they somehow knew I’d be running this exact level today.

If I’d been alone, my first instinct would have been to become invisible myself as a defense, then find another way to take this enemy down.

But Arya was watching.

If I did it, she’d know a secret only my family and Niko knew about. A secret that could be used against me if the information got into the wrong hands. And, though a big part of me trusted Arya, another, more reliable part of me didn’t trust anyone. Especially a mer who just showed up and strangely didn’t know she was a mer.

I flapped my free wing, trying to shake off the enemy who still had a firm grip on me as I deliberated on what I needed to do. I succeeded but was left feeling more exposed than I ever had.

If I forfeited the program now, it would kick me back to the previous level and undo so much of the training and hard work I’d done. I wasn’t willing to make that sacrifice out of pride. But with everyone gone for the holiday, I couldn’t afford the simulation doing any more damage. So, I did what I would’ve done if I didn’t have an audience.

And went invisible.

The invisible dragon stayed close as we fought for what felt like hours. We tumbled through the icy air, back and forth, getting mouthfuls of scales—by sheer luck, at times. The dragon was determined to keep track of my position, to end me, but that also kept it within striking range.

I managed to bite down more than once, disembodied cries confirming the damage. At one point, when the sim dragon had the upper hand—and my leg in its jaws—we fell to one of the lower cliffs with a loud crash. The imprint of large wings and claws hitting the ice and snow, mixed with the splattered not invisible blood, which didn’t look like enough to have come from my injuries, gave me added courage.

When the beast flew off, I went still and silent. I waited, listening for beating wings, watching for visible breath. My patience was rewarded several minutes later when I heard and felt it fly close enough for me to aim a blast of fire.

It was a lucky hit. And hot enough to scorch a jagged line of scales. The damage voided their invisibility, turning them into charred blackness that could easily be seen.

The final blow was simple from there. I waited until the blackened scales settled on a lower cliff, moving up and down as the injured dragon attempted to catch its breath. Then I silently soared, wings outstretched, and glided until I was close enough that the sim couldn’t escape. I bit down on its neck hard enough to hear a loud snap.

I quickly pushed the limp body over the edge, then lay panting on the snow, rescinding my scales and form as I waited for the room to return to its normal, white walls.

I’d tired out more than I had in a long time, and I actually missed the cool kiss of the snow against my battered flesh as it left me, reforming into the hard floor of the room.

Who the fuck reprogrammed it?

As I caught my breath, panic began to fill me that someone had discovered the secret I’d held close for so long. And worse than that, now Arya knew I could change the color of my scales.

There was a click, followed by running footsteps, and Arya’s hair spilled over her shoulders as she knelt down beside me, her shadow shielding me from the bright fluorescent lights overhead.

“Tobias? Are you okay?” she asked, her pitch heightened with concern as her small hands gently landed on my sweat-covered chest.

“Yep,” I rasped, weakly raising my hand in a pathetic attempt at a casual wave. “Just need to rest a moment.”

“You actually put yourself through this just for practice?” she asked, her voice going even higher. Was that anger I saw in her pinched brow? “You’re covered in bite marks, and you’re bleeding all over the floor.”

I craned my neck to look down at my leg, which was indeed smearing blood over the white floor. Hopefully, Ms. Heather, the harpy teacher and lead healer, hadn’t left yet, and I could get her to patch me up because I really didn’t want to sport these wounds all weekend.

“Eh, I’ll be fine,” I said with a forced shrug that scraped my slashed shoulder against the floor, making me groan.

She rolled her eyes, gripping my hands to pull me up to sit. “Ugh, you’re hopeless.”

She had no idea how true her statement really was.

“Let me at least walk you to the infirmary,” she insisted, tugging my arms again to help me stand.

When she scooped her arm under mine and around my back as we left the room, I refrained from arguing. The bite in my ankle hurt more than I wanted to admit, making me limp. And… having her so close, her skin making contact with mine, her hair right under my nose and filling my nostrils with her incredible scent… I was the heroin addict savoring his long-awaited fix.

“So, I’m a little confused about what I saw in there,” she hedged as we made our way out onto the darkened lawn.

My jaw clenched, and I looked around under the Dome to make sure no figures were lurking close by.

“The dragon you were fighting at the end went invisible,” she went on. “And then you did. Was that part of normal? I mean, was that part of the sim? Because it was really hard to follow what was actually happening.”

My pulse began to drum in my ears.

Do I tell her the truth about my ability being rare and secret? Or bank on the fact that she’s essentially ignorant about what’s normal in the shifter world?

Before I had made a formal decision, the words tripped out of my mouth. “No, it’s not normal. The ability to change the color of scales, especially to the point of camouflage, is incredibly rare. I’ve never seen the sim mirror that before.”

I looked down at her, wondering what she was thinking in response to that. But she didn’t react, didn’t betray anything neither positive or negative. She just kept supporting me as we got closer to the main building.

“I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone about that,” I finally confessed.

She slowed then and looked up at me, an unreadable expression on her beautiful face.

“If anyone knew about it, they could use it against me,” I clarified, shaking my head. “I really don’t know how the simulation changed to copy me.”

She frowned. “Didn’t you say that it was programmed to adapt?”

“It is, but I’ve never gone invisible during a sim before,” I said. “So I don’t know how it could know that.”

We walked in silence for a beat as I fretted again over how it could’ve been programmed to do that. Was someone at this school plotting against me?

“I won’t tell anyone,” she said softly. “Your secret is safe with me.”

Hearing those words from her lips was like a balm over my heart. I didn’t know why I had let myself confide in her, but knowing she would protect me this way made me feel something I couldn’t quite name. Gratitude? Relief? Endearment?

Whatever the feeling, it was more dangerous than anything else that happened tonight. Because it only brought me closer to her, when all I wanted was to get further away.
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Chapter 18
Arya

Thanksgiving Day was uneventful. Thankfully, Ms. Heather had still been in the infirmary last night and was able to tend to Tobias, and I suspected he’d be out of commission for the day.

It was better that way. Our interaction last night had triggered those damned feelings again, made me want to get drawn in by him again, and until he figured his shit out and made some huge romantic gesture, I wasn’t falling for it. Maybe not even then.

But Kendall wasn’t here either. Hell, the mer common room was like a ghost town. It was surreal to walk into the large space and not hear the chatter and barely concealed whispers. Not that I didn’t appreciate the lack of hostility for once, but the silence was equally isolating.

Though Shea had invited me again that morning to come to dinner at her house, I decided against it. Being in that neighborhood, so close to the house where my life fell apart and changed forever, was just too painful.

So I spent the day on the couch in front of the big screen TV in the empty mer common room, surrounded by every pillow I could find and a pint of ice cream pretty much glued to my lap. I watched all my and Mom’s favorite movies, pretending she was here with me for a lazy movie day and refusing to acknowledge her death in every way possible.

It was a foray into insanity that I allowed myself for the day. I may have even talked to her a few times. It wasn’t like she talked back or anything—I wasn’t completely delusional. But imagining her there with me gave me a sense of comfort I desperately needed.

I woke up Friday morning with the spoon tangled in my hair and a sort of ice cream hangover dragging my limbs. I climbed out of my pillow mountain on the couch and stumbled to my room, oddly feeling like I was performing my own version of the walk of shame. Only instead of drunkenly sleeping with a regrettable stranger, I’d dwelled in lonely, self-indulgent fantasies while gorging on junk food.

Not my proudest moment, and I was eager to clean myself up and enjoy a day of shopping with my friends.

So I got a quick shower and tossed on some clothes I’d borrowed from Ashlyn. I was eager to buy my own things today so I could return her items to her. She hadn’t been bugging me to get them back, but depending on her made me feel like a charity case, and I hoped that having my own clothes here would make me feel more at home at this school.

Ashlyn was waiting at the platform when I got there, and a large, intimidating man was standing protectively beside her. Though I had never seen Mr. Summers in person, I got the distinct impression this was him. He looked every bit like a military man with his strict posture and his hands clasped behind his back.

“Remind me where you’re going again?” he was asking her when I approached.

Ashlyn rolled her eyes. “We’re going to the Magnificent Mile to do some shopping.”

“And you have location activated on your phone?” he prompted.

“Yes, sir,” she replied with a mock two-fingered salute.

He frowned at her gesture but seemed satisfied with her response.

“Just get there and back safely. That’s all I ask. I know you're smart, so if anyone or anything looks suspicious, get back here immediately.”

She rolled her eyes again, but softness crept into her features. “I’ll be fine. And I’ll be back soon. Want me to stop in when I do? So you know I'm back?”

“No need. I’ll know.” With a look of certainty, he spun on his heel and marched away, nodding at me as he passed.

Ashlyn watched until he’d disappeared through the vault door. “Ugh, this is so stupid. He was M.I.A. my whole childhood, and now he has to play the devoted father? Like I’m not capable of taking care of myself without him?”

I shrugged, a twinge of jealousy tugging at my insides. “At least he cares. It’s gotta be nice to know you have someone looking out for you.”

She met my gaze, her adolescent reluctance melting away. “Yeah, I guess. It’s just weird for me, that’s all. Even when my mom was alive, she didn’t pay that much attention to me. She was always drunk, so I had the freedom to go wherever I wanted and do whatever I wanted without anyone telling me otherwise.”

The envy inside me wrestled with sympathy at that. Though Ashlyn and I were similar in the loss of our mothers, everything else about our upbringing was very different. Where I had been overly sheltered, she had been neglected. Where I had nothing but rules, she’d had nothing but freedom. It was an odd double-edged sword.

Ultimately, I realized that I was the lucky one in that comparison. I’d rather have confined love than disregarded independence.

The train pulled up in front of us, the doors sliding open.

“Come on, let’s go,” Ashlyn urged with the tip of her head, and I followed her.

“So, I take it dinner went well,” I said playfully as we sat down.

She shrugged. “Well, I guess it could’ve been worse. He’d been adamant about cooking himself, and though the turkey was dry and the pumpkin pie was burnt, the mac n’ cheese was pretty good. But I did see a Betty Crocker ready-made box in the trash, so thankfully, he had help with that one.”

I laughed. “Nothin’ better than the classic.”

“Exactly,” she said. “How was your Thanksgiving? Did you go to Shea’s?”

I pursed my lips, not quite willing to share the shame of my pitiful day. “Nah, I just stayed in and watched movies with good ol’ Ben and Jerry.”

“Damn, that sounds nice,” she said with a sigh.

I was going to let the topic die there, but my sorrow suddenly felt too heavy to carry alone. “It was pretty pitiful actually.” I let a nervous laugh slip out.

She turned to me with upturned brows. “What do you mean?”

My eyes started to prickle with the telltale sting of tears. “I spent the whole day pretending my mom was on the couch with me, making comments to her about the movies we used to watch together. I feel pretty damn crazy about it now.”

“Aww.” She frowned, wrapping me into a hug against her. “I’m sorry. If I had known, I would’ve dragged you to dinner. You would’ve been a welcomed buffer against my dad.”

I snickered and shook my head.

“I’m sorry,” Ashlyn said, squeezing my shoulder where her hand still rested. “I know it’s hard. This is my first Thanksgiving without my mom, too. But my memories of her aren't great. So, I focus on the good part of this holiday, like when she would give me money to go shopping so I would leave her to drink in peace.”

Ashlyn shrugged and looked down at her feet. “I guess that was why it was such a big deal for me to go out today. It was a way of forgetting her when she was alive, so I’d hoped it would help me forget her now that she’s dead.”

My heart wrenched for Ashlyn. That was just awful.

“What exactly happened to your mom?” I asked. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

Ashlyn had only ever talked about the accident flippantly, like it was some boring tale that didn’t merit revisiting. But I could see the pained look in her eyes every time she dismissed it. I wanted to be there for her if sharing was what she needed.

She didn’t answer, and she was quiet for so long that I assumed she wasn’t going to, so I was resigned to let it go.

“It was my birthday,” she said, a distant look in her eyes as she stared fixedly at the seats across from us. “She had already started drinking early that morning, so when I woke up, she was not in a celebratory mood. I had to remind her that it was my sixteenth birthday. And not once did she wish me a happy one. Instead, she used it as a countdown for two separate occasions. One was how many years had passed since dad left. And two, how many more years until I could move out.”

My eyebrows shot up, and I had to blink to dissipate the tears welling on my eyelids. I never realized how bad things had been for her.

“I, uh, upset her, and she threw her almost empty bottle of liquor on the ground where it broke into hundreds of pieces,” she went on. “As I was cleaning it up, she went upstairs. Well... she was saying some really harsh things under her breath. It broke me, more than I thought I could handle.”

One tear escaped, but Ashlyn caught it before it could fall.

“I didn’t know that I was a phoenix then, and I didn’t know that I could make fire come out of my body. Her words just...paralyzed me. Before I knew what was happening, it was too late. The entire downstairs was lit with flames. I heard the bottles in her liquor closet crashing to the floor, and I knew it was going to blow. I walked out of there without a scratch, without a single burn, without my mom. When I went outside, my dad was just pulling up. I passed out and only woke up when we got to the Dome.”

I wiped away tears that treacherously spilled down my face and pulled Ashlyn into another hug. “Ash, I am just so sorry. No one deserves to go through what you went through. I hope you didn’t have to deal with that all the time.”

Ashlyn squeezed her lips in a tight line, nodding to sadly confirm the worst. “Dad left when I was four. My mom didn’t take it well. At all. It took a year for her to completely hit rock bottom. I guess I could say I’m lucky because I had to learn how to take care of myself at a young age. I mean, I know he had to leave. The school’s safety is important. I know that now. I just wish I knew that growing up, too. He speaks so highly of our Summers lineage like it’s enough of an explanation. I want to forgive him... It’s just hard.”

I couldn’t begin to know how she felt. Ashlyn had known her dad when he left. She’d felt abandoned by him, and she harbors that same abandonment now that he’s back in her life. I had never known my dad or even who he was. I didn’t miss him because he pretty much didn’t exist to me. If he suddenly showed up now trying to play that role, I wouldn’t handle it well, either.

I gave her a half-smile. “I want to apologize for what you went through, but I know that won’t help. All I can do is appreciate you. I’m thankful that you’re here. And even though your dad is a giant military robot”—she snorted a laugh at that—“I can tell how much he loves you and how sorry he is. Second chances are worth it.”

Ashlyn’s tears were on the verge of pooling out of her eyes, so she pushed her palms into them. With another deep breath, she pulled her hands away and tucked them into her lap.

“Thanks, Arya. I know you’re right. And it is kind of fun to put him through the adolescent hell he avoided for so many years.” She laughed, and I laughed with her.

The train came to a stop at the end of the platform, and we got off. The walk from the subway to Magnificent Mile took about fifteen minutes, and Ashlyn decided to turn the topic of conversation to shopping, commenting on the clothing displayed in the windows of the shops we passed.

I was grateful for the shift in subject, ready to forget my problems for a day and spend copious amounts of money on shit I didn’t need—okay, correction, I absolutely did need a new wardrobe.

As we got closer, I checked my phone to message Shea for her E.T.A. She had agreed to meet us at the start of the mile.

“Arya!”

I looked up to see Shea waving from the other side of the intersection. And just like that, my heart filled with joy. It felt like forever since I’d seen her, and so much had happened in that time. We had a lot of catching up to do.
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Chapter 19
Shea

I had been debating all morning whether to share my magical news with my best friend, but as she came up to greet me with a hug, I was still firmly on the fence.

Because telling her about the grimoire would mean telling her how I got it. I had made a deal with a vampire. After vampires had killed her mom, she probably wouldn’t take that news lightly—hell, who would?

I already felt like a huge traitor for trusting Julian and for being so damned attracted to him, too. There were lots of things wrong with our arrangement, and yet, I didn’t have it in me to stop. He’d been telling the truth about the grimoire, and I also believed he’d been honest about having leverage where the school was involved.

Though how, I couldn’t imagine. If shifters hated my kind so passionately, how could they make an alliance with a vampire? Who at that school could Julian have ties to? No way in hell it was that prude mermaid teacher. And the way Caesar had talked about vampires the first night I met him, it was a pretty safe bet it wasn’t him, either.

Caesar. That was another thing I hadn’t told Arya about: the fact that I had a pretty significant and pitiful crush on her school director. And that we’d both seen each other naked at this point. And that, if his erection the other night was any indication, he was pretty damn into me, too, even if he wouldn’t admit it.

So when Arya pulled away from our hug and asked, “How’re things going?” my only response was, “Same old, same old.”

“Let’s grab some lunch before we get started,” Ashlyn suggested as we started walking down the mile. “If I shop on an empty stomach, I’m going to make some really bad choices.”

“Good idea,” I said. Bad choices were kinda my thing these days, and if filling my belly could prevent them, I was all for it. And it would give Arya and I a chance to talk, even if I had no idea what exactly to tell her.

We settled on a pizza place called By The Slice, which was just an ordering window along the street where you could order a single slice of pizza with literally any topping you could think of. We each placed our orders and waited at a cafe table in the sitting area on the corner of the building for our slices to come out.

Mine came out first, a huge slice smothered in so much pepperoni and cheese that both were flooding into a pool on my plate. Ashlyn came back next with what looked like boneless wings drenched in buffalo sauce. We dug into our food as we waited for Arya to come back.

“Omigod, this is so good!” I moaned as I chewed with my cheeks stuffed, the spices and tang of the pepperoni giving me a mouth-gasm. “My cheese is so stringy I could twirl it around a fork like spaghetti.”

“I know! This pizza is so incredible, I think it just got me pregnant,” Ashlyn groaned, her eyes rolling back into her head and her eyelids twitching slightly.

I snorted chewed pizza into the back of my throat as a laugh burst out of me, making me choke and fight a coughing fit.

Arya sat down between us, the top of her slice covered in questionable gray and reeking like an old gym bag.

“Good lord, what the fuck is that?” I sputtered as I still struggled to swallow after choking.

She looked defensively up at me and shrugged. “What? As a mermaid, I’m supposed to have more fish in my diet, so I ordered double anchovies.”

My throat tightened with a gag for a new reason, and I held up a hand. “I’m sorry, Arya. You’re my best friend, but that’s disgusting.”

She smiled as she lifted her slice to her mouth. “Looks good to me.” She took a bite, swooning as she chewed. “Mmm, and it tastes so good too!”

Ashlyn and I shared a look of revulsion that turned into amusement before returning to make out with our own slices. As soon as that salty, cheesy goodness hit my tongue, I forgot all about Arya’s pizza abomination.

“So, how was your Thanksgiving?” I asked when I managed to pull myself away from the sexiest triangle of pastry ever concocted.

Arya swallowed the bite she was chewing and shrugged, but I could see the reticence in her downcast eyes. “Eh, it was okay. Pretty lonely, actually.”

“Yeah. Everyone went home for the holiday, so the Dome’s pretty much empty,” Ashlyn added.

I frowned. I knew Arya would be struggling with this weekend, which was why I’d invited her so many times to come over, but I understood her rejection of my offer. If I didn’t have Gram, I’d probably have spent the day gorging on ice cream and binge-watching old movies.

“What did you end up doing?” I asked.

She dabbed a napkin across her lips. “Pretty much had a pity party with a pint of ice cream and Netflix.”

My lips formed an awkward blend between a frown and a smirk. “That’s exactly what I would’ve done. I should have forced you to come over and tied you to the chair so you couldn’t leave.”

Arya laughed as she set down her abhorrent pizza slice on her plate. “And I should have let you. I thought spending a day by myself would be better, especially after my interaction with Tobias the night before.”

I narrowed my eyes at her in accusation. “Please tell me you’re not giving him another chance after the way he dissed you on your date.”

She shook her head rapidly. “No, definitely not.”

I pursed my lips. Liar.

“So what did Prince Dracul have to say?” Ashlyn asked. “Did he at least apologize?”

“Nope, no apology.” Arya sighed, sitting back in her chair. “I was working on my sparring in the gym after dinner, and he walked in. I was determined to ignore him, but apparently, my punching technique was wrong, and he felt compelled to correct me.”

I shook my head. “Typical guy.”

Ashlyn nodded. “Did you turn around and punch him in his smug face?”

Arya snickered. “Well, what he had to say was actually helpful. And then he offered to let me watch him run through a level in the Simulation Room.”

“Really?” I leaned closer. Arya had told me about what those bitches did to her, and while that whole thing was fucked up, I found the idea of the Simulation Room fascinating! “Tell me every detail. Did he get his ass handed to him?”

“No—well, actually, yeah,” she stammered with a furrowed brow. “He was fighting against a bunch of dragons in a snowy mountain area. It was kind of hard to understand what was happening while watching…”

She paused for a moment, a shadow coming over her eyes.

“Anyway, he beat the level, but he got pretty beat up in the process,” she went on. “I had to practically carry him to the infirmary.”

“You helped him?” Ashlyn inclined her head toward me while still eyeing Arya and stage-whispered, “She’s so going to fall back into his dick-sand.”

I nodded in agreement. “Totally.”

Arya cut us a warning glare and scoffed.

“Ah, speak of the devil,” Ashlyn hissed, patting Arya’s arm frantically as she looked pointedly behind me.

I turned in my seat to see the arrogant dragon shifter coming toward us. His expression was blank, but when his eyes flickered to me, a scowl settled on his brow.

I faced forward again, so not up for dealing with any prejudice bullshit today.

“What are you ladies up to?” he asked as he approached, stopping a foot from our table and giving me a judgmental side eye.

“Shopping,” Arya said, wearing a neutral mask. “I’m surprised to see you outside of the Dome.”

He shrugged, stuffing his hands in his pockets. “I don’t usually buy into the whole Black Friday thing, but I do need to get gifts for my mother and sister, so I figured I’d give it a try.”

The defensive posture Arya had adopted when she saw him was already waning, and I was tempted to rile her back up with an insult to the dragon asshole, but when I turned to him to do just that, something stopped me.

The way he looked at her… Hell, the way his aura felt when he looked at her. It struck me. I couldn’t tell what it was, but it was potent.

“Do you have any suggestions of what they might like?” he asked Arya.

Her armor completely fell away, and her brows twitched upward in flattered surprise. “Oh, um…can’t go wrong with jewelry.”

“Dick-sand,” Ashlyn whispered to me, and I snorted in a very unladylike fashion.

Tobias glanced at us suspiciously before returning his hungry gaze onto his prey. “Alright. I’ll keep that in mind.”

His eyes slid to me again. “Aren’t you the witch who came to the party a few weeks ago?”

The way he said those words made  the muscles of my shoulders and arms ripple with tension, and I crossed them over my chest and gave him a catty sneer.

“Yeah, what’s it to you?”

He scrutinized me for a moment longer, then turned back to Arya. “I’d be careful of who you trust. If you cross the wrong witch, you could end up with a wound you can’t recover from.”

And before any of us could say a word in retaliation—namely, me—he spun on his heel and strode down the sidewalk.

“What the hell does that even mean?” I yelled after him, but he didn’t so much as glance back in my direction as he disappeared into the throng of pedestrians.

Arya reached out to put her hand on my leg. “I’m sorry, Shea. I don’t understand why everyone hates witches so much.”

“I don’t,” Ashlyn commented. “I think Shea is badass.”

“Thank you!” I exclaimed, throwing my hands up. “I am badass!”

“I really don’t understand why we don’t ally ourselves with your kind,” Ashlyn continued, plucking a sauce-dripping piece of chicken off her pizza. “We need more protection against”—she lowered her voice surreptitiously—“vampires.”

The word struck my heart like a cello chord, vibrating through me and thawing my anger.

“That’s a great point, Ashlyn,” Arya said. “If they would just let Shea into the school, her magic could help us against them.”

The vibrations in my chest began to sting, and I accepted the bitter reality that there was no way I could tell Arya about Julian, or the grimoire. She’d hate me for it. She hated the vampires as strongly as Tobias and the other shifters hated me. And she had a good reason for it, unlike the dragon asshole.

Although, I had to wonder if Tobias had some personal vendetta against witches after what he said. It wouldn’t surprise me in the least if he’d pissed off the wrong witch. He seemed to have a knack for pissing off every person he came across. And if he had any sort of hex placed against him, all the more reason to keep my best friend as far away from him as possible.

And all the more reason for getting into that damn school!

“I’ve decided not to give up on getting in just yet,” I commented.

Arya narrowed her eyes on me playfully. “What plan is that crazy mind of yours hatching?”

“Moi?” I asked, my hand fluttering to my chest in mock shock. “Why, I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

Arya shook her head.

“Well, if there’s anything we can do to help, just let us know,” Ashlyn said, and Arya nodded along with her. “I’m all for it.”

“Thanks.” I gave them a half smile. “Let’s hurry up and finish eating so we can get to shopping.”

“Yes!” Ashlyn agreed, and we all returned to devouring our food.

It about killed me to keep this secret from them, but I didn’t have another choice. At least, not yet. Once Julian proved himself to be trustworthy, I could work on a plan to get them to see it, too.

So far, Julian had been true to his word, and though the blood bags in his fridge were more revolting than Arya’s choice in pizza toppings, they were also reassuring. I just hoped my decision to trust him wouldn’t end up as my worst one of all.
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Chapter 20
Shea

“Alright, see you later,” I called after Arya as she and Ashlyn headed to the subway.

The cloudy November sky was turning orange above the cityscape in the late afternoon sun, casting a sherbet glow on the store fronts of the Magnificent Mile. Though, even after the marathon shopping session we’d just had, I wasn’t ready to take the bus back home just yet.

I turned around and looked at the shops and cafes, trying to decide what I wanted to do with my afternoon. I had gifts for all the important people: a bottle of Gram’s favorite old lady perfume, the Lancome Ageless Skin Care set for Aunt June, a beautiful rhinestone studded mermaid hair clip for Arya, and even a kitty sweater for Julian. That man was far too serious, and I felt he needed more kitty in his life.

The dirty thought made me snicker as I strolled down the sidewalk. Geez, what was my obsession with unobtainable supernatural men? Both he and Caesar were totally off-limits, totally against every rule in every book, and yet, I couldn’t seem to stop thinking about both of them. Even better, both of them at the same time.

Dammit, Shea, stop it!

I needed a distraction to get my mind out of the gutter. Seriously, it wasn’t like I’d ever have a chance with either guy. Caesar was the director of an elite shifter school I wasn’t allowed in, and Julian was a freaking vampire that had basically contracted me to resurrect his century-dead lover. I was hopeless.

I passed a quaint little Irish pub whose rickety hanging wooden sign read The Shanty.

Hmm, that’s what I need right now—a few beers to make me forget about those sexy douches.

Straightening my posture and exuding old-enough-to-drink vibes, I pushed open the door and walked inside like I owned the place. The air was filled with stale cigar smoke and smelled like beer and old men, but I didn’t really care about that. I actually enjoyed the smell of cigars sometimes.

There were few patrons seated at the small round tables in the place and only one lonely-looking guy at the bar. Poor sap. It looked like I was going to be another lonely lark on that perch.

I climbed onto a stool three spots away from that guy and set my bags on the floor beside it. I folded my arms over the weathered bar top, smiling at the middle-aged bartender who was looking at me with a dubious eyebrow raised as he polished a beer mug with an even more dubious rag.

I inspected the selection of beers on the tap behind him, pleasantly spotting the iconic logo of my favorite beer.

“I’ll take a tall Blue Moon, please,” I said confidently.

The arch of the bartender’s eyebrow hiked even higher into his hairline, deepening the wrinkles in his forehead. “You got I.D.?”

“Yep.” I dug into my purse and pulled my I.D. out of its slot in my wallet.

“Imen toot,” I whispered behind my falling hair that was shielding my face from his view. Before my eyes, the magic turned the birth year on the card back four years.

Thank you, grimoire.

Smirking triumphantly, I handed the magically altered card to the bartender. He accepted it, looking back and forth between me and the card several times before relenting. With an irritated frown, he slapped the I.D. onto the bar top, then turned around to fill my beer.

I wasn’t thrilled that he was using the very mug he’d been wiping with the questionably stained rag, but beggars can’t be choosers. He set the frothy mug in front of me with a grunt and then walked away down the bar to an apparently far more interesting task.

With a giant grin on my face, I picked up the mug and put it to my lips.

“I saw that,” said a thrillingly familiar voice down the bar, making me jolt so suddenly that beer spilled down my arms and onto the bar top. “And you thought you needed entrance to my school to hone your skills.”

“Fucking shit!” I gasped, gently setting down my beer to keep from spilling any more. “Why are you always sneaking up on me?”

The hot-as-hell gryphon came toward me with a handful of cheap napkins and started sopping up the beer puddle as he sat beside me.

“Um, you’re the one who came into my bar,” he said with a handsome smirk framed by that sexy stubble. “I was just sitting here minding my own business when you came in—illegally, I might add.”

“Shh!” I hissed, waving my hands at him in the universal gesture of “shut the hell up.” But a glance around the bar told me no one was paying us any attention.

Caesar chuckled. “What? Don’t want me to blow your cover?” he whispered.

I glared at him, ignoring how gorgeous he looked with that damned smirk. “You won’t let me into your school, so the least you could do is let me enjoy my ill-gotten beer in peace.”

He shrugged. “Only if you let me join you.”

I shrugged back. “I thought witches weren’t to be trusted.”

“Pretty much, but you seem harmless enough.”

“Ass,” I gritted out before taking a big swig of my beer.

It was a little flat after being shaken around a second ago, and not as cold as I’d like, but it still tasted like liquid gold, with a hint of orange.

I savored the mature taste as it slid down my throat, then gave Caesar a sideways glance. “So, what’s an esteemed professor like yourself doing at a pub at”—I checked the time on my phone—“four o’clock in the afternoon? Or were you just stopping by after a long day of stalking me again?”

He frowned. “Like I already told you, I wasn’t stalking you that night. I just happened to be in the area and saw that you were in trouble. Next time, I’ll let you get mugged to death.”

I snickered at the defensiveness in his tone, enjoying riling him up. “Thank you, that would be much appreciated. Although, I sure didn’t mind your outfit.”

I winked at him, and holy crap, was that actual blush coloring his cheeks?

He cleared his throat and recovered quickly with the same smirk. “Not unlike your outfit when we met at the school. Although, I think you wore it much better than me.”

He winked at me then, making my cheeks burn instantly and my thighs clench tight together. But I wasn’t going down that easily.

“Professor, are you flirting with me?” I asked coyly.

His eyes didn’t break from mine when he said darkly, “Of course not. That would be entirely inappropriate.”

“Entirely,” I replied, meeting the challenge in his heated gaze.

I glanced at his empty mug, wondering just how much he’d already had to drink if he was being this bold and playful. And how much farther could I push him? Perhaps this would be a good opportunity to butter him up and get into that school.

“You look a little empty,” I said, then waved at the bartender. “Another beer for my friend here.”

The bartender rolled his eyes but filled a new mug anyway and set it in front of Caesar.

“Miss Le Fey, are you trying to get me drunk?” he asked, arching a sexy, thick eyebrow.

“No, I just thought we could play a little game,” I said.

“Oh? I don’t think this is the best place for strip poker,” he teased, making me choke on the beer I was sipping. I was starting to like drunk Caesar.

I slapped his chest playfully, secretly savoring the firm feel of the muscles under his black polo. “I was thinking Two Truths and a Lie. We’ll take turns saying two things that are true about us and one thing that’s a lie. If you can pick out the lie, I’ll drink; if not, you drink.”

He pursed his lips in thought for a moment. “So the person who still has beer left by the end wins the game?”

“Exactly.”

“And what do I get if I win?” he asked, challenge smoldering in his chestnut eyes.

“Well, I have a gift in my bag that I actually got for another guy, but I think it would look much better on you,” I said, picturing him in the kitty sweater and trying not to giggle. “If you win, it’s yours.”

He nodded thoughtfully, a flash of envy sparking in his eyes so briefly I almost missed it. “Another guy, huh? I’ll take that challenge. What do you get if you win?”

I leaned forward, playing it cool as a cucumber. “If I win, you let me into the school for one day and give me a chance to prove I belong there.”

I watched his face carefully as he considered my terms. It was a gamble, and I pretty much expected him to knock it down. But the longer he thought about it, the more I saw his walls lower.

“I suppose one day is doable,” he said, holding up his index finger for emphasis. “But you have to win. And I’ll warn you, I don’t lose.”

“We’ll see about that.” On the outside, I was aloof and nonchalant, but inside, little Shea was bouncing around and screaming like a sugared-up kid in a jumping castle.

“Ladies first,” he said, waving a hand to me.

“Okay.” I took a moment to decide what I was going to say. “I broke the same leg twice in the same year. I’m devastatingly allergic to rabbits. And my favorite shifter is the gryphon.”

He barked a laugh and slapped his knee. “Okay, clearly the last one is true. As clumsy as you are, I could see you breaking the same leg twice. But I’ve never heard of anyone being allergic to rabbits, so I’m going with that one.”

I snickered. That was way too easy. “Drink.”

“What? You really are allergic to rabbits?”

I nodded and grimaced. “Horribly. The last time I went to a pet store and petted a rabbit, my eyes swelled up, and I sneezed compulsively for three hours. It was a freakin’ nightmare.”

“Okay, so you didn’t break your leg twice?”

“Yeah, that’s true, too,” I said, nodding a little sadly. “The day I got the cast off, I crashed on my bike and went back to the hospital.”

He laughed, shaking his head and putting his hand over his eyes. “Yep, clumsy.”

I scowled at him, which only made him laugh harder.

“So then, gryphons aren’t your favorite shifters?” he concluded, pressing his hand over his chest in feigned heartbreak. “Well, your best friend is a mermaid, so I should’ve known.”

“Um, actually, it’s werewolves,” I said. “Nothing beats the classics. Team Jacob, all the way.”

He chuckled and rolled his eyes as he took his losing drink from his mug. “I would’ve seen you as a Team Edward kinda girl.”

His comment made me think of Julian, and again, I wondered who Julian’s connection at the school was. Hell, I wondered what Caesar would think if he knew of my involvement with Julian or that I was just as pathetically crushing on Julian as I was on him.

I shoved that thought aside. Totally not going there right now.

“Alright, my turn,” he announced, setting down his drink and then rubbing his stubbly chin as he debated his three things. “I’ve got it. I can bench press two hundred and twenty pounds.”

Yeah, I could see that. Definitely something he should brag about.

“I’m a Leo.”

Sounds about right. Actually what’s most unlikely about that is that he knows anything about astrology at all.

“And I have almost crippling arachnophobia.”

Hmm. Big, brawny Caesar afraid of spiders? No way.

“The last one,” I said. “I can’t imagine anything scaring you, least of all a tiny little spider.”

A wicked grin spread across his lips. “Drink.”

“What? You’re seriously afraid of spiders?”

He nodded. “When I was little, my mom would tell me bedtime stories of rare shifters. One night, she told me about the Jorogumo, which is a beautiful woman who can shift into a giant spider. She told me that if I ever told a lie, the Jorogumo would hear it and entangle me in its web and eat me. I’ve been terrified of spiders ever since—and pretty damned honest ever since.”

I pictured Caesar as a young boy shivering in fear at a story like that, and the image was endearing. I bet he was a really cute little boy.

“Wow. Okay, so what was the lie? Can you only bench two-ten?”

He shook his head, then leaned closer and winked at me. “I’m a Libra, not a Leo.”

I flared my eyebrows in consideration as I took my losing drink. “Interestingly enough, I happen to be a Gemini.” Which matches well with Libra.

He nodded, giving me that heated look again. “That is interesting.”

After several rounds, neither of us had been able to sniff out the other’s lie even once, and we were both down to our last drink.

“This one is for all the marbles,” I said, feeling the effects of the alcohol starting to go to my head. “If you can’t find my lie, I win. Ready?”

He waved a hand at me in invitation.

This time, I started with my lie. “I can speak Spanish fluently. I’ve never been outside of Illinois. And…” The alcohol made me bold, and I wanted to hear his reaction to this last one. “I’m an excellent kisser.”

His lips twitched at that, and I noticed he was suddenly paying a lot more attention to mine. “Sadly, I believe that you’ve never been outside of this state. There’s so much more out there to see, and I hope you get to someday.”

I sighed, nodding. “Me, too.”

“I’m going with the Spanish thing,” he said decidedly.

“Dammit!” I slammed my fist on the bar top, receiving a disgruntled glare from the bartender as a result.

I grimaced in apology and turned my attention back to Caesar. “So you believe I’m a good kisser?”

He bit his bottom lip, the look in his eyes making my pulse flutter. “Well, unless I experience it for myself, I can only take your word for it.”

We looked at each other for a long moment, inching slowly closer until our noses were almost touching.

“You forgot to drink,” he murmured just when I thought he was going to kiss me.

Embarrassment and disappointment slammed into me, making me sit back away from him. I reluctantly took my last drink, emptying my mug. If I was being honest, I was more upset that he didn’t kiss me than about missing out on my chance to get into the school for a day.

“Okay, where’s my prize?” he asked, rubbing his hands together, and the mischievous glint in his eyes told me he knew exactly what he’d done just now.

“A deal is a deal,” I sighed and reached into my bag. I pulled out the kitty sweater and held it up by the shoulders for him to see.

“Holy shit,” he said and began to laugh as he looked it over. “When you said you got it for a guy, I never would’ve imagined that this was what it was. You have seriously bad taste in men’s clothing.”

I stuck my tongue out at him. “It was meant as a gag gift. For someone equally as grumpy and brooding as you.”

“You think I’m grumpy and brooding?” he asked in mock offense.

“Um, have you met you?”

He snorted.

I pushed the sweater against his chest, forcing him to take it. “Well, aren’t you going to try it on?”

He looked around the pub and shook his head obstinately. “Not out here.”

I rolled my eyes. “Ugh, you’re such a guy. Let’s go to the bathroom then. I have got to see this.”

Frowning, he reluctantly slid off the stool and trudged to the back of the pub. With impish glee, I skipped along behind him. No way was I missing the chance to see him in that sweater. And take pictures for blackmail later.
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Chapter 21
Caesar

“I can’t believe I let you talk me into this,” I said, unable to look away from my reflection in the bathroom mirror the same way drivers slow down to stare at a gruesome car accident.

Shea was making a weird, stifled snorting sound in the back of her throat until she could no longer contain her amusement, and raucous laughter burst out of her mouth. She doubled over, bracing herself with her hands on her knees as she took great pleasure from my intense mortification.

I frowned probably the deepest frown of my life as I waited for her to stop, staring at the fluffy white kitten with a pink bow on my reflection’s chest.

In all honesty, the sweater itself wasn’t bad. It was comfortable and flatteringly snug in all the right places. Why did there have to be an adorable, girly kitten on it? A kitten that looked oddly familiar…

“You know, this kitten looks like a certain witch I know,” I teased.

Her laughter stopped, and she scowled at me, straightening and pulling out her phone. “Okay, for that, this is so going on my Insta.”

She shot the picture before I could stop her.

“Oh no, you don’t!” I barked, spinning around to reach for the phone in her hand as she outstretched her arm to the side.

For such a small creature, she was surprisingly lengthy and nimble. Every time I got close to grabbing the damned device, she’d twirl or swoop or slip it into the opposite hand, tactfully evading my grasp.

Finally, I grabbed both her wrists and pinned her against the wall, triumph singing in my alcohol-buzzing head. Until I looked down at those big green eyes, which were blazing as they looked up at me through those thick brunette lashes.

Her wrists felt so fragile in my large hands, her smooth skin a balm to my calluses. Her full tits were heaving beneath the deep cut of her shirt with her quick, short breaths, and I couldn’t not be painfully aware of the bulge between my thighs that was pressing into the top of her pelvis.

A small voice in the back of my head told me to release her, to step back, stride out of this bathroom and run, fly, get away as fast as my legs and wings could carry me.

But I was far beyond where that voice could reach me now and far beyond caring about the consequences.

I descended upon her full lips, forcing them apart with my tongue to finally taste the woman I’d been desperately craving. She matched my feverish kisses with that sharp tongue of hers, slicing into me in the best way. I wanted to eat her up, and her mouth tasted even sweeter than I could have dreamed up.

I slid my rough hands down her arms, distantly hearing a clatter I later realized was her phone hitting the dirty floor. My hands had minds of their own as they pawed at her tits, her waist, her hips, then finally swooping under her ass to hoist her up and spread her legs, my hips landing between them to pin her with the evidence of my aching desire.

I could feel the heat of her center even through our layers of jeans and slacks, and I was maddened with the need to shred those barriers with my bare hands.

Her delicate hands roamed down my chest and tugged at the bottom of my shirt.

“Take off this ridiculous sweater,” she demanded before biting my bottom lip, sending a zing of tortured want straight down to my throbbing dick.

“Yes, please,” I panted through filthy kisses, breaking away from her mouth only long enough to pull the garment over my head and arms.

Taking the lead, she shoved my hands from the back of her thighs and dropped to stand, kissing and nibbling and licking down my neck, my chest. When her teeth grazed my nipple, I gasped, relishing the bitter-sweet sensation of her desire for me. I wanted this creature like I’d never wanted anything in my entire life, and I was totally fine being her helpless victim.

Especially when her fingers found the zipper of my slacks and tugged it down. I felt my pants fall around my ankles, and I watched with hungry eyes as she gently pulled down my boxers, too, freeing my stiff cock.

She looked up at me for just a moment, promise sparking like a match in those bright green eyes before she opened those diabolic lips and wrapped them around my tip.

My eyes rolled back into my head as her mouth sheathed my cock, her tongue sliding over and around my tip like it was the most delicious lollipop she’d ever tasted. And then she took me deeper, her lips sliding down my shaft and my tip nudging the back of her throat.

A deep, guttural moan forced its way up my throat, the pleasure of her conquering me indescribable. Each withdrawal and descent of her mouth on my dick willed my eyes to close at the overwhelming sensation she delivered, but I made myself look down at her with eyes wide open, determined to capture this moment in my memory because the sight of her suckling me was infinitely better than any porn.

She gripped my ass as she began to suck harder and faster, her nails digging into my skin, the pain only amplifying my need.

“Oh, fuck, Shea,” I groaned, gripping onto the edge of the sink to keep myself from buckling under her wrath.

She moaned around my cock in her throat, the vibrations rattling my very bones and spiking my pleasure to the point of agony.

A ringing sounded somewhere on the floor, echoing off the tiled walls of the bathroom. I ignored it, desperate to disappear into my slavery to her. But time and again, the damn noise continued to assault my eardrums and interrupt my enjoyment. My wrist watch dinged, and with a grunt of irritation, I bent it toward me to see what the fuck was so important.

Ren. “You need to come back to the school ASAP. I have a very important matter for you.”

As I read and reread the text, that little voice in my head got louder, cutting through the haze of inebriation and lust that clouded my thoughts.

What was I doing? I was a twenty-six-year-old director of a very important school, and I was letting a girl the age of many of my students suck my cock. With the intention of doing so much more.

But she wasn’t my student. And really, there was no let in this situation. I’d been obsessed with this girl for weeks. She very well could have cast a spell on me to make me so vexed by her, and I was a more than willing sacrifice to her dark magic.

I didn’t want to stop. I didn’t want this moment to ever end. But duty was calling. Literally. I had a job to do, people who depended on me.

“Shea,” I whispered, tapping her shoulder. “I’m so sorry, but I need to go.”

She paused with her lips halfway down my shaft and looked up at me for a moment, a thousand unspoken thoughts darting in her eyes. When she pulled her mouth away from my dick, my heart thudded with the finality of that action, that this was over, and probably would never happen again.

“One for the road,” she said, then descended on my cock again with more vigor than before.

“Omigod,” I gasped as she sucked me with a determined ferocity that stole the breath from lungs.

Her hand gripped my shaft, stroking me as she bobbed harder and faster. Pleasure crashed over me, building with an intensity and a speed I didn’t see coming and was helpless against. When I came, she buried her mouth over my dick, and the feeling of my seed spilling into her warm mouth was the filthiest pleasure I’d ever known.

Until I felt her swallow.

Dear fucking God, this girl!

She licked her lips as she rose, helping me pull up my boxers and slacks. As I zipped myself up, she shoved the balled up sweater into my arms and winked, and I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It’s okay. I understand. What happens at the pub stays at the pub.” Her pretty forehead crinkled with resigned sadness, making my heart tug.

She lifted on her toes to peck my lips one last time, and words completely evaded me. How could I tell her how sorry I was? That I should never have let it get this far? That this could never happen again?

So I didn’t say anything. I just put my kitty sweater back on and left the most amazing girl I’d ever met. And I couldn’t decide if the bigger mistake was letting myself get drawn in by her, or walking away from her now.
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Chapter 22
Arya

BANG, BANG, BANG!

I jackknifed in my bed, startled out of a sound sleep by a loud banging on my door. Heart pounding in my ears, I struggled to rouse out of the confusion that resulted from waking up mid-dream.

I looked at the red numbers on my digital clock, then wiped my hands down my face. Why the fuck was anyone bothering me before six o’clock on the first day back to school?

The rude fist hammered on my door again. Growling, I yanked off my covers and stomped to the door, ready to yell at whatever mer had come back from vacation with a scale up their ass.

When I threw open the door, Ashlyn was standing in the hallway, looking incredibly out of place and wearing an anxious expression.

“Ashlyn? What are you doing here?” I asked, surprised and confused to see my fire-haired phoenix friend in the mer hallway.

Only a few of the mer students had returned yesterday evening, but not one of them would have allowed an outsider into the dorms—especially not Ashlyn. “How did you get past the mermaids?”

“Everyone’s too distracted right now to care. I slipped right in.” Her voice was excitable, but I got the gist that it wasn’t about something good.

“Distracted? Why, what’s going on?” I yawned, then leaned forward into the hallway to try to catch a glimpse of whatever might have the mers preoccupied.

“There’s been a vampire attack on a student!” Ashlyn burst in a hushed voice.

“What?!” I was suddenly very awake.

Ashlyn came into the room and closed the door. “Some students found her mangled body on the secret platform. She was almost completely drained of blood, and she just barely made it past the security door. It’s amazing that she didn’t lead the vamps right to us!”

“Omigod,” I gasped.

Memories of the night I found Mom’s body on the kitchen floor flashed in my mind in bright technicolor, the pain of it suddenly just as fresh as when it actually happened.

“Who was it? The girl who got attacked?”

Ashlyn’s lips twisted in a grim frown. “I don’t know how you’re going to feel about this…but it was Letti.”

My heart plummeted to the bottom of my stomach with a deep thud. Ashlyn was right. I didn’t know how I felt about the news, either. As much hostility as there was between the two of us, I would never wish ill on her—okay, that wasn’t exactly true, but I would never wish a vampire attack on anyone. And after the way Letti’s confession had sort of humanized her during our last tutoring lesson, I felt a little sorry for her.

But it wasn’t just that. The news of her attack was frightening on several levels.

What if someone else had been coming to the Dome at the exact same time? What if Kendall had gotten attacked? Or Ashlyn or Tobias?

Or me.

We looked very similar. That could easily have been me. I couldn’t even beat the low-level vampire simulation. I wouldn’t stand a chance if I came up against a real-life vampire. Especially if someone as skilled in mer abilities as Letti couldn’t.

“Is she okay?” I asked, instantly feeling stupid when the words left my mouth. “I mean, is she…?”

“Still the reigning wicked sea witch?” Ashlyn asked in a hushed but guiltless voice.

“Ash,” I scolded quietly. I didn’t feel comfortable talking that way about someone who had gone through such a terrible ordeal, no matter how vile she was.

“Yeah, she’s still holding on,” she answered with a nod. “They rushed her to Ms. Heather’s office this morning.”

I opened my mouth to insist in outrage that Letti needed a hospital, but then closed it when I remembered how Ms. Heather had healed Tobias after his session in the Simulation Room a few days ago. Harpies were far more powerful healers than any human doctor or nurse.

“I don’t understand,” I said as I sat on the edge of my bed, Ashlyn following my lead. “Why are vampires so dead set on wiping out mermaids? First, my mom, now Letti. Who’s next?”

“Vampires are dead set on wiping out all shifters,” she said. “They want us all eliminated so they can take over the humans with no opposition.”

“Maybe, but they seem especially interested in getting mers out of the way,” I mused. “How many attacks have you heard of lately on any other type of shifter?”

Ashlyn shrugged. “I guess you have a point there.” She dangled her feet off the bed as she thought for a moment. “Maybe vampires hate the elitist mer attitude as much as the rest of us?”

I gave her a sidelong frown. “That might make sense for Letti, but my mom was as far from elitist as a mermaid could be.”

Her face saddened, and she looked down at her lap. We sat in the room for a silent moment, the thoughts in my head louder than the stage of a rock concert.

“I want to go see Letti,” I decided finally.

“What? Why on earth would you want to do that?” Ashlyn asked.

“Well, for one, I need to make sure she’s going to be okay. I wouldn’t say she’s my favorite mermaid in the world, but we have sort of…bonded since she’s been tutoring me. And two, maybe she can give me some clue as to why the vamps attacked her. If there’s any connection that could explain why my mom was murdered… It’s just too big of a coincidence.”

Ashlyn nodded, her brows furrowing. “Okay, let’s go to Ms. Heather’s office.”

It was surprising to see the common room so empty after hearing the other mer students trickle in throughout the day yesterday. No wonder Ashlyn had been able to enter without a problem.

When we got to Ms. Heather’s office outside of the Avian wing, I saw why. Dozens of mer students were gathered outside the door. Some of them conversed in concerned whispers, and some of them openly wept. But, as so often happened when I entered a mer-populated area, all voices fell silent and all eyes narrowed on me.

I ignored them and tried to push my way to the door.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing here?” Cora’s voice cut through the silence like a knife as she inserted herself between me and the office door.

Foolishly, I hadn’t expected a confrontation here, now. “I—I just wanted to check on her.”

“Why? So you could finish the job?” Cora shouted, her voice shrill with grief.

I frowned at her strange insinuation. “What the hell are you talking about?”

Ashlyn stepped to my side, her hands balled into fists, but I put my hand out in front of her to prevent a brawl.

“I knew there was something suspicious about you the minute you got here,” Cora seethed. It was only as Cora leaned closer that I could see the tears trailing between her waterproof-mascaraed lashes. “First, you take her boyfriend, then you snake your way into studying with her, then you try to kill her. Well, let me tell you, you may look like a downgraded version of her, but you will never replace her. You’ll never be half the mermaid she is!”

Kendall exited the office just as Cora was finishing her little slur, and he pushed himself between us. “That’s enough, Cora. Come on, Arya.”

He gestured with a nod for me to follow him away from the office door.

“But I wanted to see Letti,” I said.

Kendall wrapped his hand around my upper arm and tugged me through the glaring crowd. “Now isn’t a good time.”

“How can you still defend her when Letti is dying just behind that door?” Cora shrieked at the back of Kendall’s head. He only walked more quickly, ushering me ahead of him.

“Wait, am I missing something?” Ashlyn asked as we were rushed down the stairs and out of view of the hateful eyes of the gathered mer students. “Why does Cora think Arya had anything to do with what happened to Letti? Doesn’t she know her friend was attacked by a vampire, not a shifter?”

I watched Kendall’s face as I waited for his response. His expression was stony, but his eyes were a storm of puzzlement and fear.

He knew something.

We walked out of the door of the Grand Hall and came out onto the sidewalk. The exterior walkways were a ghost town. We were completely alone.

“Kendall, what’s going on?” I pressed when he didn’t answer.

He pursed his lips before speaking, as if trying to find the best words. “Yes, Letti was definitely attacked by a vampire, there’s no question of that. But…” He slowly lifted his gaze to meet mine. “She keeps saying your name.”

My eyes widened, unsure how to process that. Now more than ever, I suspected that the vampire attack on my mother wasn’t just about taking out random shifters. There was something bigger going on here, I just couldn’t see it. Something that had me right in the middle.

“Did she say anything else?” I asked. “Did she say why they attacked her?”

He shook his head. “She’s in a kind of coma. She hasn’t said much of anything. Except your name, over and over.”

All I could do was shake my head from side to side. Why would Letti do that? Unless maybe she was dreaming about our tutoring sessions. But that seemed like a stretch.

“So because of that, Cora thinks I was somehow involved? If it’s clear that vampires got her, how could I be?”

Kendall averted his gaze. “There have been instances in the past when shifter individuals have allied themselves with vampires.”

Ashlyn and I both stared at him in shock.

“So they think that Arya’s a spy for the vampires?” Ashlyn folded her arms over her chest and jutted an outraged hip.

Again, I looked at Kendall’s face for any signs of his opinion. Unfortunately, I only found questions there.

“Kendall, that’s insane,” I said, my voice rising in pitch. “You know what happened to my mom. You know I could never be in league with the people who killed her!”

His brows rose, and he instantly put his hands on my shoulders, though his touch did nothing to comfort me. “Arya, I don’t believe what they’re saying. I know it’s not true or even possible. You’re no traitor. I just can’t figure out why Letti… It’s just very confusing.”

I nodded slowly, then took a deep breath. As if things at this school couldn’t get any worse, now all the mer were convinced I had tried to kill Letti.

“Is she going to be okay?” I asked, shoving my indignation aside.

“She lost a ton of blood,” he replied, rubbing his chin. “Her broken bones were easy for the harpies to heal, but replacing her blood will take time. And she got a pretty hard hit to the head. Even once her body is healed, her head may not be. Mending the mind isn’t so easy for harpies to do.”

I let out a heavy breath, somehow feeling even more weighted down. I needed Letti to wake up, and soon. Not only to help me solve the mystery of my mom’s death but also to stop these horrible rumors before they spread out of control.

If Cora and Adina had been avid to eliminate me before, just for being an outcast, there was no telling what lengths they would go to now that they suspected me of attempted murder.
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Chapter 23
Tobias

Though the Avian common room held the normal buzz of activity after a long holiday—mostly dreary faces and complaints about being back—there was a frantic, panicked energy in the halls of the Dome.

I walked slowly as students turned to each other in hushed whispers. A lot of girls were crying and hugging each other, pointedly ignoring my presence, which was unusual. Since Niko wouldn’t be back for another hour due to a delayed flight, and Brett was still in his room, probably asleep, I couldn’t ask either of them what the apparent mass hysteria was about.

Fortunately, Miss Tanis rounded the corner and was heading in my direction with her head down.

“Aida,” I called, using her first name without thinking. I blamed my informality on the circumstances and my reason for speaking with her, and hoped that since she was a relative, she wouldn’t mind.

But she didn’t seem irked when her glistening eyes met mine. She’d been crying, too.

“What’s going on?” I asked without pretense.

She swallowed hard and blinked a few times before adjusting her frames and tucking a piece of her short hair behind her ear. “You haven’t heard?”

I shook my head.

“There was a vampire attack on a student.”

My pulse beat to a desperate and frantic tune as she explained what she knew. A girl had been found on the secret subway platform leading into the Dome, almost completely drained of blood.

I barely registered the words because I had to know the answer to my next question. “Who?”

The brief pause before her answer felt like a hundred years. Was it a were? Another avian? Though I didn’t think a dragon would allow a vampire to get the jump on them very easily, it wasn’t completely unheard of. And Niko wasn’t back yet.

Was it Arya? The very thought sent panic flooding through my body and overpowering all of my senses. I was imprinted to her. Surely, I’d have gotten some sense she was in danger. Right? Right?!

“It was one of the mers,” Miss Tanis said, causing my heart to hammer against my chest. “Letti, I think is her name?”

“You think?” I didn’t mean for it to come out as a snap, but it only took me the split second that Letti’s face flashed in my head, and the hesitation in her voice, for me to fear that she said the wrong name. That maybe it wasn’t Letti, but someone who looked like Letti.

She leveled her gaze on me with her head slightly tilted. Her emotions didn’t show, but I suspected she was curious about my reaction.

“Was it Letti?” I asked, forcing my tone to steady. “Or…someone else?”

“It was Letti,” Caesar confirmed, coming up behind me.

I closed my eyes momentarily to calm the rising flood of emotions in my chest.

“If you would please excuse us, Tobias,” he said. “I must speak with Miss Tanis.”

“Of course,” I said and waved a quick goodbye before heading down to breakfast.

I spotted Cora and her entourage—minus Letti, obviously—coming from the nurse’s station before I entered the dining hall. My first instinct was to ignore the group, but thinking about how I would feel if it were Niko or Brett who’d been attacked prompted me to set aside my antipathy and talk to her. Especially given mine and Cora’s history.

“Cora,” I said, pulling her from the group.

The other mers eyed me, silently asking if she wanted them to leave. She nodded, and they left the two of us alone.

“I heard about your friend,” I said, awkwardly placing a hand on her shoulder, then quickly removing it. “What happened to her was atrocious.”

She stared me in the eyes, in that penetrating way that showed her dominance, but then her expression softened, and she nodded.

“I wouldn’t wish that on any shifter,” I said. “No matter our differences.” Even if you three did trap my mate in a simulation and leave her for dead.

“Thank you, Tobias,” she said.

“How is she?”

“I think she’ll live.” By her tone, Cora didn’t sound so sure.

“Did she say anything about the vamp that did it?” I asked.

She shook her head, uncharacteristically looking down at the ground. But then her head snapped up as a thought occurred to her, and she landed her gaze back on me. Her expression was masked with innocence, but I’d been acquainted with the manipulative mer long enough to know it was just that.

“She keeps saying her name over and over.”

“Her name?” I knew who she meant by her, but I needed to hear it.

“Arya,” she replied like the word tasted foul on her tongue

I narrowed my eyes in a curiosity I felt in my very bones. “Why is she saying Arya’s name?”

Cora shrugged and resisted the smirk that threatened to emerge. “Who knows? Maybe it was Arya’s fault?”

I wanted to call out her bullshit, but even though her motives weren’t the most sincere, I could tell that it was the truth. Letti had been saying Arya’s name. But why?

“Well, I’d better get back to my friends. Thanks for checking in.” She gave me an appreciative nod and walked past me.

The dining hall had the same nervous buzz as students got their breakfast, but I didn’t see many of them actually eating. I quickly grabbed something that resembled edible meat without really looking at it—my dragon craving the protein this morning—and headed toward my usual table.

I hadn’t realized I’d been scanning the crowd as I walked until I spotted the familiar black hair pulled into a ponytail that showed off the blue streaks. Fortunately, Arya had her back turned to me and was speaking with her head lowered and tilted toward an almost identical tied up mess of orange hair.

I skidded past them without so much as a glance, willing Brett to actually hear his alarm and get down to breakfast, or for Niko’s plane to have landed early.

I couldn’t talk to her. I almost tripped when the image of Letti—sprawled on the cold concrete, face deathly pale and body nearly drained of blood—intruded my thoughts…and then her face morphed into Arya’s.

Speaking with Cora was different because I didn’t… It was just different. I briefly wondered if Arya knew Letti was saying her name, but I decided she could find out that information from someone else.

But like the glutton I was, I sat at an empty table, facing her and studiously avoided looking across the room at her face. I swore I felt her gaze fall on me more than once, but without my wingmen to verify, I couldn’t be sure, and no way in hell was I going to look at her to confirm that.

I dug into my breakfast, eating quickly and barely tasting any of it with the plan to escape as soon as I finished. Guilt knotted in my stomach, making my food hard to pack in. I should’ve walked right over to Arya as soon as I spotted her. I should’ve made sure she was okay after hearing the horrific news, that she herself was safe.

But knowing how Arya lost her mom. And that this was an attack on another mer. Could—

“Didya hear?”

I nearly jumped from my chair, choking down the food in my mouth before it was thoroughly chewed.

“Damn it, Brett!” I cursed, grabbing a fistful of my own hair and yanking it, then ran my fingers through it before glaring at my obnoxious friend.

“Sorry, man,” Brett said with a tiny shrug. “I guess we’re all on edge.” He sat down, the same mystery meat on his plate.

I calmed myself, but my appetite thoroughly abandoned me, and I pushed my plate away. “Yes, I heard.”

“Why do you think it happened?” Brett asked with a mouthful. “Oh, and before you freak out on Niko the way you just freaked out on me, he’s back. He’s just dropping off his stuff and will be down in a sec.”

I nodded. “Does he know?”

“He doesn’t know details, but he knows something happened.”

“Well, to answer your question,” I said, “you probably know as much as I do.”

Niko showed up in the cafeteria, but stopped at Arya and Ashlyn’s table first before looking around the room and spotting us. My guilt intensified. Niko was clearly consoling them while I had ignored them. Ignored her.

We filled Niko in on the details of the incident when he joined us. They had heard the same story as I did, minus the part about what name Letti was saying. I kept that dark little fact to myself.

Niko ran his fingers over his head, indicating his nerves. “Tobias, do you think…?”

“Does he think what?” Brett urged.

“Do you think these vamps targeted her?”

“What would vamps want with a teenage mer?” Brett scoffed. He was trying to play up that he wasn’t affected by the whole mess, but I knew better when he, too, pushed his plate away—half-eaten—and leaned back with his arms folded. “It must be a coincidence.”

“Outside the secret platform?” I asked. “Doesn’t seem likely.”

“Does that mean they know the location of the Dome, then?” Brett asked.

Immediately my thoughts flashed to the invisible dragon in the sim room. Had the vampires found the school? Had they already infiltrated its walls, sneaking in forces to form an attack?

“I was actually wondering if they targeted her specifically,” Niko said. “And yeah, they probably wouldn’t target some random teenage mer. But if what Tobias told us is true...” He looked at me. “About that prophecy.”

I put a finger to my lips and leaned into the table. “That’s not common knowledge, and if my father found out I’d told you two morons, he’d ship me off tomorrow.”

“But you said the prophecy is about Arya, not—”

“Actually, I’m not so sure the prophecy is about Arya,” I blurted out.

I hadn’t meant to say it aloud. When Niko and Brett stared at me with all but gaping mouths, I quickly amended. “I mean, that doesn’t really matter. But what if those vamps attacked Letti because they were wrong about the prophecy, too, and because she looks like Arya?”

“Do you think they know about the prophecy?” Niko’s eyebrows were pinched in concern. “The vampires?”

“I hate to say this, but maybe you need to call the General, Tobias,” Brett suggested.

I nodded, rubbing my chin as I thought. I was never eager to speak to Arthur, but this was a grave matter that required his attention.

“I think you’re right,” I reluctantly agreed, then pushed out of my seat and left to contact my father.

***

“We are aware of the situation, Tobias,” Arthur said when he picked up.

“So what are you doing about it?” I leaned against a bookcase in the human world history section of the library. Even if the entire school wasn’t still freaking out in the dining hall, the chance of someone catching me here was very slim.

“We’re looking into it, but it seems to be an isolated incident,” he said. “A random act by one vampire.”

“Random act? Arth—Father.” I caught my almost-slip. “She was attacked outside the secret platform.”

“Yes, and she must’ve been followed. To the vampire, it must have looked like she was entering somewhere the public didn’t have ready access to—which is the truth—and followed her.”

“Look,” I said, running a hand through my hair once more. “I should’ve told you sooner, but I don’t think Arya is the mermaid from the prophecy, but still, I think she’s being targeted.”

“What information did you acquire that led you to believe that?”

“The fact that this mer, the one that was attacked…” I paused. “She looks a lot like Arya and has been saying Arya’s name over and over since it happened.”

“No, what information did you acquire that led you to believe Arya is not the siren?” Arthur didn’t sound mad at all, which surprised me at first, but then I remembered that my whole mission was to find out whether or not she was. There would never be any repercussions if the information I received proved that she wasn’t.

“Well, for starters, she’s not a very good mer. She’s having a hard time shifting. And she can’t even defend herself in a simulation.”

“Well, if these vampires are targeting her, if they attacked a mer who looked like her, then they must have some information about her importance.”

There was a pause as we both considered that. “Do you think they know about the prophecy?”

“It’s unlikely,” Arthur said. “But they certainly know something.”

“So you’ll investigate?”

“I already have some men on it.”

“Good,” I said, relief cooling my fire at last.

My father might be a hard man to like, but he was very adept at his job. If Arthur said he had some men on it, he most likely had more than some, and had hand-picked the best men and women he had available.

“But, Tobias?”

I groaned internally. I knew that tone. I braced myself for the lecture I was about to receive.

“You're not relieved of your mission,” he said. “Even if you don’t think this girl is the siren, we don’t have concrete evidence yet.”

I sighed. What would concrete evidence look like for someone not being something. Until we found the real siren, there was no solid way to prove that Arya wasn’t it.

“Yes, sir,” I said obediently

“Stay close to the girl.”

“Yes, sir,” I repeated before the line went dead.

I hadn’t realized until that moment that the reason I hadn’t updated my father on the Arya situation and my suspicions about her not being the siren from the prophecy had nothing to do with disappointing Arthur. As he’d just proved, Arthur didn’t care either way. He just wanted the truth.

No, I hadn’t told him because if my information was enough and Arthur had relieved me of my mission, I wouldn’t have the permission or excuse, where Arthur was concerned, to keep seeing her. And until I could break this damned imprint, I needed to keep that door open.

Though I stupidly avoided her as much as possible, I could only go so long without being in her presence. If Arthur decided I was no longer needed at the school to investigate her, I had no doubts that he would make good on his threat and pull me out.

I didn’t want my mission to come to an end, and against my better judgment, I prayed that she was the siren so it never would.
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Chapter 24
Caesar

“What’s the prognosis?” I asked Maya Heather as I paced the length of her office.

Letti Haze was lying on a small bed just off the floor. The mermaid’s eyes were closed, but her body fidgeted sporadically.

“I can heal her wounds, sir,” Maya said as she pushed her silver-framed glasses higher up on the bridge of her nose. The large lenses magnified her blue eyes, and her frizzy blond hair curled about independently, going every which-way. “But her mind? It will take time for her to overcome the trauma she’s been through.”

The healer’s words triggered my own traumatic memories involving the vampire attacks I’d suffered through. They flashed through my thoughts like a strobe light, and I closed my eyes as I was hit by a wave of nausea.

I saw the deformed body of my naga friend, Jade, as Kai and I had found her, her tail removed. I saw the old school director, Zabrina Slegr, bones and body broken, a vampire standing over her. I saw my mother and father, their gryphon forms ruined and stripped of their wings.

“Arya…”

I opened my eyes, the memories disappearing like a light being turned out, mercifully taking the nausea with it.

I looked down at Letti, who was stirring under the white sheets placed over her. “No…Arya.”

I couldn’t take my eyes away from the restless mermaid.

“That’s all she’s been saying since I’ve been able to stabilize her,” Maya said, pressing a dainty hand to her chest, concern lacing her features.

I shook my head, trying to make sense of this mess.

“I know it isn’t my business sniffing about like a hound,” she said, “but why would she keep saying the newest mermaid’s name?”

I sighed heavily. I knew the answer to that now, and my mind began to spiral because of it.

“Keep doing your best with her,” I instructed, my breathing increasing as my heartbeats followed suit, and I opened the door to leave.

“Arya,” Letti whimpered again.

I quickly stepped out of the room and shut the door, afraid that students nearby would hear her mumblings. The last thing we needed right now were more rumors about Arya flying around the Dome.

I found Celeste and Kai waiting for me just a few feet down the hall.

“How is she?” Celeste asked, the worry on her face impossibly seeming to age her.

I shifted my eyes around the room and saw several students loitering about, awkward, not speaking to one another, pretending they weren’t by Ms. Heather’s office for the sole purpose of eavesdropping.

“As good as can be expected. Thanks to Maya’s incredible care, her wounds are all but healed.” I stepped closer to Kai and Celeste, then whispered, “Walk with me.”

I hoped my anxiety wasn’t too transparent. I was the school director, and everybody here—teachers and students—would be looking to me for guidance and comfort. If I was honest, I could use some of that right now, myself.

Speed-walking through the halls, I made for my classroom. It was the one place I was hoping I’d be able to get my bearings to think this situation through. Kai and Celeste kept up, talking behind me.

“The copper alloy lining the exterior of the trains likely deterred the vampires from pursuing the poor girl,” Kai said quietly.

“A precaution I’m glad we put in place,” Celeste replied. “One of many obstacles I hope will keep the vampires at bay rather than draw attention.”

They continued chatting, but my troubled thoughts had me tuning them out.

Letti couldn’t stop saying Arya’s name. I had enough experience with trauma to form an educated guess as to why.

The poor girl’s attackers had mistaken her for Arya. The girls shared physical similarities. But they’d been wrong and probably knew it. This pointed to the vampires’ knowledge of a girl named Arya. It also indicated that they knew of her importance, which only validated to me that Arya was the siren from the prophecy.

But that meant that the vampires somehow knew of the prophecy, too.

Hadrian is aware of Arya and the prophecy. I’d been dancing around that thought since I’d first heard Letti say the mermaid’s name. And finally acknowledging it, I realized the mistakes I’d made.

I’d sent Julian off to Hadrian to discover this very thing. And I hadn’t heard back from my vampire ally since he’d left weeks ago. For all I knew, Hadrian had killed him.

What made matters worse was that Julian’s eyes were sharp, and he was extremely good at keeping tabs on vampire activity close by. If I hadn’t sent him away, he could have potentially stopped the attack on Letti. But then we would’ve been back at square one—we wouldn't have learned that Hadrian knew about the prophecy.

“I hate to point out the obvious, Caesar,” Kai said, “but you’re walking extremely fast.”

“If it’s too difficult for you to keep up, phase through the walls and meet me at my classroom.”

“I’m always up for a brisk walk,” Kai replied. “I’m more concerned with how you’re feeling.”

I stopped, anger bubbling inside of me. “One of our students nearly died! This school was founded upon several ideals, one of which was a promise of protection for every shifter who attends. What are we if we can’t even protect our own students?”

Kai threw a glance at Celeste. I saw the kitsune’s Adam’s apple bob down, then come back up like a bouncy ball.

“We’re almost to your classroom, Caesar,” Celeste said, glancing over her shoulder. “We should go there before we start talking.”

I didn’t see anybody—teacher or student—nearby but didn’t argue. I turned back around and continued through the arcing hallway, passing classroom after classroom until I reached my door.

I smashed a finger against my watch and the door slowly swung open. With long strides, I entered and headed straight for my desk.

I wasn’t prepared to spill all my thoughts, particularly about Julian. Nobody else knew that I’d been dealing with a vampire, even one who’d been helping the shifters for the past seven years. But Julian had been involved with the destruction of The Island, and Kai and I had fought him in a convenience store just as the school had been attacked.

Tapping my tablet, I locked us inside the classroom.

“I’m not going to draw out what needs to be said,” I prefaced, giving Kai and Celeste a hard look. “Hadrian knows about Arya, and he’s hunting for her. He knows she’s the stray mermaid from the prophecy.”

Celeste narrowed her emerald eyes and crossed her arms. “That’s impossible. How could Hadrian even know about the prophecy?”

Biting my lip, I shook my head. “I don’t know. But Letti has been saying nothing but Arya’s name since she got here.”

Kai looked at Celeste, obviously wanting to say something but not feeling comfortable enough to go through with it.

“You’re allowing your thoughts to spiral out of control, Caesar,” she said with a motherly tone. “Letti has been tutoring Arya this past week. She could be rattling off Arya’s name for no reason at all.”

My pride caused her words to ruffle my feathers. “Do you honestly believe that? It’s too coincidental. The vampires are looking for Arya.” I glanced at my kitsune friend. “Kai, you understand that, right?”

Kai bobbed his head back and forth. “Well, it’s a possibility I don’t think we should toss right out the window. But on the other hand, you do have a way of…” He paused, spinning his hands around each other in front of him, then opened them up. “…blowing things out of proportion when you’re emotionally invested.”

I blinked. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You think I’m overreacting?”

“Until we can get more information from Letti, we can’t assume the vampires know anything about Arya,” Celeste said, sidestepping my question. “But if we find out otherwise, we’ll have to take precautions.”

Running a hand through my hair, I said, “You want to pretend like none of this happened? The vampires attacked a student right at our front door!”

Celeste’s lower jaw shifted to the side, then straightened out. “I think you need to tell the school that an unfortunate vampire attack occurred with one of our students off-campus and that the Dome is the safest place for our students to stay. We should also ask for more military eyes to be on the lookout.”

“That’s a good starting point,” Kai agreed.

“Please remember, Caesar,” Celeste cautioned, “that while Letti’s attack was horrific, shifters out in the world deal with these kinds of attacks daily.”

That was a reality I couldn’t dispute, and the truth of it helped pull me away from my reeling thoughts. I rubbed my eyes, then pinched the bridge of my nose. I wasn’t physically tired, but this whole situation had been so draining.

“Let’s set up a live announcement,” I decided. “As part of all this, I believe a cancellation of today’s classes is in order. Heaven knows how much learning would actually happen if we tried to hold them. Kai, can we broadcast from my tablet?”

The kitsune whipped out his phone from his pocket and punched in a few commands, letting his thumb hang in the air. “Just say when, boss, and your beautiful face and charming voice will flood every screen and speaker in the Dome like the President of the United States playing on his PA system.”

“That wasn’t funny,” Celeste said.

Kai wagged a finger. “You say that now, but wait until Caesar starts talking. I have a module enabled in the software that will turn his glorious speech into a rickety-rockin’ rap.”

“You do?” I asked.

Kai flashed a smile. “I can…”

There was a moment of silence, then Celeste laughed. “I’m not going to lie. That would be brilliant, Kai.”

The kitsune bowed low. “I live for the laughs, my dear. Life’s too vanilla, otherwise.”

I groaned. Removing the embedded tablet from my desk, I held it up level with my face. “Normal settings. None of this flippity-floppin’ crap.”

Kai’s smile broadened. “That was almost a joke, Caesar! Good job!”

“Kai,” I warned dangerously behind clenched teeth.

Looking at myself in the reflection of the screen, I realized just how old I looked. I shouldn’t have been so quick to judge Celeste back in front of Maya’s office.

“Are you ready?” Kai asked, his smile fizzling out like a phoenix diving into water.

Nodding, I cleared my throat.

Kai’s steady thumb tapped the command, overwriting every screen’s status in the Dome. Announcements like these used to make me uncomfortable. It wasn’t that way anymore. And any self-consciousness that might have lingered now was buried under mountains of trepidation and retribution.

“Good morning, students and teachers,” I said, staring into the little camera attached to my tablet. “Pardon this short interruption. Last night, one of our—”

“Whoops!” Kai said, fiddling with his phone. “Sorry, I forgot to connect to the transmission signal. But you sounded really good. Nice warm-up.”

I let out a cluck of irritation.

“I thought you were going to say that you accidentally turned on the rap setting,” Celeste said with a giggle.

Winking at Celeste, he proudly said, “I’m saving that one for later.”

“Are we going to do the announcement today, Kai?” I snapped.

“The transmission signal connection has been established,” Kai said, unable to banish the smirk from his face despite the evil glare I shot his way. “Just say the magic word, and I’ll give you hundreds of faces. Well, hundreds…of the same face.”

I rolled my eyes and took in a long-suffering breath, then held the tablet up, resting my elbows on the desk. “Do it.”

Kai tapped his phone and nodded at me.

“Good morning, students and teachers. Pardon this short interruption, but as many of you have likely heard, last night one of our students became the victim of a vampire attack. The student was not within the protective walls of the Dome when the attack occurred. We are saddened by the event but are glad that the student survived and is recovering. Due to this event, the school administration feels that it would be best to cancel classes today. I urge you all to do your best to focus on your studies, either on your own or within groups.

“I cannot begin to emphasize how important it is for everyone who makes the conscious choice to step outside of the school to take proper precautions to stay safe. Don’t go out alone. Watch your shadows. Try to put yourself in public places where a lot of other people are around.

“I will also take this time to remind you all that the Dome is a refuge from the storms outside. The vampires can’t hurt you here, and they never will. The safest place for you is here, in the school.

“If any of you feel the need to discuss the safety and protection of our school, please speak with the heads of your wings. Thank you for your time.”

Kai waited a few more seconds to make sure I was finished, then cut the transmission connection.

“You know,” Kai said, “I prefer your scripted announcements much more. You’re far less emotional when you read the words on your screen.”

“I’m sorry for your discomfort, Kai,” I said without an ounce of apology as I set my tablet on the desk in front of me.

“You do get a kind of my-eyes-are-piercing-yours vibe when you improvise,” Celeste interjected.

“Good,” I replied. “I hope that means everyone understands the seriousness of what I said.”

“You got the point across extremely well,” Kai said.

Celeste nodded in agreement. “I’ve also been thinking that perhaps we should modify our curfew rules.”

“That would be very appropriate,” I said with a sigh. “And I believe most of the students will be eager to follow it after what happened to Letti. How early do you think we should have the students back here at the Dome?”

Kai shrugged. “We probably don’t need to set a time. I’d just say before sunset. We could even feature a tagline: Vampires are up when the sun goes down.” The kitsune held his hands together, then spread them out as he said it.

I frowned but tilted my head in consideration. Cheesy, but it got the message across well enough.

“Why don’t you take care of that, Kai? Distribute it on my channel, and send it to the devices of all students and teachers.” I tapped my tablet, and the classroom door opened. “And you’d better get back to your appropriate wings, both of you. You’ll be needed to help keep order around the Dome.”

“I will do that and also keep tabs on Letti,” Celeste said. “As soon as she is speaking again, I will notify you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Hopefully, it won’t take too long. And one other thing, Celeste. Could you have Arya come and see me right away? I should address the situation with her personally.”

I watched as she hesitated a moment.

“You aren’t going to tell her about the prophecy, are you?” she asked.

I shook my head. “She isn’t ready for that.”

“So what will you tell her, then?” Celeste asked. “We don’t know why Letti keeps saying Arya’s name yet.”

I leaned forward on my desk and braided my fingers together. “I want to find out if she knows anything. And if she doesn’t, then great, we’ll wait until Letti is able to tell us.”

“I’ll send for her at once,” Celeste consented, then left the room, leaving Kai behind.

Kai was staring at me, his head tilted in an especially foxy way.

“You should probably head to the dorms and see if you’re needed,” I suggested.

Kai didn’t make any move to that effect. “I want to make sure you’re doing okay first.”

“I’m fine, Kai,” I said, though my gravelly tone betrayed how much I wasn’t.

Kai exhaled. “I was there, too, remember?”

I looked down, not wanting the painful memories to be drawn out again.

“Just… I’m here for you. I always have been, and I always will be.”

I nodded, forcing myself to bring my eyes back up to my oldest friend. “I know that, and I appreciate it. But I’ll be okay.”

He stared at me for another few seconds, probably waiting to see if I would budge. I didn’t.

“I’ll see you around,” the kitsune said, then left me to my disgruntled thoughts in the empty classroom.

I popped the tablet back into the desk. I breathed in and out slowly, trying to give my mind something other than vampire attacks to think about. In the end, I smashed my fists onto the hardwood desk, sending spikes of pain shooting from my hands up to my wrists.

I was tempted to call on the military to make an assault on their towers in Cle Elum. Julian had divulged that bit of information, but a direct assault on the vampire fortress would be a suicide mission.

Hadrian had obtained technology that rivaled the work of Kai, most of it having been tweaked to hunt shifters. Seven years ago, I’d been shot with an odd device that Hadrian had called a hookshot. The tip was made of gold, and had pierced my wing, my weakness to the metal prohibiting me from flying.

But that was old tech now. The abominations the vampires controlled these days were terrifying. The military took the brunt of such attacks, but every day, shifters around the globe were suffering, too.

“Caesar?”

I wiped the disgust from my face as Arya poked her head in.

“Come on in, Arya,” I invited, gesturing for Arya to sit.

She stepped forward, wearing a baggy, long-sleeve shirt and jeans. Her dark hair with blue streaks was pulled back in a messy bun. She quickly pulled one of the chairs out from under my desk and sat down, resting her hands in her lap.

“It’s been a while since we’ve talked,” I said.

Nodding her head, Arya said, “It has, but that’s okay. I don’t want you to feel like you have to meet with me all the time.”

“And I don’t want you to feel that way, either.” I cleared my throat as she waited for me to continue. “I’m assuming you watched my announcement?”

She nodded her head again.

“Have you heard who was attacked?”

Another nod, though much less fervent. I knew this conversation would likely be one-sided, but Arya’s lack of verbal communication surprised me.

“Who?” I asked, trying to get her to speak.

“Letti,” Arya said in a small voice, not meeting my gaze.

I tried relaxing my posture, hoping it would help Arya relax. “Have you heard anything else about Letti?”

Arya swallowed. “Yes. She keeps saying my name.”

“Do you have any idea as to why that is?”

Her eyes widened. “Sir, I swear, I didn’t do anything. Sure, Letti can be a jerk sometimes, but I’ve never wanted her to get hurt. I would never do anything to her.”

Her exclamations had me tensing all over again, confusion furrowing my brow.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t intend on sounding accusatory,” I said, waving a hand in front of me as if my fingers could erase that notion like the wipe of a whiteboard. “I believe the reason Letti keeps saying your name is that she’s giving us a warning.”

Now it was Arya’s turn to frown in worried bemusement. Her breath hitched. “A warning about what?”

I leaned forward, bracing on my elbows. “I know very little about you and your mother. Forgive me for bringing her up, but I must know if you have any idea why the vampires tracked your mother down.”

Her eyes almost instantly got wet with tears as she shook her head. Through quivering lips, she said, “I don’t know.”

“Did your mother have any involvement with them? Did she do anything that would draw vampires to her?”

Quiet, whispery sobs came from her mouth, and a pang of guilt stabbed my gut at reopening that deep wound.

“Again, I’m sorry to bring this up,” I said sorrowfully. “I know how painful and raw it can be.”

She shook her head and shakily inhaled. “I don’t think so. She never went out at night or let me. If she had anything to do with vampires, she never talked about it. My mother didn’t tell me anything.”

“And you know nothing about your father or if he might be involved?”

“No.”

So that was the answer. And I already knew it, but I had to be sure. I couldn’t bring myself to tell her of what I was now convinced—that she was being hunted. That wouldn’t help anything right now. She was already sad. Telling her that vampires were trying to track her down would only add fear to the mix. She’d never leave the school again. Though, perhaps, that would be a good thing.

Leaning back, I opened one of the drawers in my desk and brought out a small box of tissues, sliding it over to her.

“I don’t know what the future holds,” I said. “I’m no seer. But I urge you to keep working hard on your studies and practicing your abilities. They will help offset the pain you’re feeling.”

She sniffled while nodding, snatching the package of tissues. “Can I leave now?”

“Of course,” I replied. “Thanks for being willing to talk.”

She got up from the desk and walked briskly out of the classroom.

If she’d heard anything from Shea about what went down the other night, she hadn’t let anything show. Hell, I’d been so distracted by the current predicament that I had forgotten to worry about that.

I felt so bad about the way I’d left things with Shea. And what had Kai’s big emergency been? To show me the newest prototype of his vampire detectors and ask me if they should be made in slate gray or polished silver to match the street lights.

I hadn’t had any contact with Shea since that day. Mainly because I didn’t know what to say. I had no right having any sort of involvement with her—and certainly not the kind of involvement I’d had. Not only was she not my student and not a shifter of any kind, but she was a witch.

Wait! She was a witch!

A sudden idea had me straightening on the edge of my seat. If Harpy healing powers couldn’t wake Letti, what if magic could? This wasn’t just me looking for an excuse to see Shea again. Letti was my responsibility, and if anything could resuscitate her and get her to talk about her vampire attack, how could I not pursue it?

But after the radio silence between us after what we’d done, would Shea even want to see me? Let alone help?

Did that even matter? When I wanted to see her so badly it hurt? When I needed to set things right after what happened?

What do you do?

Go.
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Chapter 25
Arya

How could things possibly get any worse?

As I walked back to my dorm from Caesar’s office, I felt like a chunk of iron was lodged in my belly, simultaneously weighing me down and crushing me from the inside out. Already, students were whispering that I was behind Letti’s attack. Considering the gossip factory that was Cora and her minions, I had been expecting that.

What I didn’t expect was suspicion from the teachers as well. Even Caesar thought I was somehow responsible. Maybe not directly, like everyone else did, but he thought Letti had been targeted because of me by association.

And now he was implying that my mom was killed by the vampires because she had been involved with them.

I shook my head. I couldn’t believe it. Vampires would explain the reasoning for rule number one, but I couldn’t imagine Mom ever being in league with vampires. Could it have been possible that she had pissed off one of them by accident? It was obvious, now, that Mom had been running from someone or something all those years. Could that someone have been a vampire?

And to make matters worse, apparently, Caesar knew more about my father than I did. Would I ever discover the truth of it all?

I crept into the mer common room, keeping my head down and trying not to attract attention as I grabbed my bag and headed off to meet Ashlyn now that classes were canceled. But when I got to my room, Cora and Adina were standing in front of the door like a Barbie barricade. My laptop bag was at their feet, with the few articles of new clothing I’d acquired messily stuffed into it and spilling out.

“What are you doing with my stuff?” I demanded, the feeling of violation summoning anger to overshadow my depression.

“Taking out the trash.” Cora crossed her arms and kicked the bag so that it fell over, causing one of my new lace panties to fall out.

“You bitch!” I dropped to my knees to gather my things, ready to use those very panties to strangle her.

“Nobody wants you here,” Adina hissed over me as I scrambled. “You’re no longer welcome in this wing.”

“You’re not even a real mermaid, anyway,” Cora added.

I hugged my belongings to my chest and rose defensively to my feet. “You can’t kick me out. Celeste would never let that happen.”

Cora narrowed her eyes and stalked closer to me, like a predatory shark on a weakened fish. “Well, Celeste isn’t here right now. She’s too busy taking care of the mermaid you almost got killed.”

“I already told you I had nothing to do with that! And you’re a bigger idiot than I thought if you believe that.” I was seconds away from exploding molten crazy all over the hallway like an undersea volcano.

“Save it.” Cora made a closing gesture with her fingers and thumb. “The truth will come out eventually, and when it does, no one at this school will want you.”

I struggled for a moment just to get my breathing under control, tension wracking my entire body. While I had no reason or intention to hurt Letti, I damn sure was furious enough to lurch at Cora and rip all of her perfect blonde hair out right now.

But a fight would only make things worse. I knew I had to get out before I lost control, so rather than retaliate, I stormed out of the common room without another word, clenching my teeth so tightly they just might crack.

Hot, angry tears blurred my vision as I trod through the hallways. I didn’t exactly know where I was going. I considered tracking down Celeste and telling her what Cora and Adina did, but what was the fucking point? The mer didn’t want me here, and I sure as hell didn’t want to be here, either.

And where the fuck was Kendall? He said he’d be my bodyguard if I needed one, and I’d never needed one more than I did now.

Fuck it. I’ll fight my own damn battles. I don’t need anyone!

I zipped into the girls’ bathroom before the entrance to the Great Hall, quickly checking there were no feet visible below the doors of the stalls before bolting the door. Then I stomped into the space between the faucets and stalls and threw my bag onto the floor.

“Aaaahhhh!” I shrieked to my lungs’ capacity, unbridled fury rippling through me.

I kicked the door of the closest stall with my might, sending it slamming against the stall wall, the sound echoing off the metal surfaces of the room.

Then, growling like a feral beast, I stalked to one of the faucets, gripping the edges for support as I hung my head and focused on my breathing. In. Out. In. Out.

When my breaths had steadied and my pulse stabilized, I looked up at the mirror in front of me. The girl I saw looking back at me wasn’t the shy, obedient girl I used to be. She was fierce, confident, a force to be reckoned with.

All of the forces in my life had boxed me in, beaten me down, thrown shit at me over and over, but I was still standing strong. I wouldn’t be broken by this latest storm. I’d weather it and rise above it. And I would be damned if my abusers saw even an ounce of weakness.

Straightening my posture, I smoothed my hair and schooled my expression until it was an aloof mask. Then I picked up my overstuffed bag, slung it over my shoulders, and left the shelter of the bathroom to face the onslaught with pride, heading for the avian common room.

If there was only one person at this school who wanted me around—and would let me bunk with them—it was Ashlyn. And if anyone at the avian wing had a problem with it, they wouldn’t dare risk triggering Ashlyn’s fiery temper.

As I approached the avian wing, fewer and fewer eyes were on me. Avians didn’t care too much about the drama the mer caused, so they usually bought into the gossip the least of all the groups. I had made the right choice.

“Um, you’re not supposed to be in here,” a bespectacled harpy girl said to me when I entered the common room. The girl looked more puzzled than territorial.

“Oh, er,” I hadn’t quite figured out what I was going to say if someone tried to stop me.

“It’s okay, Leya,” Niko said, getting up from one of the couches and coming to my rescue. “She’s just here to see Ashlyn.”

The meek harpy merely nodded and carried her books off to another part of the large room.

“Thanks, Niko.” I was grateful for the save. If the avians also barred me from their wing, I didn’t have a Plan C. “Is Ashlyn around?”

“Uh, no, I think she’s training with Mr. Summers.” His eyes lingered on me in a way that said he knew about the rumors, and what he said next let me know he didn’t believe them. “But you’re welcome to wait here for her if you want.”

I casually nodded like I gave no fucks. “Thanks.”

I looked around the common room, fingering the strap of my bag as I pondered what to do with myself while I waited for Ashlyn.

Niko put his hands in his pockets and rolled his shoulders. “I don’t know if you’re into video games, but Brett and I are about to kill some zombies. Want to play?”

I looked at the couch Niko had risen from and saw Tobias and Brett sitting there. Brett already had a controller in hand.

“I’m not much of a player, aside from Candy Crush,” I replied with a shrug. “But I can watch.”

“Sure, we don’t mind an audience,” Niko said. “Do we, Brett?”

“Not at all,” Brett called back. “You’re the one who’s gonna lose. Now get your butt over here so we can start.”

Niko chuckled and nodded at the couch before jogging over and reclaiming his seat beside Brett. I followed and sat on the armchair catty corner to the couch, next to where Tobias was sitting. I set down my bag as the boys dove into their game. Gunfire and splattered blood lit up the big screen TV in front of us.

I watched the pixelated action with mild interest, distracted by the street warfare that was going on in my mind. I considered trying to find Kendall and getting him to talk some sense into Cora, but the mer wing was the last place I wanted to be. Maybe tomorrow. For now, some space from my kind was what I needed. I had never felt like one of them, anyway.

Maybe a permanent removal from the wing was best… Or, maybe a removal from the school completely. It wasn’t like I was excelling here. Maybe I was better off not being at the school, just as Cora had said.

But I wouldn’t be eighteen for a few more months, and with my absolute refusal to go back to my house, where would I go? I guessed I could find a shelter or something. I could get a job somewhere, anywhere, and save up until I could legally rent an apartment. Then, when the house went into my name, I could sell it and find something smaller.

My eyes wandered over to Tobias, who had been very quiet all this time. His chin rested on his hand, his jaw clenched. His eyes were fixed on the screen, and I got the impression that he was purposely avoiding looking at me. Did he believe I was allied with vampires? Was that why he was shutting me out today?

Ugh, why do I care?!

Unable to help myself, I leaned forward and said in a hushed voice, “So, I’m sure you’ve heard about Letti.”

He nodded without looking at me. “The whole school has.”

I nodded and looked down. “Then I guess you’ve also heard the rumors Cora started. She blames me for what happened, which is just insane. You don’t…believe it, do you?”

My eyes found his face again, almost begging him to give me the right answer.

He shook his head and pursed his lips in a noncommittal expression. “Everyone knows Cora is a hateful bitch. Whatever she’s saying will blow over in a day or two.”

I kept my gaze on him, not missing the fact that he still hadn’t let his eyes slip in my direction. Come on, I know you’re not that interested in this stupid game. Just look at me!

I wanted to push the issue, to make him give me a real answer. Because from the way he was acting, I definitely got the feeling that he blamed me for it, too.

“Arya?” Ashlyn’s voice called my attention away from the dragon’s stony face and toward the entrance.

Ashlyn rounded the couches to come to my side. “What are you doing here?”

I considered pulling her aside to talk in private, but I figured everyone might as well know if I had to stay here indefinitely.

“I was hoping I could bunk with you for a while. Cora booted me out of the mer wing.” I even impressed myself with how dismissive and uncaring my voice sounded.

“She did what!?” Tobias snapped, suddenly unable to pull his wide eyes off me.

“That witch! She can’t do that!” Ashlyn’s anger was in full heat. “Did you tell Celeste?”

“No, and right now, I just don’t care,” I said. “I just want some space from them. So… I was hoping you wouldn’t mind letting me stay with you until this whole Letti thing blows over.”

The fire in her eyes cooled, and her face smoothed into a pitying pout. “Of course. You can bunk with me for as long as you need to. And if anyone has a problem with that, they can take it up with me.”

She narrowed her eyes at everyone around the room, but no one said anything. Though Tobias was barely perched on the edge of the couch, a storm of emotions raging on his gorgeous, surly face. We stared at each other for a brief moment, so many unsaid words hanging in the space between us.

“Come on, let’s get you settled,” Ashlyn suggested with a tap to my arm that broke the tenuous connection. “Then we’ll steal a tub of ice cream from the kitchen and we can talk.”

“Thanks.” Flushed with gratitude, I threw my arms around her.

Our hug lingered for a moment, almost like she knew how upset I really was by this situation.

As we excused ourselves from the common room and headed for Ashlyn’s room, Tobias stood.

“I’ll fix this,” he promised, sincere determination shining in his amber eyes.

Despite how he’d avoided me all morning, and this whole tug-of-war thing we had going on since we met, I believed he meant that. But he couldn’t fix this. And I’d be damned if I was going to play the damsel a second longer.

So I turned away and followed Ashlyn down the hall.
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Chapter 26
Caesar

It was pretty sad that I knew Shea’s scent so instinctively that I was able to follow the aged trace of it from Arya’s house to Shea’s grandmother’s house. How fucking pathetic was I? But seeing as neither Shea nor her grandmother were listed anywhere public, it was the only thing I had to go on.

I wandered slowly up to Shea’s front door, trying to figure out what my approach was even going to be. What was I going to say? Sorry for getting drunk and letting you blow me in the pub bathroom? And also, sorry for running out before I could return the favor.

Holy shit. I ran my hands down my face.

That could never happen again. It was inappropriate on so many levels, it was unbelievable. Why had I let it get that far? And why couldn’t I stop fucking thinking about her? And fuck, that had been the best blow job of my life, and Shea was beautiful and smart and funny and—

Knock it off, dumbass!

I checked my wrist watch. It was five minutes after three. Would she even be home yet? It was a school day, and as far as I knew, Shea did attend a human high school. Maybe she wasn’t here yet. Maybe this was a huge mistake. I should have just called her. But then it would have been super awkward, and this wasn’t the kind of favor one asked for over the phone.

Maybe I should’ve just texted her. Like a coward.

As I stood there pacing and slowly going insane with indecision, the door opened. I turned with my heart skipping a beat with hesitant excitement to see her, but the old lady standing in the doorway definitely wasn’t her.

“Can I help you?” she asked, giving me an appraising look up and down behind her spectacles.

I froze for a few long seconds, probably looking every bit as much of a dumbass as I felt. “Um, yeah, sorry. Is Shea home?”

She crossed her arms under her sagging bosom and arched a graying eyebrow at me. This woman may have been short, stout and wizened, but the authority in the look she gave me made me feel about two feet tall.

“No, she’s not returned from school yet,” she replied, disdain thickly lacing her tone.

“Okay. Well, do you know when she might be back?” I asked, rubbing the back of my neck awkwardly like I was a pimply young school boy.

“And what business do you have with my granddaughter exactly?”

I was stumped for a moment. Obviously, I knew that she was a witch just like Shea, but I had no idea how much she really knew about any of what had gone on between Shea and I, and I didn’t want to out Shea on anything that she might not want her to know.

So, as much as I hated lying, I decided I had to.

“I’m the case worker for her friend, Arya Walker,” I stated with some trace of authority. It wasn’t entirely a lie, just omitted a lot of the finer details. “I just have a few questions for Shea to help with Arya’s case.”

She eyed me heavily, and I almost wondered if she was using some magic to try to read my mind. Thankfully, I’d been trained in mao interrogation, so I knew how to clear my thoughts. Just in case.

“Fine. You may come in and wait for her,” she relented finally, stepping aside and holding the door open in invitation.

“Thank you,” I said with a nod of appreciation as I entered.

She gestured for me to sit on the small couch in the living room, and to my chagrin, she sat on the arm chair opposite me.

I couldn’t remember the last time I was so uncomfortable in anyone’s presence. I’d battled vampires and argued with shifter delegates. I’d faced Hadrian himself! I was a force to be reckoned with. Hell, I’d even had disputes with General Dracul that didn’t intimidate me, but this small woman stole all of my composure, making it very hard to sit still in this tense silence.

When she leaned forward to pluck her tea cup from the coffee table, I nearly flinched.

“You know,” she said, slowly taking a sip of her tea. “I know what you are. Don’t think you can fool me, sir, because I could sense your aura from a mile away.”

I swallowed, unsure if I was relieved or concerned by that declaration.

“You are the director of that school Arya got sent to.” Not a question, but a statement of fact.

I cleared my throat. “Yes, ma’am, I am.”

She nodded, setting her tea cup back down, her brow wrinkling with the first sign of any emotion I’d seen from her. “How is Arya fairing after what happened?”

I let out a breath, relaxing my shoulders slightly. “It’s been a struggle. That’s actually why I’m here. There’s been…an incident regarding Arya that I was hoping Shea could assist with.”

“Hmm,” she hummed, her sternness back in full force, and when she met my eyes, I was struck with the strangest, most acute sense of dread. “Well, Shea is an adult and she can do what she wants. But, if you put my granddaughter in any kind of danger, you will experience my wrath.”

I blinked at her, both shocked and a little impressed by her threat.

“Ms. Le Fey, I promise you that I will do everything in my power to keep Shea safe,” I vowed.

We stared at each other for a moment, both of us falling into some unspoken agreement of our joint intentions. Then the front door opened, and Shea paused in the doorway, her eyes darting back and forth between us uncertainly.

“Um,” she stammered.

Shea’s grandmother sluggishly stood up off the couch. “Well, my soaps are about to start. Shea, let me know if you need anything.”

She gave each of us a warning look before disappearing down the hall.

“Eh, Caesar?” Shea waved at me, beckoning me to follow her outside.

Seeing as I hadn’t heard her grandmother close any doors, I jumped eagerly off the couch. She didn’t need to hear any of the things Shea and I had to say to each other. Especially certain things in particular.

Shea practically shoved me onto the porch when I reached her and shut the door behind us, then yanked me onto the lawn and under a tree.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she whispered accusingly.

“We’re outside, why are you still whispering?” I asked hushedly.

She gave a deadpan look. “My Gram is a witch. She probably cast an amplification spell, so make it short and quick.”

I chewed my lip at that knowledge. Was there any wonder why I didn’t trust witches?

“Okay, well, first, about the other day,” I began.

She waved her hands at me, shaking her head. “It’s okay. You don’t have to make any platitudes.” Then she crossed her arm and jutted a hip. “But a phone call or text would’ve been nice.”

“I know, and I’m sorry. For a lot of things. I shouldn’t have taken advantage of you like that.”

She balked at me. “Um, were we in the same bathroom? Because the way I remember it, I took advantage of you.”

My cock stiffened at the memory of just how skillfully she took advantage of me, but I pushed that thought away.

“That’s not actually why I’m here,” I said, shaking my head. “I came to ask you for a favor.”

She narrowed those cunning eyes at me. “What kind of favor?”

I sighed. “One of our mer students has been attacked by vampires.”

“What?” she exclaimed, forgetting to whisper. “Is Arya okay?”

“Yes, she’s fine,” I said, raising calming hands to hush her back down. “But this mer keeps saying Arya’s name, and we don’t know why. Our top harpy has tried to heal her, but she sustained some head trauma and we’ve been unable to resuscitate her. I was hoping you might be able to help us with that.”

She cocked her head at me with confusion wrinkling her nose. “How could I help?”

I arched a leading brow at her.

She jutted her opposite hip. “You want me, a witch, to use magic on one of your students?” She laughed sarcastically. “I’m sure the great and pious Celeste is completely on board with that.”

I shrugged. “Well, actually, I’d have to sneak you in.”

“Are you freaking kidding me?” Shea scoffed loudly, tapping a foot against the grass.

“The other professors wouldn’t understand,” I insisted. “But this could be a stepping stone on the path to them trusting witches. That is, if you’re successful.”

She scoffed again and shook her head.

“Please, Shea,” I implored. “If the vampires know something about Arya, it’s imperative we find out what that is.”

She scowled at me for a long moment. “I might consider it. I have a prior engagement today anyway. So, I’ll let you know later what I decide and if I can make time in my busy schedule.”

It wasn’t the answer I was hoping for, but it also wasn’t a no.

What prior engagement did she have? Was it with this other guy that she bought my kitty sweater for? Ugh! What right did I have to even think about that?

“Okay, thank you, Shea,” I said. “I hope you make the right decision.”

“Ugh, okay, go away now,” she said, pushing me off her lawn.

As I walked away, I should have been worrying about Letti, about the vampires and what they might be up to, and if Arya was in imminent danger. But all I could worry about was what Shea thought of me, and if her saying yes to this would mean anything about that.

And did I want it to?
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Chapter 27
Julian

Those green eyes sliced into my soul as we lay there staring at each other, and I couldn’t remember the last time I felt at home.

“I miss you,” she said softly, and those three small words shredded my heart.

“You have no idea how much I miss you,” I said, lifting my hand to push a stray lock of brown hair behind her ear.

Brown. Didn’t it used to be red?

“Julian,” she sighed, closing her eyes to savor my touch.

“Julian?” An invited voice cut through my dream, startling me awake, and when I opened my eyes, the face laying far too close for comfort was the last one I ever wanted to see.

I pushed myself up to sit, scooting away from her. “Get the fuck out of my bed, Marguerite.”

“Oh, somebody’s testy this evening,” she teased, propping her head onto her hand and looking up at me like we truly were the playful lovers she wished we were. “Who is Shea?”

My heart slammed against my chest, and I paused momentarily in the process of getting out of bed.

“What are you talking about?” I growled without looking back at her.

“You always used to murmur Alice’s name in your sleep, but just now, you said ‘Shea’,” Marguerite explained, jealousy tainting her tone. “Have you finally moved on? With a girl who isn’t me?”

I didn’t respond, mostly because I found that ignoring Marguerite eventually made her get bored and walk away. But also…it had been Shea in my dream, not Alice. Ever since my delirium from whatever shit Hadrian had put in the tank, Shea and Alice had become interchangeable in my dreams, and even in my mind.

I blamed it on the drugs and on the lack of blood I’d consumed since I got here. I was devastatingly thirsty, but blood bags were against Hadrian’s rules, and I absolutely refused to drink from the irritating Initiate he’d assigned to me. I didn’t drink from people, period, but even if I were to start, that girl would be far down my list of candidates.

I climbed out of bed and shrugged into a white button-up shirt, trying to ignore both Marguerite and the guilt that was welling inside me as I pushed the buttons into place. Why was I dreaming about Shea at all? Perhaps it was just because she looked so much like Alice, and her magical signature felt so similar.

I hadn’t so much as looked at another woman since Alice died, and I couldn’t help but feel like I was betraying her memory by craving this young witch.

My fingers suddenly fumbled in their task at the realization that shook me. I hadn’t admitted even to myself until that moment that I did indeed crave her. And I had no idea how to feel about that.

I’d been here a week now with no word from Shea, and thoughts of her consumed most of my waking hours. Why hadn’t she contacted me? Was she in danger? Or worse…had she decided to take the grimoire and run? No, I didn’t see her going back on her word. Not that I really knew her at all, having only met her once, but for some ungodly reason, I trusted her. And I didn’t trust easily.

Marguerite scoffed behind me. “I wish you would talk to me, Julian, like you used to. And just so you know, I came because Hadrian wants to see you.”

I fastened the final button and turned for the door of my room. “Thank you for delivering the message.”

I walked out without giving her so much as a passing glance. I’d have to acquire a deadbolt for that door. She could easily break through it if she wanted to get in badly enough, but at least the noise would wake me next time.

As I walked through the halls, I couldn’t help but notice that there were more vampires walking about than usual. And they seemed preoccupied, blurring down the halls with their inhuman speed. What were they preparing for? Did it have anything to do with why Hadrian wanted to see me?

Hadrian’s trophy room door was open, but I rapped my knuckles on the doorframe to announce my presence before I walked in. The vampire leader looked up from his papers on the table in front of him and waved me forward to sit beside him. I did as I was bid.

“What is the progress of your Initiate’s work?” he asked, getting right to business.

I straightened in my chair. “To be honest, the work is slow and tedious. We’ve tested several samples with no success yet.”

A flicker of displeasure crossed his blue eyes, striking a note of fear through my heart.

“But I believe we’ll be close very soon,” I amended quickly. “Edison failed a thousand times in his attempt to invent the lightbulb. Successes are hard won through failure.”

He tilted his head in appreciation at the metaphor. “I suppose that’s true. I like the way you think, my boy.”

My shoulders relaxed slightly. Hadrian was not someone you ever wanted to disappoint, so I’d had to be very tactful in my sabotage of the samples in the lab. I would do absolutely everything in my power to stop him from creating the hybrid monsters he was striving for.

While almost every attempt at genetic merging had indeed failed on its own, we got dangerously close yesterday. So, I did what had to be done, exposing the sample to oxygen before the merge could complete. It was a great risk because, if I’d been caught, I would have been executed on site.

If Piper suspected anything of my treason, she hadn’t let it show. I truly believed that her sleep deprivation made her a little less than sharp these days. All part of my plan.

“Well, seeing as you’re clearly not much needed in the lab, I have a special assignment for you,” Hadrian said, lacing his fingers on the table in front of him.

“Oh?” I asked, curiosity and apprehension playing tug-of-war with my heart. “What is it you want me to do, my lord?”

I added the last bit for extra flattery, and judging by the haughty smile he offered in response, it had paid off.

“I need you to find someone for me,” he said. “Her last known location was a house in Short Grove, a small town outside of Chicago. I have sent others to do the job, but they don’t know the area as well as you do. I figured that, since Chicago was your most recent hunting ground, and you have the added benefit of being able to walk in the daylight, you might be particularly well-suited for the task.”

Curiosity won, making me furrow my brow with intrigue. “Who is it you want me to find?”

“Her name is Arya Walker,” he explained. “She’s a young girl of about seventeen. County records show that she still resides at the house, but she hasn’t actually been there for three weeks or more. I need you to put your keen sense of smell to work and sniff her out, using your knowledge of the surrounding area to predict where she might be hiding.”

I nodded, the curiosity now blazing in my chest. “If you don’t mind me asking, sir, what is her importance?”

He looked down at his hands, tapping his index finger over the top of his other hand as he considered my question. “Let’s just say that her blood is of great value to me.”

I waited to see if he would elaborate any further, but he didn’t.

“Very well,” I said, pushing away from the table. “I’ll take my leave at once. If she’s still in Chicago, I’ll find her.”

He rose with me, slapping a firm hand on my shoulder. “Thank you, Julian. I knew I could count on you for this job. I’ll text you her address. Let me know immediately when you find her.”

I offered an obedient but shallow bow that made me feel dirty before leaving his office and heading straight for the front doors.

To be honest, I was immensely grateful for this opportunity on a number of levels. I couldn’t stand Piper, and any chance to be free of her for even a few hours was a great boon. But also, leaving the strict confinement of these walls would allow me to get my hands on some blood bags. Short Grove wasn’t far from Chicago. I could make a stop at my apartment and sate this maddening hunger.

And…I might be able to see Shea. I had no way of contacting her on my own, and I had no idea where she lived. But maybe I could follow her scent from my apartment and…what? Just check on her, I supposed. Make sure she was alright.

Though, for her safety, it might be best for me not to leave a trail to her door for others—Marguerite, namely—to follow if they got suspicious. I wouldn’t put it past that leech to follow me on this task. I’d have to be very careful of what I did and how I operated so that anyone Hadrian might have secretly assigned to watch me would have nothing untoward to report.

***

The flight was mercifully empty, not many passengers needing to travel so early in the morning. And without an excess of human blood to distract my already fraying senses, it gave me time to think.

Caesar had said the mermaid he’d rescued had been in Short Grove. Was this the same girl I was supposed to track down? If so, what was Hadrian’s interest in her?

He hadn’t said anything about a siren or prophecy while I’d been spying on him, and certainly no mention of that when he assigned me this task. He’d only said that her blood was of great value, whatever that meant. And if this girl was, indeed, the same girl, I already knew where she was. At the shifter school.

I would make a show of looking for her nonetheless. And under no circumstances would I leave any breadcrumbs to the secret entrance of the school. I would stray before getting so close.

When I exited the airport, it was already afternoon in Chicago. I had lost much of the day, but no matter. It left me plenty of time to scope out the house at the address Hadrian had sent me before returning to my apartment for the evening to finally gorge on my supply of blood.

I took a taxi to the outskirts of town, and, from there, used my vampire speed to run the distance over the grassy fields to Short Grove, stopping in a thicket of trees before emerging in the small town’s main street. I pulled out my phone and pinged the address in Google Maps, adopting a leisurely human stroll as I followed the directions to the quaint house.

Sure enough, I caught Caesar’s scent as I approached the front door. But it wasn’t as stale as it should’ve been after so many weeks. No, it was fresh and potent. He’d recently been here, the musk of his cologne stinging the back of my parched throat. Hell, I might have just missed him by an hour or so. I couldn’t help but wonder why. Perhaps to collect some of the mermaid’s personal items?

I honed my auditory senses, listening for any movement in the house. Nothing, not even the scurry of a mouse. I turned the knob and let myself inside, two distinct scents hitting my nostrils, one of which striking me so violently that I stumbled into the back of the couch.

Shea!

Shea had been here too. Her scent was just as faint as the other, certainly about three weeks old, but just as sweet as I remembered.

What the hell had she been doing here with the mermaid? Had they known each other? Did she know Caesar? What the hell were the odds?

I tried to focus on the mermaid’s misty scent, but Shea’s was taunting me, holding dominion over my body and soul and making my fangs throb with my heightened craving for her. I needed to leave this place before I lost control and went feral.

It had been a grave mistake to come here before feeding on my stash. That should’ve been the first thing I did, but I hadn’t wanted to raise any suspicion in whomever might be following me, if anyone even was. Dammit!

I tripped out of the house, closing the door assertively behind me in hopes of cutting off that intoxicating aroma. I sucked in a breath of fresh air, hoping the smells of grass and autumn would wash away the taint of Shea’s presence.

It helped slightly, but I could still smell her, her scent oddly intermingled with the mermaid’s. Get a grip, Julian. You have a job to at least pretend to do.

Like a heroin addict, I embraced the two scent trails, giving in to the pull of following them as the urges of the hunt set in. Shea’s trail weaved in so many directions from here, and it was overwhelmingly tempting to stray from the path, to find her now and—

Nope, not going there. I had to follow only the trail that included Arya’s scent, too. And Caesar’s.

Shea had gone with the two shifters when they’d left the house. But why? She and Arya must have been close friends. That had to be how she knew about the school. She’d been there when Caesar told Arya about it, and she’d gone with them to the subway. I didn’t even have to follow the trail to the end to know that.

But where had she gone from there? There was no way Caesar had taken her to the secret entrance, no matter how close she and the mermaid might be.

I quickly followed the scents to the stairs of the subway, making a show of looking confused and lost at the top of the staircase. I would follow this trail no further, and it had to be believable to anyone watching that I had lost it.

I stood there for a few minutes, frowning as if considering what to do. Well, that part wasn’t an act. I had two separate urges driving me in opposite directions: follow Shea’s scent to wherever she might be now, or go home and get my fix before I did something stupid and disastrous.

Not really much of a choice, was there? I had to go home. I had to quench this horrible thirst before I did anything else. For my sake, and for Shea’s.
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Chapter 28
Tobias

“Man, poor Arya.” Niko stared down at his controller where he’d set it on the coffee table when Arya had started talking.

“I know,” Brett agreed. “That Cora’s a real bitch.”

I didn’t chime into their conversation. I was too deep in my own thoughts on that very issue.

I should have put Cora in her place after the sim room prank. Apparently, the warning I’d given her and her little friends hadn’t been enough to get them to back off. But Arya had demanded I stand down, insisting she could handle them herself.

I should have known better. I’d been such a damned idiot about everything to do with that girl. It was time to start doing right by her. And it was time to show everyone at this school that she was not to be messed with unless they wanted to incite my wrath.

“On the bright side, I can’t believe you finally shot your shot with Ashlyn.” Brett gave Niko’s arm a playful back-handed slap. “I always knew you liked her.”

I flicked my gaze up to them, trying to pay attention to what they were saying.

“Yeah, actually, I was wondering if either of you would want to double with us on Thursday?” Niko asked. “With all that new curfew stuff, her dad won’t let us go out alone, and I really don’t want him as our chaperone.”

Brett grimaced. “Ooo, sorry, bro. Not only do I not have a date, but I have detention with Miss Tanis all week—long story.”

“Tobias?” Niko asked, looking at me.

“Huh?” I asked, mentally silencing my thoughts so I could give him my full attention.

“Would you mind double dating with me and Ashlyn on Thursday?” he asked again.

I scrunched my forehead, momentarily at a loss. “Um…”

“I know things are weird with you and Arya right now, so you could ask someone el—”

“Actually!” I scooted suddenly to the edge of my seat, seized by an idea. “Okay, I’ll go with you Thursday night, but I need a favor from you first.”

He narrowed his eyes on me. “What kind of favor?”

“I need help fixing Arya’s exile,” I confessed. “But it’s going to be tricky.”

“Oh, juicy! Count me in, too!” Brett interjected.

Niko chuckled. “Well, I guess deal, then. What did you have in mind?”

I opened my mouth to respond, but a knock on the common room door made me pause. Who the hell would be knocking? Any avian shifter would just come in.

One of the harpy students opened the door, and I was surprised to see Mrs. Sharp standing outside. She looked over the student’s shoulder, her eyes sparking when they landed on me.

“Tobias, may I speak with you?” she called.

Spurred with fresh hope in my secret quest, I shot off the couch. “I’ll fill you guys in later,” I said to my friends before joining Mrs. Sharp in the hallway and closing the door behind us to keep our conversation private.

“What is it?” I asked, my pulse pounding with excitement.

Conflict pinched her brows together as she paused in deliberation, spiking my curious anticipation. “I debated for some time over telling you this, but I think it’s something you need to hear. I…” she lowered her voice to a whisper. “I found someone who was successful in breaking an imprint.”

Adrenaline flooded through me, and it was all I could do not to jump for joy. “Who is it? How can I find them?”

She began wringing her hands in front of her. “Actually, I asked him to come here and share his story with you. He’s waiting in my classroom for you.”

My eyes widened, my chest nearly bursting with determination. I strode past her, eager beyond measure to meet this mysterious person and get the answers I so desperately needed. But Mrs. Sharp caught my upper arm in her firm grip, making me pause and look back at her.

“Just…be careful,” she pleaded. “And take the lesson he has to share to heart. Okay?”

I nodded, gently pulling my arm from her grasp. “Thank you, Mrs. Sharp.”

I sped across campus, my heart beating like a war drum as hope fueled my long strides. This was possible. Someone had done it. And if they could, then surely I could too. I was finally going to discover how to save Arya and me from this damnation the fates had destined for us.

I entered the building and practically ran to Mrs. Sharp’s classroom, forcing myself to slow down before stepping into the room. The man leaning against the front of her desk with his arms folded was large and muscular, the hagrid lines of his aged face making him look even more intimidating, especially when he lifted his gray gaze from the floor to look at me.

“You must be the foolish dragon with the death wish,” he said, his voice rough and gravelly.

I swallowed. Death wish?

I extended my hand as I approached him, exuding the authority of my lineage to match his hostile energy. “My name is Tobias Dracul. I’m grateful that you have come here today to speak with me.”

The man eyed my offered hand, ultimately letting it hang there until I withdrew it.

“Why don’t you just sit down, boy?” he suggested gruffly.

My hackles rose at the dismissive tone he used. No one talked to me like that. Didn’t he know who I was? But I really needed to hear what he had to say, so I swallowed my pride and sat at the closest desk to where he stood.

While I had unfortunately inherited my father’s temper, my mother had taught me to be polite and diplomatic, to always respect my elders, and from the looks of it, this guy had been through some shit.

“Why do you want to break your imprint?” he asked.

I stiffened at the question, debating how to best answer. I could lie, but this man had come all this way to share something integral with me, so the best I could do was be as honest with him as I could in return.

“It’s complicated. There’s a darkness on my family line, and the girl I’ve imprinted on doesn’t deserve to be dragged into it.”

He pursed his lips and nodded, seeming to accept my response. “Very well. My name is Shepherd Gray, and I should warn you that what you seek comes at great cost.”

His eyes bore into me, attempting to drive his warning deep into my soul.

“I understand,” I said. “How did you do it?”

He sighed heavily, looking away. “I discovered it by accident. My wife died three years ago. I’m sure you know enough about the imprint bond to know that when your bonded mate dies, your own death is inevitable. It’s a long, slow, unbearable process, and I couldn’t stand it.”

I scooted closer and braced my elbows on the desk as I leaned forward, barely perched on the edge of my seat.

“I loved my Annabelle more truly than anyone could ever know,” he continued, his reddened eyes misting over. “The cancer took her so swiftly, we didn’t have time to find a harpy to heal her. When she died, I wanted to go with her. I had nothing left to live for. She was my sole reason for being on this earth. Protecting her was my only purpose, and I’d failed.

“I knew death was coming for me, and I was determined to skip the torture of a slow death and join her in the afterlife. So, one night, I slit my wrists on our bed and waited for death to take me.”

Shock and despair stabbed through me. I could imagine the pain he must have felt. Being away from Arya physically hurt and drove me insane with the desperate need to see her. If she died and I knew I would never see her again…I could only imagine the deep and utter anguish I would feel. I never wanted to know what that was like.

“So, what happened?” I asked after a long silence. Clearly, he hadn’t died. He was standing right in front of me.

“My sister had come to check on me,” he replied, still looking off into the distance. “She managed to get to a harpy healer right away, and they resuscitated me. My heart had stopped for three minutes. I was legally dead. And when they got my heart beating again, I woke to find the bond severed.”

He looked up at me then, rage and heartache simmering in his tear-filled eyes.

I shook my head, not understanding the look he was giving me.

“Don’t you understand, boy?” he insisted angrily. “The only way to break the bond is to die.”

His words struck my heart like a car slamming into a wall at high speed. I had no words. My mind was numb with a cacophony of whirling thoughts and emotions that I struggled to put order to.

“I wish I had died,” Shepherd said. “Living without the bond is worse than death.”

I swallowed, dragging a question out of the melee in my head. “How so?”

He narrowed his eyes at me like I was the perpetrator of his miserable existence. “I can’t taste. I can’t smell. I can’t feel anything but anger and sorrow. And worst of all, I can no longer see color. The world around me is nothing but hues of gray, white, and black.”

He crossed the short distance and plopped his hands down on the desk, leaning over me. “Do you know what it is to be a mao that can’t see color? That bond was a vital part of my soul, and without it, I can’t experience joy. And if you succeed in your endeavor, neither will you.”

He shoved away from the desk and stepped back, letting his warning sink in. “I don’t know what this darkness is on your family, but I can assure you that nothing is worse than living as I do.”

Silence fell over us like a thick curtain, and I knew there was nothing else for either of us to say. His story had me shaken in so many ways, and I didn’t know what to do with this dark and weighted knowledge. So I did the only thing I could do.

I rose. “Thank you very much for telling me this. I can see that you’re in great pain, and I wish there was something I could do.”

“There’s nothing anyone can do,” he ground out, glaring at the floor again. “Just don’t make the same mistake I did.”

I stilled. “What was your mistake?”

He looked up at me under his heavy brow. “I should have shot myself in the head instead.”

***

“You know this could get you suspended,” Brett whispered as we snuck into Caesar’s classroom that afternoon.

It was strange to see this part of the school so empty during the day, and even though Caesar himself had canceled classes for the day, I was relieved to find him absent from his classroom. That man practically lived in here.

“Caesar won’t suspend Tobias,” Niko scoffed, scanning up and down the hall before silently closing the door behind us. “Not the great Prince Dracul.”

“Will you both shut up?” I hissed.

Though he was right, and I pretty much knew I was untouchable, I still didn’t want to get caught in the act. Nor did I want to drag down Niko and Brett with me. While I was immune from retribution, they were not.

I crept behind Brett to the desk as Niko stood guard by the door.

“You know, just because I asked you to double date with me didn’t mean you had to make some great romantic gesture to get Arya to go with you,” Niko teased regardless of my warning; apparently, finally coming clean about his feelings for Ashlyn made him mirthful. “You could have asked a different girl.”

In lieu of a response, I pursed my lips and gave him a stern look to shut the hell up.

That hadn’t been the reason I had brought us here. I honestly didn’t know with whom I’d fulfill my part of the bargain. I hoped that this act would pave the way for sincere friendship between Arya and me, and going out on another date, even one meant as a group… It was just way too soon for that.

We needed to be friends because I physically needed to be around her. But I’d also admitted to myself that I wanted to be her friend because I liked her. And seeing as I clearly couldn’t be intimate with her without losing control and freaking out and messing everything up, friends-without-benefits would have to be good enough.

And at least for the time being, attempting a fake suicide was absolutely not an option.

“Found it!” Brett said, pulling the tablet out and swiping the screen to wake it. He then began his attempt to hack in.

I still doubted he could actually do it. Brett didn’t exactly come across as the computer nerd type, even if he did spend most of his life with his face glued to a screen. And I had no idea what kind of security Caesar might have on his tablet.

If the lack of locks on his classroom door was any indication, though, we might not have much to worry about.

“How’s it looking?” I asked Brett, considering what else we would try if this attempt failed.

“Hold on,” Brett said, making me shake my head because that was not an acceptable answer.

“Wait!” Niko hissed, making a breath catch in my lungs and Brett freeze with his finger hovering above the screen as we both turned to look at him.

Niko pressed his ear against the door frame, then his eyes widened. “Someone’s coming. Quick, hide!”

Wasting no time, he sprinted on tiptoes to the first row of theater-style seats and knelt behind it.

Before I could react, Brett quickly ducked under the desk, hogging all the space for himself and leaving me out in the open.

I had seconds to think as I heard the footsteps growing louder in the hallway beyond the door. Doing the only thing I could come up with, I burst into my dragon form and willed my scales to camouflage, turning fully invisible only seconds before the door opened.

A happily whistling Mr. Inari strolled in, heading for Caesar’s desk. I held my breath, not daring to so much as blink as he reached the polished wooden structure. I watched Brett slink backward to crawl behind the desk, skirting just out of Mr. Inari’s view as he began digging through the drawers.

Within minutes, he found whatever it was he was looking for, taking a stack of papers from a drawer and mercifully leaving the room. None of us let out a breath until his footsteps disappeared down the hall.

“Holy shit, that was close,” Brett gasped, pulling himself up against the back of the desk.

I shifted back, the shreds of my ruined shirt falling off my shoulders.

“That’s a nifty trick,” Brett commented, giving me a suspicious side-eye.

“You saw nothing,” I hissed in warning.

He put up his hands in disarmed and silent promise, then turned his attention back to the tablet.

“Hurry up,” I urged, coming around behind him.

“In!” Brett whisper-shouted suddenly. “Okay, are you ready, Tobias?”

“How’d you do it?” I asked, my brows jumping into my hairline.

“Katya Sayuri,” he replied as if that answered my question.

“The kitsune?” Niko asked as he emerged from his hiding place, sounding as confused as I felt.

“Yep,” Brett brushed his fingers on his shirt in a cocky gesture. “She has a crush on me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Let’s get this over with.”

Brett tapped several times on the tablet, then pointed at the button on the screen for me to push.

I cleared my throat, then tapped the button with my finger.

“Good afternoon, shifters!” I announced in an authoritative voice that I hardly recognized, channeling my inner dragon. “This is Tobias Dracul, and I have a very important announcement.”

I glanced at Brett, who tapped his watchless wrist, indicating that I needed to speak quickly because the time was ticking. From the corner of my eye, I noticed Niko move closer to the door to stand watch once more.

“The incident with Letti was unfortunate, and we are all upset that any student had to go through something so horrible. But…” I paused for effect. “It has come to my attention that Arya Walker has been accused of involvement and, therefore, become the target of harassment and ostracism. Arya has nothing to do with what happened.

“So I’m going to make something perfectly clear. Arya is now under my protection. Anyone who so much as looks at her with hostility will answer to me. She will be allowed to return to her room and be treated with the respect she deserves.” I leaned closer to the camera and narrowed my eyes. “I’m sure Celeste will make sure of that.”

I leaned back again and flashed my best princely smile. “Thank you for your time.”

I clicked the button to shut the transmission off, feeling very proud of my performance.

“Ha!” Brett barked a laugh, staring at his phone.

Niko and I looked at him expectantly.

“It’s Katya,” he said. “She just texted and said we could’ve done all that from our own devices. We didn’t need to break into Caesar’s office.”

Burning irritation flashed through me, and I narrowed my eyes at my idiot friend. “Brett, you’d better start running because I am going to kill you.”
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Chapter 29
Shea

The wind howled through the streets as I walked to Julian’s apartment, whipping at my hair like a drunk hairdresser after she got dumped, but I hardly felt it. The bookbag hung heavy on my back, and I pulled at the shoulder straps for the millionth time as I made my way through the sliding glass doors.

I was better prepared this time, throwing on one of my nicer sweaters with some dark jeans and chunky heels. I plastered on a smile as I crossed the swank lobby, heading straight for the elevator.

Before I knew it, I was in front of apartment eight-twenty-three, my heart thudding just as hard as the last time.

I raised a hand to knock but hesitated. I had no idea if Julian was back yet. He hadn’t tried to make any contact with me, and I still wasn’t sure if it was safe to contact him, so we were at a bit of a stalemate.

But I had nowhere else to go. Shallow Grave was too small a town for privacy, and after Caesar’s visit earlier this afternoon, Gram would be especially snoopy. Even if I could find a warm enough place to practice my magic—some abandoned building or shed, maybe—chances were, someone would see me go in. I couldn’t risk it.

So here I was, risking my neck in a whole different way.

I stood silent a moment longer, waiting to hear some sort of movement from inside. The soft ding of the elevator let me know that someone else was coming, so I grabbed the doorknob, the decision made for me, and said, “Sahad.”

The faint click had no sooner sounded than I was inside, silently closing the door. I stilled my breath as footsteps tapped down the hall, but they stopped long before they reached this particular apartment. I let out a breath, sagging against the door.

I turned around and took in the apartment.

“Hello?” I called, holding still as I waited.

If Julian was back, or he’d lost this place, I didn’t know what I’d do next. But the apartment was exactly how I’d left it, the partially burned curtain unmoved. The only difference from last time was the fine layer of dust that graced everything.

“Yeah, definitely not back,” I muttered.

A thread of worry weaved through me. What was taking Julian so long? If I were being honest, I had hoped he’d be here this time. He’d invaded my thoughts with his mysterious request and handsome face. I wanted to know more about him. And truthfully, I was a little pissed about everything with Caesar and hoped Julian would help lift my spirits.

I was about filled to bursting with all these secrets. My involvement with Julian, my fling with Caesar, the grimoire!

Not being able to tell people I could do magic was one thing when I knew next to nothing about how to wield that power, but it was entirely different now that I had a grimoire full of spells and potions to unleash. Julian was the only person I knew that I didn’t have to hide that from. And he was M.I.A.

I sighed.

Walking into the kitchen, I pulled the bag off my back and hefted it onto the counter. The first thing I pulled out was a small blanket I’d packed for just this reason. It was easier than bringing a chair—and I was definitely not sitting on the one he owned, or the piano bench—and this old thing wouldn’t be missed around my house if I left it here.

Next, I pulled out the replacement kitty sweater I’d bought Julian and hung it up in the closet. The note I’d written, complete with his name on the front in the most artistic penmanship I could produce, went on the countertop where he could immediately see it.

If he’s not distracted by the curtains.

The note just basically caught him up on what I’d been doing. And briefly explained the curtain. More or less.

Finally, I pulled out the grimoire, as well as a Ziploc bag filled with dirt and dried flowers. I opened the baggie, setting it up so it wouldn’t spill its contents. The earthy aroma hit me first, followed by faint traces of rose.

The flowers were wild roses, given to me by a boy back before I became the town pariah. When I brought them home to show Gram, blushing and giddy, Mom had instructed me to lay them flat in a book so I could keep them. Years went by, and the flowers were forgotten, until recently when I was looking through my room for something to experiment on.

A quick glance through the grimoire revealed a regeneration spell specific to plants. Apparently, someone in the book’s history really loved plants because there were several of those kinds of spells.

This particular spell wasn’t the most intricate one I’d seen, but it was the most complicated spell I’d ever attempted on my own. And I didn’t have Gram to make sure I stayed within the lines.

And the spell had particular importance. If it really could bring back a dead flower, maybe I could find something more powerful.

Something that could maybe work on a long dead person.

I flipped the grimoire open to the page I’d bookmarked, nervously reading through the spell again, even though I’d memorized the damn thing. I’d been practicing for days, writing it down—then erasing everything so Gram wouldn’t find it—silently running through every syllable of every word.

After my last fiasco, I was quite hesitant to pull the trigger.

Stop stalling. No time like the present.

I took off my heels and sat down on the blanket, crossing my legs into a pretzel.

I took a deep breath, staring at the spell as I began to speak. “Di ankh nehep sem.”

The tips of my fingers grew warm, and I smiled. I retrieved the dried flowers out of the bag of soil, rubbing my fingers gently along the brittle petals. The spell called for a focus of nurturing, and I thought of kittens, their cute little furry faces making me want to spout baby talk. When I felt I’d done enough, I turned my gaze back to the book. This next part would take all my concentration.

“Fadj her uat netjer wap wadj.”

A tingling feeling spread through my body, the energy crackling and snapping. My heart beat faster, and my hair moved as if in a gentle breeze. The light in the apartment seemed to dim despite it being daylight outside.

But I refused to look away. I stared at the book, seeing the plant begin to sparkle, the color becoming vibrant, the stem and leaves plumping.

“Tenn!” I shouted, roots sprouting from the cut end of the flowers. I planted the roots in the soil and finished the incantation. “Di ankh nehep sem.”

I closed my eyes for a moment, letting the magic drain and settle. When I dared open my eyes once more, the apartment was once again brightly lit, and a smile broke out on my face.

The roses stood tall and strong, roots woven through the soil. A bit of a glow still kissed the petals, though even as I watched, it faded. It was perfect, probably even better than new. In the right container, it would put even the fanciest of floral arrangements to shame.

I stared in silence for a moment. When I couldn’t contain it any longer, I got to my feet. I jumped off the blanket before it had the chance to slip from under me and ran to the bathroom.

“I did it!” I shouted as I stared at myself in the mirror. “I did iiiiiiiit!”

I did a little dance, screaming with wild glee.

This. Was. It.

“I have magic. I have magic!” I felt my face and arms. “And I’m still alive!”

I broke into laughter, then ran back into the apartment, heading for the chair—the only thing in this place that looked remotely lived in. “I have magic!” I yelled at the chair.

Suddenly weary, I made my way back to the blanket and collapsed on top of it.

The bag knocked over, and I scrambled to get it upright again, pushing the dirt back inside. I zipped up the sides a little to help hold things in place and pushed it off the blanket.

“I have magic,” I whispered, laying down on the blanket, careful to keep clear of the dirt remnants.

I knew just who to give the roses to. Arya. It would be her Christmas present, a hope for things to come.

Because if I could bring a plant back to life, there was a good chance there would be magic to bring a person back to life.

I closed my eyes. Just for a minute, I thought, as my mind drifted to thoughts of the grimoire and all the endless possibilities it held.

I started when the edges of a dream gave me the sensation of plummeting through the floor. I pushed myself up, unwilling to succumb to sleep, but collapsed again. I took a moment and stared at the ceiling.

This can’t be right.

I rolled onto my side and forced myself into a seated position, squinting at the writing around the spell I’d just done. There was some handwriting there, personal notes someone had left behind that were hard to make out. It looked like super-fancy cursive. The page was torn in the middle, further obscuring one of the words.

“Uses something essence,” I muttered what I could make out.

But what was the something? That blank had been bothering me for a while. I flipped the page and saw a little of the torn area had been bent back. I tugged gently at the edges and found an L, an O or an E, with maybe an I or a T or H between. I decided the middle one was an I and the end was an E, making it L-I-blank-E.

“Something essence, something essence.”

Dread ran my blood cold as I stared at it again, realizing what it was saying. The spell used life essence to revive the plant. That would explain my fatigue. How much time did I lose? Was the life essence something that regenerated, or was it something you could use up? And if it took some to revive a plant, how much more would it take to revive a human?

“Maybe there’s a workaround.” I flipped through the pages, but I could only get so far before it felt like they were sticking together. I’d encountered this before but hadn’t paid it much attention. But now, I needed more info. I needed to dig deeper.

The grimoire wasn’t going to yield its secrets so easily. I had to be careful, trying to get past the wards. Witch curses were notoriously horrible.

Despite the dangers, I found the thought of cracking this thing open exhilarating.

“I should call Julian.” Screw waiting for him to contact me. I'd been patient enough. Besides, he'd said to let him know as soon as I’d discovered anything. This had to qualify.

“Sedjed ka,” I said before I had the chance to chicken out. The familiar ringing sensation prompted me to conjure thoughts of Julian. I smiled as I thought about how he'd react.

“Julian, it's Shea,” I said when I felt the connection take. “Witch girl?”

“Shea?” Julian swore under his breath, though the words still carried through the connection clearly. “Where are you?”

“Oh. Um, at your apartment?” Maybe this was a really bad idea.

“Stay there, I’ll be right over.”

“Okie-dokie.” I closed the connection, then panicked. How long did he mean for me to stay? Was he close by? And out during the day? That didn’t make much sense. Vampires couldn’t go out in the sunlight.

“Crap, the curtain!”

If he was upset that I was in his apartment, then he'd be pissed to find that I'd ruined one of the few things he owned. I’d meant to try to fix that, anyway, but had forgotten amid the excitement of the roses.

“Come on, come on, come on!” I muttered as I flipped through the pages of the grimoire. “Ah!”

The spell for mending cloth came into view, and I put my finger on the spot to help guide me through the incantation. I ran through the words once in my head to make sure I had it right.

“Khepri ifed.” The hole in the curtain came together, but the sides weren’t even, so it puckered. “No! Not like that.”

I scanned over the page again, and found the one for patching holes, hoping it would fix it rather than making it worse.

“Hetem remy—ack!” The door opened before I could finish the spell, and my lack of concentration sent the fabric to puckering further, the spot turning a bright green color that started bleeding up the curtain like a vat of dye.

I stepped in front of the curtain, my cheeks burning as I faced Julian. “You got here quick.”

Julian raised a brow. “Vampires are known for their speed.”

“Right.” And for being incredibly attractive.

He was even more handsome than I remembered from our encounter in the alleyway. And something about the way he was looking at me sent shivers racing up my spine. Something inside me screamed, “Danger! Danger!” But for some reason, the thrill his eyes ignited overrode the fear.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, grabbing the note from the counter.

“Sorry. I just, I don’t really have anywhere to practice at home. I thought—”

Julian put the note back down, unopened. Not even a peek? “That’s fine. I meant you shouldn’t be in Chicago. There are vampires.”

I put my hands on my hips. “You think? There’s one standing in front of me right now.”

Julian barely batted an eye. “Can you get back home before dark?”

“Of course! Don’t you want to know why I called you?” I threw my hands in the air, letting them flop back down to my sides.

“Yes, but quickly, though. I don’t want anyone to know about...any of this.” Julian went to the fridge, and I put a hand over my mouth, hoping and praying he wasn’t about to open it.

“Ooookay. See the roses?” I said, my voice muffled by my fingers.

Julian turned, brows furrowing as his gaze rested on me. “Yes. Your point?”

“They were dried.” I gagged when Julian opened the fridge, nonchalantly reaching for one of the disgusting bags. “For the love of cheese, finish up already!”

Julian wore a smirk as he closed the doors. “Squeamish, are we?”

I gagged again, then nodded. Think about something else. Think about something else.

“So about these dried flowers?” Julian walked to where the bag sat on the ground, dropping into a squat that looked worthy of a magazine cover.

I managed a half-smile. I had his attention now. And he definitely had mine.

That’s right. Think of the beautiful man in front of you and not the stuff he drinks.

I almost gagged again but managed to hold it together this time. Working with a vampire was not going to be easy.

Julian examined the flowers with a delicate touch. It was strange how he was both coarse and soft in the same breath.

“Can the same spell apply to a person?” Julian asked, really looking at me for what felt like the first time since he entered the apartment.

“No.” As Julian’s face fell, I pointed at the roses and added, “But if I can find a spell to do that, there might be something to do what you’re asking.”

“Good. Go home and keep looking.” Julian stood and headed for the door, and my heart dropped. This wasn’t the big congratulations I’d hoped for. And certainly nowhere near the heated encounter I’d been fantasizing about for days.

“Wait!” I called, hoping for just a little more time with him. “Do you have any more information about the witch who owned this book?”

Julian stilled at the door, his hand on the knob. “Why?”

“Because of the locking spells. I can’t get to the really good stuff unless I know how to unlock it. What were they like? What did they do? Something that would help me figure out what they used in their spells. Maybe that trinket you have of hers?”

Julian sighed, his free hand going to his pocket. “Give me some time to work on it.”

“And now’s a bad time because?” I probed, pushing my luck as far as I could.

“I’ll tell you that, if you tell me what happened to the curtain.”

I stood there, mouth open but unsure what to say.

The arch of his eyebrow prompted a response, and I blurted, “I may have had a bit of a magical accident.”

A smile slowly crept across his lips, and he stalked up to me, looking every bit like a deadly predator and making me feel every bit the helpless—but not entirely unwilling—victim.

He inhaled deeply as he hovered over me, his eyes fluttering closed. “You smell delicious.”

His words shot terror through me, and I glanced down at the still undrunk bag gripped in his right hand. He was thirsty. He was dangerous.

I should have run. I should have ducked around him, made some excuse, and shot out the door, skipping down the stairs instead of waiting for the stupid elevator.

But I didn’t want to. Maybe it was the drain on my life force or whatever from that spell, but my legs refused to move. It probably had more to do with the heat radiating from my core under the hungry way he looked at me.

It wasn’t just his thirst I was seeing in those dark eyes. It was desire, raw and powerful, and something about knowing the dangerous creature he was only made him more devastatingly appealing.

So I did something stupid, exactly the opposite of what I should be doing.

I took a step closer.
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Chapter 30
Julian

Drink your bag. Step away from the witch.

The voice in my head was giving me all kinds of commands, but I seemed unable to obey any of them.

Shea smelled so good. My fangs, lips, and tongue ached to taste her. And she looked so beautiful, so incredibly tempting, as I loomed over her. She peered up at me with those bright green eyes I’d know anywhere, the cocktail of fear and desire I could smell radiating from her only intensifying their vivid color.

I gripped the cold blood bag tighter in my fist, my body’s attempt to remind my conscious mind that I had another source right here at my disposal. But how could that cold, sterile liquid possibly compare to the warm, pulsing whoosh of the veins throbbing in her neck? That would be like choosing to eat dry crackers when a freshly cooked steak was steaming right in front of you.

I swallowed, fighting this craving with every ounce of self-control I could muster. “Shea, you should leave.”

She pursed her lips, batting her lashes as she took a shaky breath. “I know.”

But she didn’t move. She just kept staring up into my eyes like she was just as hungry for me as I was for her.

She exhaled, and fuck, the smell of her assaulted my senses, making me groan, and I squeezed the bag in my hand so forcefully that it popped like a balloon, erupting in cold blood that dripped from my fingertips. But I couldn’t look away from this beguiling creature, especially not for something as tedious as cleaning up the mess.

So I dropped the bag, bringing my fingers to my lips and sucking the thick liquid off them.

“Julian,” she whimpered longingly, for once not gagging at the sight of my singular dietary need.

My name on her lips was like the sweetest invitation to my blind thirst, and I could no longer hold back. I swooped down on her, lifting her off her feet and pushing her up against the ruined curtains with inhuman speed. But it wasn’t her neck my lips went for.

Her lips parted at my furious onslaught, letting me invade her saccharine mouth with my hungry tongue. And she met my attack with just as much desperation, her fragile arms draping over my shoulders and her hands clutching at my back.

My hips dug between her thighs, grinding my desire into the heat I could feel at her center. She groaned into my devouring kisses, the sound reverberating through my throbbing fangs and spiking my thirst ever higher.

Driven by the hunt like a feral animal, I kissed and licked across her cheek and down her neck, and she tilted her head to the side to give me better access. That same voice, a dull and distant whisper now, pleaded with me to stop, to not proceed any further. But my primal urges told me that her invitation was for more than kisses, and my thirst and desire were in full control of my being.

I opened my mouth wide over her neck and slowly sank my teeth into her supple flesh.

She let out a sharp gasp of pain, but the way her legs tightened and pressed around my hips told me she didn’t object. And when the hot ambrosia of her blood hit my tongue, I was beyond caring whether she wanted this or not.

I took slow, long sucks of her essence, savoring every drop before allowing myself to swallow. I ground my hard dick harder into her center, my hips taking on a thrusting rhythm with a mind of their own.

She moaned in time with my thrust, her head thrown back and her clawed fingers scraping at my back for support. The smell of her building pleasure was utterly intoxicating, forcing my eyes to roll back up into my head as I dry fucked her harder and harder.

Her moans grew louder and higher pitched, and every inch of my skin could feel her getting closer. I was a slave to her pleasure, pausing my sucking entirely to drive into her with the pressure I instinctively knew she needed.

She came with a sharp cry, her small body tensing and trembling all around me. I held her close, maintaining the rhythm of my hips until her limbs went limp around me.

“Julian, stop now,” pleaded an all too familiar voice through my hunt-frenzied mind.

Her voice spoke to my very soul, clearing the fog of thirst and lust just enough for me to heed its warning. It took every minuscule ounce of willpower I had in me, but with the deepest and most crippling reluctance, I withdrew my teeth from Shea’s creamy flesh.

The angry punctures my fangs had left behind continued to drip, so I bit my tongue, forcing my own blood to spill, and then lapped at her neck one final time. The healing enzymes in my blood went to work immediately, closing her wounds before my heady gaze and returning her flesh to unmarred—if not blood stained—perfection.

Painstakingly slowly, I lowered her down the window curtain, her eyes glued to mine with the purest vulnerability as her feet touched the floor. I looked back down at her with a storm of emotions no doubt raging in my own eyes, a confused bedlam of lingering thirst and want clashing with guilt and shame.

“Wow, that was…” she murmured, her lower lip trembling.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean—I shouldn’t have—”

I couldn’t finish a single thought. Because even though I hadn’t meant for this to happen, and I shouldn’t have let myself succumb to this wild temptation, I still wanted to do that and so much more. And though my thirst was no longer as destitute as it had been when I arrived, if she didn’t leave, I knew I’d succumb again. And there’d be no stopping myself then.

“You really should go,” I said, imploring her with my eyes to be merciful and obey.

She nodded, taking a slow, deep breath as she pushed away from me. “Yeah, I should, um…yeah.”

Casting her gaze to the floor and letting her hair fall over her shoulders to shield her face from view, she went to the kitchen and gathered her things, then headed out the door without another word.

It was only when her presence was finally gone that the impact of what I’d just done came crashing down on me. Not only had I betrayed my vow of loyalty to Alice, I had fed directly from a human!

And the worst part was, I knew deep down that I wanted to do both of those things again.
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Chapter 31
Arya

I stood in front of the mirror, turning this way and that. I wore a blue knit sweater that brought out my eyes and skinny jeans with knee-high boots. I left my hair down but kept pushing it behind my ears.

“Are you sure this looks okay?” I asked Ashlyn, who was lying on her bed flipping through a magazine while I put on my finishing touches.

Ashlyn looked like a rock star in her off-the-shoulder white sweater dress and mint green leggings. Her legs were swinging to the beat coming out of the headphones draped around her neck.

Ashlyn looked up at me with a smile. “You look great! Tobias is gonna die when he sees you.”

I frowned and scoffed. “We’re just going as friends. I would’ve said no altogether if he hadn’t made that big announcement to the whole school. Now I just feel like I owe him. Besides, it would’ve been weird for just Tobias to go with you guys. Talk about a third wheel.”

Tobias’s impromptu announcement over the PA system had caused quite a stir around campus. The mer bullies had stopped pestering me, although that probably had more to do with Celeste’s enraged lecture at the entire mer wing than fear of upsetting the dragon royal family. But the look of reverence that replaced the smug suspicion on the faces of all the other students was directly out of respect for the Dracul protection that had been placed on me.

On the one hand, I kinda liked that security. On the other, it made me feel like he now owned me. I was no one’s property. I should have said no to double-dating with him, but really, I owed Ashlyn more than anything. I had considered asking Kendall to go with me instead, but he had been strangely absent since Letti’s attack. Figured.

“Yeah, that would have been super awkward. Only slightly better than having my dad chaperone.” Ashlyn rolled her eyes, then sat up and perched on the edge of the bed. “I still can’t believe Tobias went on the intercom for you, though. That’s quite the gesture.”

I ignored Ashlyn’s insinuations. I had no desire to dwell on Tobias’s motives, and there were other things weighing on my mind.

The thought of going outside the Dome made me a little nervous after what happened to Letti. I still hadn’t had a chance to visit the mermaid laid up in the nurse’s office. Despite Celeste’s intervention, I was still wary of purposefully going anywhere the mer were if I didn’t have to. Not because I was afraid of them but because I just didn’t want to deal with that bullshit.

Celeste had insisted I come back to my room in the mer wing, but I requested to remain with Ashlyn—at least until Letti got better. Celeste had allowed it, but she clearly wasn’t happy about it.

“I think I’m going to swing by the nurse’s station to see how Letti’s doing,” I suddenly decided.

Ashlyn’s face scrunched up. “Really?”

“Yeah. Things have died down a little. I just—I feel like I should visit her.”

I couldn’t shake the strange feeling that it should’ve been me lying in that bed. But maybe the harpy nurse had been able to make some progress with her healing. It would help to get some answers.

“Want me to come with you?” Ashlyn asked, tossing the magazine aside.

I shook my head. “Nah. I’ll be fine. It’ll just be a quick visit before we meet the guys.”

“Okay. But you better be in the common room at noon.” Ashlyn gave me a firm stare, then melted into a smile. “I need my wingman. Or girl. Or should it be fin-girl, since you’re a mermaid?”

I laughed. “Let me know what you come up with.”

Ashlyn saluted as I slipped out the door.

The halls were abuzz with students enjoying their time off. Caesar had instated half days for the rest of the week as several of the teachers were still investigating Letti’s attack. It was a helpful change because the new curfew meant all students had to return before sunset, which on a normal school day would make it pretty much impossible to leave campus at all.

I stopped just outside the nurse’s office, hesitant to go in. Cora had been by her side most of the time, acting as gatekeeper to any potential visitors. If she was there, it just wouldn’t be worth the effort.

But thankfully, it was quiet. I entered, wondering if maybe Letti had miraculously recovered, but she was still there, her eyes closed and skin pale.

The scars on her neck were the worst, though. They had gotten her to the harpies too late to avoid them. It reminded me too much of my mom, seeing her with those two small holes in her neck, her eyes vacant. It was almost enough to make me turn and leave.

“Arya!” Letti murmured, her head thrashing back and forth.

I froze, her behavior striking terror right through me, paralyzing me.

Ms. Heather dashed past me in a blur of blonde frizz. She put her hands on either side of Letti’s head and spoke in a soothing tone.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted, turning to leave.

Ms. Heather spoke over her shoulder. “No need to be sorry. It’s gotten less frequent, though I think she still dreams about what happened. Might do her some good to hear your voice.”

I took a deep breath and approached the bed as Ms. Heather stepped away. It took a few moments for words to come to me as I stared down at Letti, who looked so small and frail on that gurney.

I dug the toe of my boot on the tile, feeling weird and out of place. “I’m sorry. I hate that this happened to you.”

Letti whimpered softly, but she didn’t start thrashing again. I took that as a good sign.

“I know we’ve had our differences, but I hope you get better soon. I almost miss your, um—” I glanced at Ms. Heather, who had her glasses low on her nose as she looked over some paperwork.

“—your motivational speeches.”

Letti fussed again, her fingers curling into the sheets. She began to whisper, and it took a moment for me to catch what she was saying.

“Looking for you…”

Chills skittered up my spine and across my scalp. I looked to Ms. Heather for her reaction, but the nurse didn’t seem to notice.

I glanced at the clock. I had five minutes to get back, and for a moment, I almost didn’t want to go. But Ashlyn’s hopeful face popped into my mind. I couldn’t leave her hanging.

“Alright. Well, I have to go. Get better soon.” I nodded at Letti as I turned to leave.

“Take care, dear.” Ms. Heather’s gaze flicked to me, and she smiled before turning her attention back to her paperwork.

I moved swiftly through the halls as I headed for the avian common room. My heart was racing, and even though I wasn’t actually alone, I felt spooked. I was eager to get back to my friends—and admittedly Tobias—so that I could feel safe.

How was I supposed to react to Letti’s ramblings? Was it just nonsense from her comatose nightmares? Honestly, I’d have to be an idiot to believe that. My mother had been killed by vampires on the rare night I had been away, and a mermaid who looked like me had been attacked by them and was now mumbling my name.

Her mutters weren’t nonsense. They were a warning.

Niko, Tobias, and Ashlyn were all in the common room by the time I arrived. I was a little out of breath, and Ashlyn raised a brow.

“Are you okay?” Ashlyn asked, handing me my coat.

“Yeah. Sorry, I lost track of time and had to sprint back here.” I gave everyone a nervous smile, willing my breathing to slow. I wanted to get the subject off me. “How was detention with Mr. Suzuki?”

As punishment for Tobias and his friends hacking the PA system, Caesar sentenced them to early morning detention with the math teacher every day for the next week. He seemed like a funny guy in Calculus—kinda like a dorky dad despite his relatively young age—so I imagined that detention with him couldn’t be too bad.

Tobias gave me a small grin and a shrug. “It was fine.”

“No, it wasn’t,” Brett complained. “It was torture! He made us scrub tiny nuts, bolts, and tubes, then he made us put them together! My fingers hurt so bad I don’t think I’ll be able to play for days. How the heck am I supposed to entertain myself with you four shacking up?”

The four of us smirked and collectively decided to ignore Brett’s whining.

“So, what’s the plan?” I asked.

“I was just saying we should go see a movie before we go to Mack’s Diner,” Niko said.

“Do we have time for a movie?”

Niko grinned. “Of course! I’ve got it all mapped out. There’s a subway entrance right by Mack’s that’ll get us back here quickly.”

I nodded, but the butterflies just wouldn’t leave. Although, at the moment, I couldn’t tell if they were from the idea of being out too late or the way Tobias’s chest looked in that snug black sweater.

“We can’t decide,” Ashlyn said, taking Niko’s hand. “Should we see ‘Always for You’ or ‘Into the Dawn?’”

I chewed my lip as I took a moment to think about it, but Ashlyn’s tone definitely hinted at the first option. I thought I remembered seeing something about that movie. I was ninety-nine percent sure it was a romantic comedy, which both intrigued me and made me grimace. The last thing I wanted to do was watch a rom-com with Tobias.

But this was Ashlyn and Niko’s date. Tobias and I were just along for the ride.

“I’ve heard ‘Always for You’ is a good one,” I said at last, and Ashlyn pumped her fist.

I flashed an apologetic grimace at Tobias, who nodded once. It looked like he was okay with that. Or at least as okay as a guy watching a rom-com on a friend date could be.

We made our way to the main entrance, but as we got closer, we found a line of students waiting to get out.

“What’s going on?” Tobias asked.

A guy in front of us turned around. “Extra security. You guys have your smart clothes on, right?”

Everyone nodded except Ashlyn, who paled. She shrugged. “What? It’s not like I can shift anyway.”

“They don’t just keep you covered, you know,” Tobias said, his tone matter-of-fact.

Ashlyn groaned. “Fine. I’ll be right back.”

“Hurry!” Niko called after her, smiling as he watched her run down the hall.

I crossed my arms, directing my attention to Niko. “I guess this is the moment I’m supposed to tell you that you’d better not hurt my friend.”

Tobias raised a brow. “I think Ashlyn’s the more dangerous of the two of them.”

“Hey, she’s doing great with her fire...stuff.” I wasn’t sure what the official term was.

“She’s only dangerous if you get her fired up.” Niko’s grin was far too wide, making Tobias and I groan in unison. “But she’s in good hands. Gentleman’s honor.”

He held up his hand, an earnest look on his face.

I smiled, satisfied with his response. I didn’t know Niko very well, but from what I’d seen, he was the most gentlemanly of his friends. I didn’t get the sense he was anything like Tobias.

We shuffled forward with the slow-moving line, and soon Niko began tapping his foot, casting backward glances.

A few more students piled behind us before the sound of shoes pounding on tiles announced Ashlyn’s arrival. She skidded to a stop, taking deep breaths.

“Just in time,” Niko said, draping his arm around her shoulders.

Her already red face flushed brighter, and she beamed at me. “Sorry. That thing’s not easy to get into when you’re in a rush.”

Our group was finally next, and as we stepped forward, Mr. Summers crossed his bulging biceps. Niko removed his arm from Ashlyn’s neck, giving Mr. Summers a curt nod and a smile. Ashlyn clenched her jaw, a warning in her eyes as she tried to stare down her father.

“Going out, are we?” Mr. Summers asked.

“Yeah,” Niko said, standing a little straighter. “Movies and dinner.”

Mr. Summers’s hard gaze stayed on Niko a little longer than the rest. “You all have your smart clothes on?”

Everyone nodded.

Mr. Summers sighed. “Make sure you’re back before sunset.”

“Yes, sir,” we all mumbled.

Mr. Summers softened a little as he turned his attention to Ashlyn. “Be careful out there, okay? Stay together. Be smart. There are monsters lurking everywhere.”

We all nodded again, but my heart rate spiked as we were waved through.

We’ll be back before sunset. Everything will be fine.

But I couldn’t quite shake the ominous feeling hanging over me like a cloak.

We piled into the train with the other students. The car was crowded, and I realized this was the busiest I’d ever seen it. The doors hissed closed, making the many conversations even louder.

The seats were all taken, so Tobias and I grabbed onto a pole while Ashlyn and Niko held onto another one.

I could feel Tobias behind me, his breath warming my hair. It was almost painful being this close to him, reminding me of our handful of intimate encounters. And with the claim he’d very publicly staked on me, his nearness was both enticing and repellent at the same time. He was even more like a magnet to me, flipping his polarity almost constantly, pulling me, and then pushing me away.

I looked over at the happy new couple, Niko with his arms draped around Ashlyn. They looked cozy and happy, wrapped up in their own private world. I was happy for Ashlyn, though I did feel a pang of jealousy.

Tobias and I just didn’t work as a couple. That much was perfectly obvious after our last date. I really resented him for not being as secure as Niko.

But even those thoughts weren’t quite enough to distract me from the clock I had ticking in my head.

I watched the water slide by as the car sped toward the secret platform.

The place they found Letti.

I shook my head, trying to dislodge the image filling it. Letti almost looked like she was just sleeping in the nurse’s office, moments ago, but that didn’t keep my mind from creating the blood and bruises I was sure Letti had sustained, as bad as she’d been beaten.

To distract myself, I began counting the hours it would take to do everything Niko was planning. It didn’t help that the extra time it took to get out of the Dome had pushed our plans back even further.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that going out was a bad idea, Mr. Summers’s admonition echoing in my head. But there was no sense getting worked up about monsters, when they only came out after dark.

And we’d be back well before dark.
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Chapter 32
Shea

I sat on my bed, bouncing my knees that were pretzeled beneath me as I continued my staring contest with the grimoire. Damn thing was winning.

My thoughts were so heavily conflicted that indecision had me paralyzed, stuck to this fucking spot on my bed. It had been two days since I’d had my elicit encounters with both supernatural men in my life, and dammit if I hadn’t stopped obsessing about them ever since.

And beating myself up over each of them.

I had never expected Caesar, a powerful gryphon shifter and the director of the shifter academy, to be as drawn to me as I was to him—and even less did I ever imagine he might act on those feelings.

And Julian, hell. Of course, I was painfully attracted to him, he was a drop-dead gorgeous vampire. What human female wouldn’t drop her panties with one sultry look from him? I had known he wanted my blood, the same way he wanted any human’s blood. But what he did to me the other day went so far beyond bloodlust. That was actual lust. And I really struggled with how much I’d enjoyed both.

But most of all, I couldn’t get my head around the fact that I wanted both of them equally. What I felt for either of them was no mere crush like I’d experienced before. It was compelling, intoxicating, and had the tendency to lead me to making really poor decisions. I mean, I’d sucked off one of them in a pub bathroom and let the other one drink my fucking blood! What the hell was I doing?

My rational mind urged me to run from both of them, to stop contact and never look back. But even without my stupid hormones getting in the way, there were too many reasons why I couldn’t end my involvement with either man.

I needed Caesar to get into the school, and I’d made a promise to Julian in exchange for the grimoire, which I in no way intended to ever relinquish.

And that led me to my current predicament. While studying the grimoire last night in an attempt to distract myself, I came across a healing spell that focused on the mind. That page had been blank before every other time I’d looked at it, but last night the spell revealed itself. Like the book knew I needed it.

Caesar had asked me to come to the school and heal the mermaid that had gotten attacked, and now the spell suddenly appeared? If that wasn’t a sign from the universe, I didn’t know what was. How could I not take Caesar’s offer? It would get me into the school and possibly get in the good graces of hateful shifters, and it would help protect Arya.

But…how could I face Caesar after what happened with Julian?

I mean, it wasn’t like Caesar and I were a thing. He’d ghosted me after our sexcapade only until he needed something from me. If that need hadn’t arisen, he might never have spoken to me again. Asshole.

Ugh, fuck it!

I angrily snatched my phone and found his name in the contacts, only hesitating for a second as I ground my teeth before pressing the call button. I held the phone to my ear, straightening my posture as if anyone could see, and waited for him to pick up.

“Shea?” he asked after only two rings.

“Yeah, I found the spell,” I said, getting right to the point. “Let’s do this thing.”

“Really? Excellent! Um…” He paused for a moment. “Can you meet me at the outer platform in an hour? We’ve amped up security at the main door, so I’ll have to escort you in.”

My pulse stuttered. “Er–but everyone knows my face. How will you get me past Miss Prudy Fins?”

“Right,” he mumbled, and I only slightly appreciated that he knew who I meant by that. “I’ll get Celeste distracted with some task. Don’t worry about her. But can you do anything to obscure your appearance?”

I bristled at that, even though I understood it was necessary. “I’ll wear a hoodie,” I ground out.

“That’ll do.”

“Great, see you in an hour,” I said a little too sharply before ending the call with a forceful jab of my fingertip.

Why was I so irked? I knew that the only way to get into that school right now was to sneak in—or be smuggled in, in this case. But I hated the notion that I was Caesar’s dirty little secret. Okay, it wasn’t like he was sneaking me in for some torrid affair, but I just hated that I wasn’t welcome just the way I was.

With a grunted sigh, I hopped off my bed, pulled on a black hoodie, and shoved the grimoire into my shoulder bag, then I strode out the door. Gram was at bingo, so thankfully I wouldn’t have to make any excuses as to where I was going. I was getting really tired of lying to her, especially since I knew that she knew I was lying.

I zoned out to my headphones for the bus and subway rides to the outer platform, decidedly blaring heavy metal to match my mood. Nothing like disappearing into Disturbed to fortify my righteous anger and bolster my confidence.

I arrived at the outer platform at exactly 4:05, and my heart flitted in my chest at the sight of Caesar leaning against the wall next to the secret janitor door. Dammit, why did he have to look so hot? He was in full professor garb this afternoon, wearing a button-up gray collared shirt tucked into well-fitted black slacks.

I shoved the dirty school-girl fantasies out of my mind and sauntered up to him like I gave no fucks.

“What, no kitty sweater?” I asked, my tone more mocking than playful.

His eyes widened briefly, blush touching his cheeks for an instant before he cleared his throat. “Come on, let’s go.”

He opened the door and gestured for me to go in before him. I rolled my eyes at his lack of response to my comment and pushed past him. The secret platform was empty and just as mysterious as I’d remembered.

But as the train came toward us down the tunnel, Caesar grabbed my upper arm to pull me closer, and before I could get any kind of hopes up, he pulled my hood up over my head. Of course. I was the dirty little secret. How could I forget?

I stood behind Caesar, casting my face down as handfuls of shifter students disembarked and filled the platform with their bodies and chatter. I didn’t realize I’d been holding my breath until the last of them filed out the door, and I released it in a heavy exhale.

When Caesar used the grip he’d maintained on my arm to tug me onto the now-empty train, I didn’t argue. I was just relieved I’d made it this far without being recognized. But the hard part was still to come.

Once aboard, I gently pulled my arm from his hold and sat on the opposite side of the train from him. We said nothing as the train began to move and carried us down the tunnel, and I was happy to keep it that way. This charade was awkward enough without inviting pointless platitudes into the mix.

Apparently, he didn’t feel the same.

“Shea, I’m sorry about what happened,” he said after a few minutes of tense silence.

I glared up at him. “You’re sorry for flirting, making out with me and letting me blow you, or sorry for leaving abruptly afterward and then not contacting me until you needed a favor?”

He closed his eyes as if what I’d said stabbed him. Good.

Then he shook his head. “Both. It was wrong of me to drink with you, and very wrong of me to let things go as far as they did after. And yes, the worst was leaving you with no explanation after. I’m sorry for all of it.”

Anger simmered in my belly, and I crossed my arms and legs. “Yeah, well, I’m not sorry for any of it, so you can save your damned apologies.”

I saw him look guiltily down at his lap before I cast my heated gaze out the window. I didn’t want his guilt. I didn’t want his regret. I was a sexy, intelligent, badass witch. I was no one’s mistake, and I never would be his again.

We spent the rest of the ride in merciful silence, and I occupied myself with staring out the window at the beautiful blue lake above us. I was determined to savor this experience for what it was worth.

When the train came to a stop, my anxiety revved up tenfold. I hoped he’d made good on his promise to get Celeste away from the main door. I couldn’t bear another rejection right now, especially not from her poison-barbed tongue.

I let Caesar escort me off the train and up to the vault-style door, which was open, with a large, intimidating man standing guard in front of it, and a line of students behind him. I ducked my head as Caesar guided me forward, holding my breath once more and praying for invisibility from anyone who might have been at that party.

“New phoenix student,” Caesar said to the militant man guarding the entrance.

To my relief, the man nodded without question, letting us go through. I kept my face fixed to the floor as we passed the line of students, only taking a much-needed gasp of air when we’d gotten out of sight of the last one.

“See, that wasn’t so bad,” Caesar whispered to me. “We shouldn’t come across many more people on our way to the hospital wing.”

I nodded, still not daring to raise my head, even though I desperately wanted to look around and soak up the magnificence of this place. Occasionally, I peeked out beneath the shield of my hood, marveling at the metal wolves and dragons formed in the walls and archways. Yes, I belonged here. And after this, I’d be one step closer to proving that to everyone.
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Chapter 33
Tobias

With Arya sitting so close to me, her sweet scent mingling with the buttery popcorn she was eating as she laughed at the screen, I couldn’t pay a single moment of attention to the movie we’d come here to watch.

I’d hoped to sit on the outside of the group next to Niko, but Ashlyn had screwed up the seating arrangement, shoving Niko to the end of the aisle and encouraging Arya to sit on her other side before I could get a word in edgewise. I couldn’t exactly say that I hated sitting right beside my imprinted mate, but it certainly wasn’t helping the situation.

Neither was the way she looked in her sweater and boots.

I was honestly surprised that she’d agreed to go on this double date with me. I knew she was doing it as a favor to Ashlyn, the same way I was for Niko, but it still humbled me anyway. I wasn’t going to screw it up this time.

Shepherd’s story had been on my mind every day since he’d told me. He’d only severed his imprint bond when his heart stopped. Not even I was foolhardy enough to attempt a fake suicide because, as much as I hated this imprint, I didn’t want to risk dying to get rid of it. Being friends with Arya was a much better alternative. I was determined to make the friend zone my spotlight and shine like no other guy before.

It was just really hard when she smelled so good and looked so good, not to mention that I hadn’t gotten laid since before she enrolled at the Dome.

The crowd laughed at whatever just happened on screen, so I faked a laugh, too, so no one would think I was as robotic as I usually seemed. I glanced at my friends to gauge if they’d noticed my lack of attention.

Niko was looking down at Ashlyn’s hand in his, and the silly grin on his face was enough to warm even my stupid heart. This was why I was here, to make this date happen for them.

Arya shifted her position, uncrossing and recrossing her legs, and the smell of her mild arousal sent my head spinning. I physically had to grab my chin and turn my head back in the direction of the screen.

On the one hand, it was nice to know she was still attracted to me, but this outing would be so much easier if she wasn’t. I couldn’t help but wonder if she could sense my attraction as easily as I could hers.

Even with my eyes trained on the screen, I didn’t realize the movie had ended until the overhead lights undimmed and people began to shuffle around us.

While the credits rolled, we followed the line of moviegoers to the exit.

“Such a good movie!” Ashlyn said as we inched closer to the door.

“Hilarious!” Niko agreed, draping his arm over Ashlyn’s shoulder.

“I know! I kinda hated the whole love triangle thing, though,” Arya said, rolling her eyes. “So cliche.” She looked over her shoulder at me. “What did you think, Tobias?”

I hadn’t been expecting to give any commentary. I really should’ve tried harder to pay attention. “I…didn’t hate it.”

Arya snickered and shook her head.

Smooth move, dumbass.

We came out onto the sidewalk, the nippy air chilling the dragon within me, like nature challenging me to heat things up. That was why I almost preferred winter to summer—no fun playing with fire when it was already hot out.

I followed the gang along the busy street toward Mack’s Diner. Colorful string lights hanging outside storefronts burst to life with the coming of afternoon, lighting our path in a festive way I didn’t entirely dislike.

Ashlyn and Niko held hands again, walking side-by-side and edging Arya out. Rather than walking behind like the forgotten third wheel, she slowed a bit to walk beside me, making me no longer the abandoned fourth wheel.

“Aren’t they cute together?” she asked, inclining her head toward me.

“Actually, they’re kinda perfect for each other,” I agreed, a pang of jealousy flaring in the pit of my stomach.

How much easier things would be if I didn’t have that stupid curse hanging over my head. I wouldn’t have to push her away, wouldn’t have to settle for just friendship with her. I glanced longingly at the happy couple, strolling arm-in-arm. That could be me and Arya right now.

I shoved that thought out of my mind and made an attempt at humor. “But if your girlfriend burns Niko alive, I don’t think we can be friends anymore.”

Damn, that was stupid.

She snorted a laugh, and even though it was a pity laugh, I appreciated it. “He’s a dragon shifter. I’m sure he can handle a little heat.”

She hugged her arms as we walked, her breath vaporizing in the air as she exhaled.

“I guess the same can’t be said for mermaids, huh?” I teased, shrugging out of my coat and draping it over her shoulders.

She stared at me like there was a monkey dancing on my head for a moment before slipping her arms into the sleeves and tucking the coat around herself.

“Don’t seem so surprised,” I said. “I can be a gentleman on occasion.”

She frowned at that and looked ahead. “Thanks. You won’t be cold?”

I chuckled and shrugged. “I’m a dragon. I’ll be just fine. Besides, I did vow to protect you in front of the entire school. What kind of dragon would I be if I allowed you to freeze to death the next day?”

She rolled her eyes with a long-suffering expression that eventually turned into a smirk.

We stepped into the retro-styled diner filled with red seats on white-and-black checkerboard floors. The jukebox in the corner lit up the room with its bright neon pinks and yellows. The restaurant must have switched out their records for holiday tunes because a catchy song about a red-nosed reindeer filled the air.

This had been mine and Niko’s favorite restaurant since we started at the Dome, and I was slightly excited to see if Arya would like it as much as we did.

“This place is awesome!” she said as she looked around at all the classic car parts and aged license plates hanging from the walls and ceiling.

A smug smile of appreciation spread across my lips.

“Oh man, a jukebox!” Ashlyn gushed, excitement lighting her face. “I wanna pick a song. Come on!”

She grabbed Niko’s arm and tugged him to the brightly flashing fifties music player, leaving Arya and I to stand awkwardly in the middle of the diner.

I blew a breath out of my puckered lips. “Soooo, where do you want to sit? It’s open seating.”

We both looked around the diner, finding half of the booths unoccupied.

“Uh, I guess this one’s fine,” she said, taking off my coat and waving it in the direction of the booth in question.

I nodded and followed her, sliding in on the opposite side. We sat in uncomfortable silence for a long moment, our eyes meeting awkwardly now and then as we both tried to find other places to put them.

Finally, I plucked a menu from the stand against the wall, needing the visual barrier even though I already knew what I wanted.

Arya followed my lead, actually looking at the menu since she didn’t know it by heart.

“So, what’s good here?” she asked without looking up at me.

“What isn’t good here,” I countered. “But the chili cheese fries are my favorite.”

“Cool,” she said with a nod. “Wanna split ’em?”

I want to feed them to you with my bare hands and let you suck the cheese off my fingers.

“Sure,” I said, mentally slapping myself.

Friend zone, dude. Friend zone.

Niko and Ashlyn came back, Ashlyn sliding beside Arya and Niko plopping down next to me. Niko and Ashlyn both had goofy grins on their faces, glancing back and forth from each other to me.

I narrowed my eyes at them in suspicion. “What are you two up to?”

“Wait for it,” Niko said to Ashlyn.

I opened my mouth to speak, but the intro to “Johnny B Goode” sounded from the jukebox, and my question died in my throat.

I glared at Niko as I lowered my head in remembered embarrassment. “You asshole.”

Niko and Ashlyn erupted with laughter, Niko buckling over and slapping his hand on the table.

“What’s so funny?” Arya asked, looking up from her menu in confusion.

“Don’t—” I began to order Niko, but he cut me off.

“Well, Tobias and I went to the same human school before we emerged, and Tobias was going through a bit of a ‘Back to the Future’ phase,” Niko explained.

“Dude, seriously,” I warned, my dragon growling in protest.

“When we were thirteen, he decided he was going to perform the ‘Johnny B Goode’ scene at the school talent show. And he—and he—” He broke into more laughter before he could finish.

“I swear, I will strangle you,” I threatened, flexing my fingers with that very desire.

Arya began to chuckle in amused confusion, and my cheeks heated with mortification at the knowledge that it was too late to keep this from her. Fucking Niko.

“What happened?” she asked.

When Niko recovered enough to speak, he continued, and I contemplated dragging him out of the booth and pummeling him in the alley behind the diner.

“He got up on stage with a prop guitar and acted out the entire song!” Niko went on as I slunk into the leather bench. “And right as he was about to reenact the awesome guitar solo—you remember that part, right?”

He positioned his hands to play the air guitar and scrunched his face with gusto, making the girls giggle.

“He tripped over the chord of the electric guitar and stumbled off stage!” Niko finished with a high-pitched peal of laughter. “He didn’t even need to plug the guitar into anything! He wasn’t actually playing it!”

He pressed his face onto the table and slammed his fists on either side. I imagined grabbing the back of his head and slamming it onto the table.

Arya and Ashlyn gawked at me with surprised humor.

“Omigod, seriously?” Arya asked, trying not to laugh but failing.

Ashlyn threw her head back and cackled. “Yeah, Niko showed me the video.”

I bolted up in my seat and clutched Niko by the neck of his shirt, yanking him upright. “You still have the video?”

Niko sobered himself just a little, holding his hands up in submission. “Hey, dude, I deleted mine, but it wasn’t the only copy out there. I stumbled on this little trinket a few months ago, and come on, I had to save it to favorites.”

I was boiling over with mortified rage. That had been the most embarrassing moment of my entire life. My parents hadn’t known I entered the talent show. Arthur would have never tolerated such a thing. If he ever saw that video…

“Give me the phone,” I demanded, reaching for Niko’s pocket where he usually kept it.

But Niko jerked away from me before I could get my fingers through the slit of material and hopped out of the booth. Then, to my ever-climbing humiliation, he began singing along with the song and rocking out like Marty McFly.

Ashlyn slid out of the booth to join him, and I buried my face in my hands as they called the attention of every patron in the diner.

A hand suddenly landed on the bend of my arm, and I peered through my fingers to see Arya offering me a sympathetic smile.

“I’m sure it wasn’t that bad,” she indulged me.

“I broke my ankle,” I deadpanned. “I had to tell my father I got in a fight with a mugger during my evening run. He sent a search party out for the imaginary guy that lasted two weeks.”

She grimaced. “Sorry.”

“Go! Go Johnny, go!” Ashlyn and Niko wailed at the top of their lungs, emboldening other young diners to enter the show.

I groaned, wishing I would just die right here.

“You know, on the plus side, that’s my favorite movie scene of all time,” Arya said, making me look up at her. “I think it’s very cool that you had the guts to do that in front of an audience, especially at thirteen when everyone sucks.”

“Really?” I asked, my pride admittedly coddled by her words.

“It is a very catchy song, too,” she said, then started snapping her fingers as she quietly sang along.

“Oh god, not you, too,” I groused.

“Come on, Tobias,” she said with a wry grin. “If you can’t beat ’em, may as well join ’em.”

Then she took my hand and tugged me as she climbed out of the booth. I didn’t know why I let her drag me out. I had no intention of going along with this fucked up karaoke party. But…it was Arya.

She began to swing her hips from side to side as her singing grew louder, keeping eye contact with me the entire time.

Ugh, fuck it.

I grabbed the ketchup bottle off the table and brought it to my lips like it was a microphone, throwing caution and my past humiliation to the wind as I belted out the next part of the song like I was born to do it.

“His mother told him ‘someday you will be a man

And you will be the leader of a big old band

Many people coming from miles around

To hear you play your music when the sun go down

Maybe someday your name will be in lights

Saying ‘Johnny B. Goode tonight’!”

The diner erupted in cheers and applause as we and a few other patrons finished the song while dancing like wild idiots.

When the song finally ended, we collapsed back into the booth, panting and laughing as we failed to catch our breath. Arya’s eyes found mine, and we held each other’s gaze for a long moment.

This girl really made me do ridiculous things.

And we were just friends.
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Chapter 34
Arya

As we waited for the check to arrive, my legs bounced under the table. I was eager to get back to the Dome—and not just because of the new curfew.

I had really wanted to give friendship with Tobias a shot, but it was incredibly difficult with how charming he’d been all night. Even seeing his vulnerable side, imagining him putting himself out there as a young boy only to bomb epicly. That was crazy endearing.

He did have a great singing voice, though. And seriously, why did he have to look so damn good in that snug black shirt and jeans that flaunted—Nope, not looking there!

It definitely didn’t help that Ashlyn and Niko were radiating sexual tension like a contagious disease.

If I didn’t create some distance between Tobias and me soon, I knew I’d fall right back into his dicksand, and who knew how long it would take me to get out again?

Finally, the check arrived and the guys stuffed bills into the booklet, freeing up the four of us to leave.

When we stepped out onto the sidewalk, the sun’s sherbet orange glow barely clung to the edges of the scattered clouds above.

“We’d better get moving,” Tobias said, looking up. “It’s almost curfew. We don’t need anyone getting into any more trouble.”

We all hustled to the nearest subway station to hop the trains to the secret platform.

“Closed for maintenance?” Ashlyn complained when we stopped in front of the closed-off entrance.

“Ugh, we don’t have time for this,” Tobias grumbled.

“Too bad it’s not darker out, or the three of you could just fly back,” I mused, flashing Tobias a teasing grin.

“Or we could all just jump into Lake Michigan and you could swim us back,” he quipped, making me grin even wider.

“Yeah, I’d prefer not to do either of those things,” Niko interjected.

Tobias chuckled. “Alright, we’ll just have to call an Uber and have them take us right to the platform.”

“On it.” Niko pulled out his phone and started tapping.

In less than five minutes, a blue sedan pulled up and we got in. It looked like we were going to make it, and with time to spare. There was no official time we had to be back, but I figured as long as there was some light in the sky, we were safe. Although, I wished we weren’t cutting it so close.

After idling in the same place for several minutes on the Clark Street Bridge, it was clear that something was wrong.

“Any idea what’s going on up there?” Ashlyn leaned forward in the back seat to get closer to the driver, who looked like he moonlighted as a café barista.

“How should I know?” he replied, seeming more irritated by the traffic than we were. “Probably an accident. Stupid drivers.”

I sighed. “We’re so close to the station. The timing couldn’t get any worse..”

Tobias looked out the window at the darkening sky. Then he looked at us. “We’ll just have to get out and run on foot. It’s only a few blocks. If we take some of the backstreets, I think we can make it at least inside the platform before curfew, which’ll hopefully be good enough.”

We scrambled out of the backseat and filed through the motionless vehicles to the walkway on the outer edge, where we made a run for it.

The farther we ran, the darker it got. The street lights turned on, competing with the already-glaring Christmas string lights on every storefront. It soon became obvious that we weren’t going to make it anywhere by sundown.

Urgency and dread filled my stomach, pushing my sprinting legs even faster. I didn’t need any more heat coming down on me right now. I didn’t know what Caesar would do to me for breaking curfew. He might place me on house arrest—or go the other direction and kick me out.

Of course, I knew that was ridiculous, but the thought of leaving the only place I could call home flushed hot panic through my veins, causing my feet to stumble.

Luckily, Tobias was right beside me, and with quick reflexes, he caught my upper arm before I could fall. But he didn’t let go as we continued to run. He moved his hand to my forearm, his way of tugging me after him as he pushed ahead. He was running like his life depended on it, and I realized he was doing it for me. That realization warmed my chest, easing my anxiety ever so slightly.

As we rounded a corner to cut through an alley, Tobias slowed his pace. His tightened grip set off alarms in my head.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Look at the ground,” he said.

I looked down at the cracked pavement of the alley on which we ran, but I didn’t see anything amiss. I turned back to him and shook my head in a silent question.

“There’s a street light right at the start of the alley,” Tobias said. “And we aren’t casting any shadows.”

I looked briefly over my shoulder at the yellow light hanging on the corner, then back to the alley in front of us. Tobias was right. None of us had even the slightest shadow.

I frowned. “Huh, that’s weird.”

“No,” Niko said, his voice grim. “It’s vampires.”

Vampires? What do shadows have to do with vampires?

Behind us, the sound of smashing glass punctured the air, and the whole alley fell into darkness.

“Very astute, my boy,” said a smooth male voice, sounding as though it was coming from the darkness itself.

The four of us stopped running and instinctively pulled tightly together, angling our backs toward each other.

“Someone give him a gold star,” the voice said, and a figure emerged from the darkness at the other end of the alley.

His skin was pale white and smooth as marble, heavily contrasted by his tailored black suit, manicured black hair, and short goatee. His ice-blue eyes locked onto mine, ensnaring me. That entrancing gaze almost made me blind to the handful of other pale, inhumanly gorgeous creatures that slowly appeared behind him as the darkness seemed to roll back like fog.

I knew without question that the man who stared at me like a hungry lion at a wounded gazelle and the pretty people who now surrounded us were vampires.

I’d known they existed. I knew that they killed my mom and attacked Letti and had taken millions of lives throughout history. But having a distant concept of them and actually seeing them standing a few feet in front of me? Those were two very different things. Even facing the vampire in the sim, it wasn’t real. This was.

Terror pulsed through me, rooting my feet to the spot.

But not terror for myself. Tobias and Ashlyn were two of the only people I had in the whole world, and the thought of losing them to vampires, like I’d lost Mom, was soul-wrenching. I kept trying to put myself in front of them, but Tobias’s large hands and feet kept pushing me back.

“Hello, Arya,” the black-haired vampire said, taking a step toward us. He was clearly the leader. “At last we meet.”

What does he mean? How does he know my name?

“Who are you?” was all my shaky voice was able to say.

He smiled, looking horrifyingly beautiful. “I am Hadrian, the ultimate Denholm Heir and Vampire Unifier. I have been looking for you for a very, very long time, my lost little mermaid.”

Hadrian?

I knew that name. He was the most feared vampire in the shifter world. But why had he been looking for me?

Tobias pushed ahead of me, edging me behind him. “What do you want with her?”

Hadrian turned his icy gaze to Tobias, scanning him up and down. “Stance of royalty, air of self-righteousness, stench of smoke. You must be the latest Dracul progeny. You look just like your father.”

“Answer the question,” Tobias demanded.

Hadrian laughed, and his vampire subjects encircling us chorused in laughter as well.

“You don’t get to order me around, boy. I give the orders.” His lips curled wickedly. “Fetch her,” he said, tipping his head toward me.

Panic flared in my chest as one of the male vampires behind Hadrian dove toward us in a blur of speed.

“No!” Tobias shouted, then hurled a ball of fire at our attacker.

The vampire dodged the fireball and tackled Tobias, and I only just managed to get out of their way. The vampire thrust Tobias up against the brick wall of the back of the strip mall that lined the alley.

Tobias bared his teeth and began to shift. Ash gray scales popped up on his arms and traveled the length of his neck as his body expanded, stretching his t-shirt and jeans until they ripped. His hands turned into claws, and wings sprouted from his back and spread, pushing him away from the wall. The vampire now looked like a small child up against Tobias’s dragon form.

The transformation ignited a free-for-all. Hadrian’s other vampires closed in on us, their eyes aimed at me.

Niko shifted into his dark-red-scaled dragon form, and he and Tobias clawed and bit and spat fire at the vampires, fighting off three or more at a time. Ashlyn put those martial arts moves she’d been honing in defense class into action, fighting off any vampire that managed to get through Tobias and Niko.

And all I could do was squirm and flinch, standing there with frightened doe eyes and arms hugged against myself. I’d never felt more useless in my life. My friends were fighting for their lives, and I couldn’t do anything to help them.

Watching Ashlyn in action, I now saw how pitiful my fighting prowess was. I had trained for hours in the gym, practicing techniques on dummies and punching bags, but I was no match for these blood-thirsty creatures, and that knowledge paralyzed me. I felt like I was back in the simulation, powerless against the vampire who stalked me. But this time, there were more of them, and they were real.

A female vampire flipped over Tobias and Niko like an acrobat, landing right in front of me. She grabbed my arm and, flaring her brows, said, “Gotcha!”

“Oh, no, you don’t!” Ashlyn yelled, and a blast of fire flashed on the vampire’s back.

The vampire shrieked and spun on Ashlyn, wrapping her in an embrace from behind and sinking her teeth into Ashlyn’s neck faster than Ashlyn could retaliate. Ashlyn screamed.

A switch inside me suddenly flipped, protective rage stamping out my fear and doubt. No way in hell was I going to let anyone hurt my friend!

I hurled myself at the vampire woman, wrenching those stony arms away from Ashlyn with a strength I didn’t even know I had. The vampire was so surprised by my ability to bend her arms like they were noodles that she retracted her fangs from Ashlyn’s neck and gasped.

“Leave my friend alone.” The command that left my mouth was not my normal voice. The sound was deep and resonating, almost song-like, just like that moment in the simulation.

And just like before, the vampire froze, a sort of fog glazing over her eyes. Ashlyn didn’t miss her opportunity, wriggling out of the vampire’s clutches.

“Well, now, isn’t this a pleasant surprise?” Hadrian said, standing in the same spot as before, watching all this with amusement like a spectator at a sporting event. “I never dreamed you’d be a siren, too. You are proving to be well worth the wait.”

“A siren?” Ashlyn and I parroted.

Dragon-Tobias roared in pain, and the vampire that had slashed at his abdomen zoomed at me and swooped his arm around my waist. White hot fear shot through me, and all the strength I’d had a second ago vanished. My captor leapt to the wall, quickly climbing upward like a spider monkey from hell.

“Ashlyn!” I yelled, stretching my hand toward her. Ashlyn jumped, but our fingertips barely grazed.

I was being taken too far, too fast.

No matter how hard I slammed my fist against the vampire’s back or struggled against his hold, I couldn’t escape. And even if I could get out, I’d plummet dozens of feet to the alley floor. I was trapped.

It was over.

They had me.
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Chapter 35
Ashlyn

Ever since I learned I was a phoenix, my first instinct was to try and bury the power I felt. But now, as I watched the vampire take Arya, I knew I needed to do the exact opposite.

I focused on my fury and the fear of losing Arya, embracing the simmering heat within. Blazing balls the size of marbles flared at my fingertips, shooting like a machine gun. It shocked me so much that I almost lost control of the direction they were going. So I put all my focus into aiming them before I knocked out a window or something.

Targeting the vampire engaged in a fight with Niko, the balls entered the vampire’s body. He fell to the floor, frantically rolling on the ground as the pain burned him from the inside out. Niko’s eyes grew as he stared at the damage I had just done.

Three more vampires appeared, blocking my path to Arya. But I was on a vicious rampage—one I wasn't about to quench. I stopped in my tracks and closed my eyes, drawing confused looks from the vampires. Combining my hands, I willed my fire power to my fingers, focusing on creating a rope of thin lava.

It happened quickly. I swung my hand over my head and used the lava strand like a whip. I lassoed it around the ankle of the farthest vampire. The others tried to jump out of the way, but it was too late. With one slick wave of my hand, I caused the lava rope to flare into a wall of fire, torching all three vampires to a crisp.

But there wasn’t time to relish my small victory.

I caught sight of Arya being dragged over the edge of the roof. A deep and powerful grief consumed my entire body. An ice-cold chill started from my head and seeped down to my feet. I felt my heart beat slower and slower—so slow that I thought it would fail me.

Was it the pain of losing Arya, or did I just give up on the idea of getting her back? Every cell in my body seemed intent on shutting down, and I fell to the ground. My heart thrummed its last beat, nothing but searing and burning pain lingering in my chest. I thought I’d be stuck in the blackness of my own comatose mind forever.

But before the darkness consumed me, a spark like a supernova exploded in my brain.

What had felt like hours was only seconds, the fight still raging around me, Arya’s foot just disappearing.

I rose to what seemed like a dream, dark ash appearing at my feet. My vision was enhanced, focused and tunnel-like. Every fiber of me flickered like the wick of a candle, succumbing to the heat that enveloped my soul.

And as I tried to stand, I couldn't move my feet because my feet were no longer there.

I looked down and stared in awe as I tried to balance on rose-colored talons, which radiated a pearly sheen.

I flailed my arms but quickly realized they were gone as well. In their place were large red and orange wings that draped behind me like a veil. I sucked in a breath as I got lost in my golden-yellow feathers, which sparkled in the shimmering firelight that consumed them.

Holy shit, it finally happened! I finally shifted!

Fiery bliss like nothing I’d ever known radiated from me as brightly as the flames that I’d become.

I flapped my wings, a clumsy and disoriented flail. I moved my head from left to right, hypnotized by the waves of fire encasing my body. But it was the smoke trailing from me that calmed me enough to steady my new wings.

I didn't have time to waste savoring this incredible revelation.

Another batch of vampires circled Tobias and Niko, whose fierce glares didn’t flinch at being outnumbered. The dragons fought back-to-back, annihilating one vampire after another. Relief washed through me at seeing they could handle themselves.

I just had to get Arya back.

Two vampires raced toward me, large weapons strapped to their backs. I’d seen something similar on a pamphlet in my dad’s office. I didn't know what they did,  but they stood out because they looked like miniature cannons or bazookas. It didn’t make sense why a vampire would need such a weapon.

One of the vampires disengaged the weapon from the strap on her back, and her partner stopped to assist.

I glanced at where Arya had just disappeared. I needed to get to her! But I wasn’t used to this form, wasn’t sure how to use my wings to fly. I had to get it together.

The first vampire pulled back on a piece on top of her armament, firing it directly at me. Like a dance, I gracefully avoided the pellets it spewed. Heh, not so bad.

The vampires were getting more and more frustrated with every bullet that zipped by.

Fuck this shit.

I opened my sharp, shiny beak to let out a shriek, and with it came a scorching wave of fire.

I flapped my wings with as much strength as I had, propelling myself up into the darkened sky. With my magnified vision, I looked down and scanned the scene. The two vampires and their weapon had been incinerated.

My keen attention shot to the vampire that had Arya. They’d only made it one roof over.

I tucked my wings behind my back and dove. I let out another one of my shrieks, but this time there was no fire with it. The vampire carrying Arya looked back, his eyebrows pushed together in shock and confusion.

Seeing Arya so close bolstered my confidence. I could get her back. I’d had plenty of defense training—though that was in my human form. Hopefully it would still prove to be effective in my phoenix form.

With another strong and heavy beat of my wings, I ducked and prepared to crash.

A grunt came from the vampire—and Arya—as I made contact. I’d hit my target. The three of us rolled in different directions like billiard balls. I was back in the air in seconds, and the vampire stumbled as he tried to catch his balance.

I inhaled deeply, focusing on the fear that had coursed through me when he’d taken Arya, and when I exhaled, a stream of flames spewed from my open beak.

The vampire let out a brief, sharp wail as he melted before my eyes.

“A—A—Ashlyn?” Arya said, her brows pinched, the glow of flaming phoenix reflecting in her eyes.

I gave her a nod, then swept down, gently hooking my talons—the only part of me not on fire—around Arya's shoulders, then took off.

Now that I had Arya back, I had the chance to savor my phoenix form. Everything I’d heard from the other students about shifting was right. It was freeing and magical, and incredibly satisfying. I reveled in the way the whirling wind felt beneath both feather and flame of my wings.

A loud roar snapped me back to the danger still at hand.

Again, I dropped my head and swooped toward the ground. But I wasn't familiar enough with my phoenix form, and holding Arya didn’t help.

We crashed into a pile of garbage bags just a few feet from Niko and Tobias. My head slammed against the nearby dumpster. It pulsed with pain, and my vision blurred. Arya groaned next to me, laying awkwardly tangled with the garbage bags.

Instinctively, I reached up to rub my head—and immediately realized I’d shifted back. I looked down and was relieved to see I wasn’t naked.

So glad I put on my smart clothes.

When I pulled my hand away from my face, crimson blood puddled in my palm. I tried not to panic—there were bigger things at stake.

“Arya!” I scrambled to her.

There was a large gash on the back of Arya's neck, and blood dripped out of the open wound, filling the air with its thick, metallic odor. If I could smell it, the vampires certainly would, too. This was all my fault. If I’d just stuck the landing, neither of us would be injured.

Plastic bags rustled behind us, and my rage swelled.

Slamming my fists on the ground, I heard a sizzle, the acrid odor of burning plastic and food filling the air. With one fluid movement, I swung around with my leg in the air. My foot made contact with the jaw of the approaching vampire, and I heard a crack that I knew was a broken bone. The vampire with the broken jaw buckled inward with his head in his hands.

With a sinister sneer, I turned and prepared to fight the rest of the vampires circling us. Two vamps were trying to inch their way closer to Arya. I spun and spread my arms, blasting two large balls of fire directly at the heads of the encroaching vamps.

Two down, two to go.

The first vampire, the one whose jaw I’d smashed, was back up. He joined the remaining vampire as she turned to fight me, rather than attempting to take Arya. I smirked. That was exactly what I wanted.

They charged at me with the speed of a bullet, but the buzz of the shift was still with me, my senses enhanced by the lingering fire within me. I watched them as if they were moving in slow motion, easily ducking out of the way.

Snarling, they turned to strike again, coming at me from either side. I jumped and spread my legs in a perfect, symmetrical split kick. Both vampires fell to the ground, momentarily rocked.

I formed the same rope of fire, slinging one strand around each of the vampires. I squeezed my hands into fists, and they screamed in agony as the ropes tightened around their torsos. The ropes sliced through them like butter, their severed bodies toppling to the ground in a magnificently gruesome display.

I raced back to Arya, who watched in shock. Turning Arya’s head to reevaluate the gash on her neck, I stared in confusion. It didn’t look nearly as bad as I remembered. In fact, it looked like it was almost…

BOOM! BOOM!

A loud blast exploded, causing the ground to vibrate. I looked around frantically in search of the source of the noise. Three groups of vampires stood directly in front of Niko. He was surrounded.

His red scales bristled in panic, and my heart sunk to my stomach. In horror, I watched the closest vampire pull back on the top piece of her cannon-like weapon.

At any moment, Niko would be blasted. I couldn't leave Arya, but I also couldn't watch the boy I’d been in love with for months die.

I squeezed my eyes shut, and, pulling on my fear and rage, I took a deep breath and opened my mouth to send my shriek of fire to every vampire that threatened him.

BOOM! BOOM!

I screamed. But I was too late. My fire had defeated several more vampires—enough to dampen their attack. Through the thick smoke, I could see Hadrian’s silhouette and what was left of his cronies fleeing into the darkness, abandoning us to fight—or die—another day.

I pulled Arya to her feet, and we ran toward where the guys had last been, my heart broken into millions of pieces.

“Breathe, Ash. He’s going to be okay.” Arya’s gentle voice helped keep me steady, but nothing could soothe the dread that poisoned my veins until I knew for myself that he really was okay.

As their bodies came into view, my heart beat faster. I ran the rest of the way, then froze in my tracks.

The bloody body I was staring at wasn’t Niko.

It was Tobias.

I gawked down at his limp and battered human form, a lump balling in my throat.

Overwhelming relief washed over me to see Niko kneeling unharmed beside him, which triggered a pang of guilt in my gut. I wouldn’t have traded Tobias’s life for Niko’s, but thank the gods he was alright!

With his head on his knees, Niko trembled. I wanted to console him, but the grim remains of the fight were all around us. I wouldn’t know where to start.

I went to him, making sure he was okay enough to help me figure out our next step.

“Why did he do that?” Niko moaned. “He didn't have to do that! He shouldn't have saved me. He shouldn't have!” Niko's pained and angry shouts pierced my eardrums and shredded my heart.

Arya threw herself on the ground by Tobias's body, tears flooding down her cheeks. When she shouted my name, I rose and ran to her side, thinking nothing but the worst.

“Look!”

I looked down at him, confused as to what she saw that I didn’t. But then I realized. An open wound on Tobias’s face was slowly shrinking. Healing! I frowned at Arya, who looked just as confused.

Suddenly, Tobias sucked in a sharp, shuddering breath, then groaned.

“He’s alive!” Arya cried.
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Chapter 36
Tobias

BOOM! BOOM!

The blast shook the buildings and reverberated through the ground. I braced myself against the impact, then whipped my tail to knock out the two vampires behind me. The vampires thought they were catching me off guard, but I’d known about their position ever since they left the others. They were attempting to surround me, but I would never allow myself to be in that position of weakness—not as skilled as I was.

Their entire attack was well executed. The vampires had effectively separated me and Niko from the girls, occupying us with a barrage of constant assaults. But I knew that a couple of teenage dragons weren’t their target. My fears had been confirmed when one of the vampires snatched Arya and took off with her.

Instinct instantly took over, panic flooding beneath my scales and enhancing my senses exponentially. The bond was in control now, and I’d stop at nothing to ensure her safety, even if that meant sacrificing myself in her place.

I tried to jump away in flight, to go after her and save her from the blood-sucking, mer-killing monsters. But I was immediately pinned down by three more vampires. I couldn’t break away unless I wanted to be seriously wounded—or worse. And I would’ve done it, would’ve endured any number of injuries to save her, but the constant defense and pre-emptive offense kept me moving at a neck-snapping pace. I couldn’t find a chink in their armor to exploit.

Knowing that I couldn’t go after Arya burned me more intensely than any fire ever could. If she died here tonight, I—

No, I couldn’t think about that.

I almost missed the metal object that nearly impaled me when I saw the phoenix screech and go after Arya.

What the…Ashlyn?

It had to be. I’d never seen her shift—heard from everyone that she didn’t know how—but as she was the only phoenix anywhere near here, there was no other option. Ashlyn had learned to shift, and just in the knick of time.

Deftly, I was able to dodge another weapon, snapping the neck of the vampire wielding it before moving on to the next five that were already attacking. I couldn’t think about Ashlyn’s breakthrough; I just hoped she could save Arya without getting them both killed.

What a piece-of-shit imprinted mate I was that I couldn’t protect her myself. What good was this fucking bond if I couldn’t—

Niko’s deep red scales flicked, flipping up then settling and reflecting the streetlight like an old-fashioned disco-ball right into my line of sight. Niko was clearly panicked, and this trick was his way of distracting the enemy while simultaneously drawing my attention.

Niko was surrounded. I hadn’t even realize we’d been separated.

I rushed forward, not bothering anymore to find a weakness in my assailants’ ranks. In less than a second, I clamped my jaw around one near me—after blasting fire at three others—and tossed the limp creature into the side of a building before bracing to jump to Niko’s side.

That’s when I saw it.

Time seemed to slow as one of the vampires pulled back some sort of switch or lever on the top of what looked like a very high-tech weapon. Whatever it was, it was going to kill my best friend.

And I could not allow that.

Without thinking, I hurled myself forward, putting the entirety of my gray scales between the unknown weapon and Niko.

Fire seemed to envelope us right before—

BOOM!

***

I tried to fight against the unconsciousness, but my eyelids felt like lead and my entire body burned from the inside out. I should give into it—extinguish the wretched burning that wasn’t coming from my own, familiar flames—but somewhere distant, I knew my friends weren’t out of danger yet.

I needed to shift again and drive the vampires off.

I needed to contact Caesar.

I needed to get everyone—especially Arya—back to the safety of the Dome.

A strange feeling cooled against my cheek and my eyes flew open as I gasped for a breath.

The pain intensified, causing a groan to escape my cracky throat without permission. It was everywhere, burning, aching, stinging and raw. Agony was scattered in pockets the size of small marbles all over my body. What had those fucking vampires done to me?

I attempted to calm my hitched breaths, willing my enhanced senses to dull to human-like and force my overactive nerve endings to quiet. As I did so, I no longer felt the edges of the wounds—they lost their roundness and coalesced into spilled blood, collecting in rivulets as it spread. And the pain spread with it but faded just enough to keep me conscious. Fortunately, my pain threshold was high, and adrenaline was still coursing through my veins.

Arya and Ashlyn hovered over me, tears streaming from Arya’s clear blue eyes, and Ashlyn had a frown on her face as she looked back and forth between me and Niko, who was standing a few feet away.

Niko.

He was okay. From where I lay, it looked like he hadn’t been hurt. Niko shot me a guilty but furious expression. I didn’t want to see it, didn’t want to deal with Niko’s anger, so I quickly looked away as Ashlyn jumped up to join her boyfriend.

It felt like something was stuck in my side, like I was being jabbed in the ribs, so I turned on my side to feel for it…and felt the wound there. Refusing to allow the panic to set in, I reached in with my finger—my vision flashing with bright lights and color as the sharpness of the pain intensified—to remove the pellet-sized ball of lead.

I knew it was lead because it scorched my fingers, and I dropped the shrapnel like it was on fire.

Any attempts to calm my breathing became futile as I realized that my body was probably riddled with small lead pellets just like it—the wounds I’d felt before I dulled my senses were the correct shape and size. But there were too many to count in my current state. It was all I could do to keep from hyperventilating as my breathing became heavier and shorter.

There would be no shifting now. And if I didn’t get help soon, I was going to die.

But I couldn’t think about that just yet. I needed to save the others. I needed to get Arya out of here. I attempted to sit up, but Arya pushed me back down.

“What are you doing?” she asked, looking confused, panicked and angry all at once. Then she began to cry again, a bit hysterically. “You nearly died, Tobias. You need to… Don’t move. You need help.”

Her words were frantic and interrupted by hiccups. I could barely understand her.

I frowned, furrowing my eyebrows.

“Arya,” I said softly. If she wasn’t such a mess—and if I had the strength—I might’ve shouted at her for being so naïve about the shifter world and its dangers. “We’re being attacked by vampires. I need to get up.”

“We were attacked,” she said a little more clearly, sounding weirdly annoyed with me.

She swept a piece of her hair away from her face. Even wild and tangled from being hauled off by that vampire, her hair still looked soft. I felt the sudden, strong urge to touch it.

“But they’re gone.”

I blinked at her. Surely she was mistaken. We were just trapped in a single, small glimpse of a moment that would pop any second now when the vampires decided to finish us off.

She had to be wrong.

But that seemed absurd. There was no way that any of us would be left alone for even a few seconds the way those vampires had fought. They had been relentless, but I hadn’t seen a single one since I’d opened my eyes.

She had to be telling the truth. Otherwise we would all be dead now.

The relief of that fact sank into my muscles. The danger was over.

We were close to the subway station. If I could just rest a few moments, we could get safely back to the Dome. Certainly Caesar would insist on retaliation, and I would be the first to march up and volunteer. A quick fix by Miss Heather and I’d be as good as new.

Yes, just a moment to rest.

My eyelids grew heavy again, but then the pain set in with force.

“Oh Tobias! Y—you could’ve… please be okay!”

Arya surprised me by reaching for my right hand and pressing the back of it against her jaw. I could feel the wetness on her skin as she began to sob again. A tear fell and splashed on my knuckles, still pressed against her face. She closed her eyes for a moment, her eyelashes stuck together in places from their wetness.

I looked up at her, a little bit confused. I glanced over at Niko who was holding Ashlyn, both wearing only their smart clothing, with their heads turned away from the two of us. Clearly Niko was too distracted to help me decipher this situation. But when I looked back at Arya, an overwhelming feeling barreled over me, too. The words Arya just spoke were the anthem of exactly how I felt for her.

Wincing against the pain, I moved to prop myself on my free elbow. I hardly noticed the roughness of the pavement or the tiny pricks of the gravel as they embedded into my skin—I was too preoccupied by the intense, radiating pain that spread out like wildfire from every single point of injury.

I nearly collapsed again, I felt so weak. But Arya looked so small, so vulnerable as she clutched my hand. My hand that could easily swallow hers. So I fought through it and remained upright, wholly unwilling to let her go.

Arya’s eyes snapped open, a flash of furrowed brows and tight lips—anger that I knew was directed toward me for daring to sit again. “What are you doing? Lay back down!”

But I ignored her. She released my hand, but I left it near her face and turned it slowly so that I was cupping the soft skin along her jaw and beneath her chin. She held very still at my touch. Tears still streamed down her face, creating black streaks of mascara along her cheekbones. I absently moved my thumb back and forth, but stopped when I noticed the goosebumps rise along the curve of her neck.

“I don’t know what I would have done...” My voice cracked, so I trailed off and swallowed, pushing the emotions—and the blood—down. “If Ashlyn hadn’t saved you,” I whispered.

Arya’s forehead creased. I wanted to smooth away the concern but didn’t want to remove my hand. Unfortunately, I had to because my left arm was giving out and I needed both arms if I was to remain half-sitting. So I let go and braced myself against the concrete with my palm. It was taking a lot of willpower and strength to keep myself partly vertical.

She must’ve seen my struggle because she didn’t look disappointed that I’d stopped touching her. Or maybe she didn’t feel that way about me and was only concerned for a fellow shifter. Maybe she’d barely noticed the sudden distance between us. Maybe she’d do the same and feel the same if she were in a similar situation with Niko or Brett…or Kendall.

But her eyes softened as she watched me—perhaps trying to discern my thoughts the way I was hers?

Arya finally averted her eyes and looked down at my chest, but her eyes widened with concern and flashed back to my face. I managed a smile because all that mattered was that she was okay. Arya was safe. Arya was here.

A determined look crossed her face, maybe in response to my expression, and she reached out to touch my face, stroking her thumb against my cheek. Maybe she did feel the same. She had to care about me at least a little, right? The bond had to work both ways, if quite unevenly.

But my arms were spent, and I collapsed again onto my back with a grunt. A high-pitched sound came from Arya when I fell back. I fought the blackness again as the pain increased. I winced against it and hissed until it ebbed like the tide and faded to barely tolerable.

When I opened my eyes, all I could see was Arya. She was looking up, shouting something as she hovered over me, but I couldn’t understand the words. When her eyes met mine, bearing the color of the sky and glistening with tears, she asked me something I couldn’t register. Her hair fell like a waterfall, cascading around my face. There were creases in her forehead that I desperately needed to smooth away. She should never have to have such worries in this world.

I cut off her words—words I wasn’t comprehending anyway—and reached forward with my left hand to draw her closer. I twined my fingers through her tangled hair and closed the canyon-sized gap between us with all my remaining strength.

I kissed her.

She didn’t respond at first. Maybe she was stunned. Maybe the kiss was unwanted. But it only took a second before she kissed me back. Her fruity lip gloss mixed with her salty tears and my tangy blood. She leaned her body into mine, but it was a direct hit to the injury in my ribs where I’d extracted the lead only moments ago.

I cried out, breaking the kiss, breaking the spell, breaking the moment.

“Tobias I—” Her hands flew up, waving over my body like she wanted to help but didn’t know how to without touching me. Finally, she dropped them again along with her expression.

“Tobias, I’m sorry,” she pleaded.

But she shouldn’t be. I’d kissed her.

“Caesar!” I heard Niko shout.

“Don’t apologize,” I told her, allowing a small smile to form on my lips in reassurance. But I was spent and fell back again. My eyes slammed closed, and I no longer had the will to attempt to open them.

“Caesar!” Ashlyn choked. She sounded like she was crying. “We’re here!”

I just smiled and hoped that I’d get another shot at kissing that girl again.
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Chapter 37
Shea

“Okay, I’ve sent Maya to take a break,” Caesar whispered to me when he finally cracked open the door of the hospital wing after leaving me standing out in the hall, vulnerable, for what felt like forever. “We’ll have the space to ourselves for a while.”

He opened the door enough for me to slip through before closing and locking it. The space looked like the urgent care section of a hospital, with beds sectioned off by curtains that hung from the ceiling.

On the first bed to the left lay a girl with black hair splayed haphazardly on the pillow beneath her head. I recognized her as one of the mean mer girls from the party a few weeks ago, but she looked so much paler, her cheeks sunken rather than full and rosy. Her brows were pinched with some inner struggle I couldn’t fathom.

When I saw the teeth-mark scars on her neck, I faltered. Memories of Julian from the other night invaded my mind, warming me all over. His cool mouth spread over my neck, the sharp sting of his teeth coupled with the caress of his tongue as he sucked, and the way he’d ground his hips between my legs—fuck!

I cleared my throat to stifle the lust that was sparking anew and made my way to the bedside table. Reaching into my bag, I pulled out the grimoire and set it on the table, opening it to the page I had bookmarked with the spell we needed.

“Do we need to light candles or anything?” Caesar asked as I scanned the words to refresh my memory.

I glanced sideways at him. “Please. Candles are for amateurs.”

He frowned, then shrugged and stepped back to give me room to work. I appreciated that. I couldn’t be burdened by my resentment toward him while performing the spell. It wouldn’t work if my focus wasn’t trained on healing this girl.

So I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, in and out, imagining I was exhaling these negative feelings. I had to remember why I was here. It wasn’t to argue with Caesar and let him know how much he’d hurt me. I’d come here to heal a broken mind that might contain clues necessary for Arya’s safety.

That realization gave me the resignation I needed to let go of my issues with Caesar and any doubts I had of my own abilities, emptying my mind of everything but determined compassion.

When I was finally ready, I turned to the unconscious girl beside me and placed my hands on either side of her head.

“Ka em khenert tep,” I said, willing healing magic to flow from my heart, down my arms into the troubled mind in my hands. “Nehep en aha seneb.”

I could feel the magic doing its job, working through the mental blocks imprisoning her mind from the damage to her skull. But it wasn’t enough yet.

I repeated the spell once more, pushing more magic through my body into hers. Little by little, the dark shroud around her mind was withering away, disintegrating into oblivion.

Finally, her body would take no more of my magic. I opened my mouth to tell him it was done, but the clicking sound of the door being unlocked made me snap my head in that direction.

Caesar wore the same look of panic on his handsome face, and before I knew what was happening, he grabbed my arm and yanked me behind a curtain and onto the bed it concealed.

The curtain had barely settled when the door opened and light footsteps carried toward us. I bit down on my lips and froze, my body pressed so tight against Caesar’s behind me that my hips ached with the tension.

The footsteps passed us across the room, and I suddenly realized I’d left the grimoire on the table. What if whoever came here took it? I could not lose that book! If our intruder made any sounds that suggested they were taking it, not even Caesar would be able to stop me from blowing our cover.

“Now, where did I put my…” mumbled a soft female voice, and I assumed she must have been the lead healer Caesar had sent away for a break. So much for that.

“Ah, there’s my phone!” the woman exclaimed, followed by a shuffling sound.

Caesar and I held perfectly still as she stood there beyond the curtain, the light sound of tapping suggesting she was now scrolling on the very device she’d returned to find. Dammit, lady, you’ve got it so go!

The woman hummed to herself and then finally traipsed down the aisle of beds and closed the door.

Caesar and I didn’t exhale until we heard her footsteps disappear down the hall outside. I released all the tension in my body, collapsing onto the bed and against Caesar’s firm chest behind me.

“I never thought to make sure she had her phone before she left,” Caesar grumbled, then he looked down at me. “Do you think the spell worked?”

I swallowed. “I think so. I could feel it working away at whatever was blocking her mind, until it just stopped taking any magic. I think it’ll take a few minutes for her to rouse.”

He nodded, his chestnut eyes lingering on mine. As I looked up into his warming gaze, my body began to stiffen again for entirely different reasons.

We were pressed against each other on a small bed, his arm still wrapped around my waist, and I could feel the unmistakable bulge of his desire thickening against my ass.

“Um, Caesar…” I began, but my voice trailed off as I stared up at him.

We were in dangerous territory. I knew that I should get off the bed and distance myself asap, but my body had no desire to create any such removal from this seductive creature. His body felt so good against mine, the proof of his desire fueling my own. His arm around me felt too heavy to resist, especially when his hand flattened possessively against my stomach.

“I know I shouldn’t want you,” he murmured softly. “There are a thousand rules that say I shouldn’t. But…I’m tired of fighting it. I want you, Shea.”

Those words were like a battering ram, completely obliterating every wall I’d struggled to maintain. With unbridled passion, I grabbed his face and pulled it down to mine. Our open mouths fit together like two perfect pieces of a puzzle, and I melted at how incredible it felt to be kissing him again.

I was tired of fighting it, too. This man was made for me, shifter or not. If we weren’t meant to feed this fire, why did we burn for each other so brightly? I wanted to burn with him. I needed him to scorch me.

His hand slid heavily down my belly and between my thighs, making me whimper in pained relief as he pressed it over my aching pussy. I squirmed against his hard touch, urging him to do more with the sway of my hips as they ground back against his pelvis.

“Wait,” he said breathlessly, breaking away from my hungry mouth.

My heart fell, the certainty that he was going to end this once and for all tearing me up inside. Not now. Not when we were so close. Please, no.

“You said Letti should wake up any minute,” he said. “We should leave before she does. Come with me to my room. No one will find us there.”

My lips split into a grin so wide it hurt my face, excitement and promise swirling my need into a potent cocktail. We slipped off the bed, and I stuffed the grimoire back into my bag before following him to the door, both of us taking one last look at Letti over our shoulders. Her complexion looked much better.

“Oh, do you, er, have protection?” he asked, stopping before opening the door.

My cheeks heated. “Yeah, I’m on something. We’re good.”

Just not in the way he expected. After what had happened with Julian, so suddenly and without warning, I’d taken precautions in case something like that happened again. One of the only spells Gram had been eager to teach me as soon as I entered puberty was a contraceptive spell. I’d never used it because, well, I wasn’t that kinda girl. At least not until now, apparently.

As Caesar led me by the hand down a narrow winding stairwell to the teachers’ quarters, I was for once eager to be his dirty little secret. There was something darkly thrilling about sneaking around, especially in this mystical place. The fear of getting spotted by anyone we might pass by only made it more decadent.

He stopped at the first door in the hallway, fumbling with a key card to unlock the door. I bounced on my heels beside him, peering anxiously down the hall and up the stairs for any sign of oncoming passersby. Finally, he swiped the card correctly, shoving the door open and dragging me inside.

I didn’t have time to take in any of the details of his room as our lips clashed together. We tore at each other’s clothes, yanking them off with claws and teeth like rabid beasts in between sloppy, frenzied kisses.

When I was down to only my panties, he scooped me off the floor and tossed me down onto the bed. I bounced slightly off the plush comforter, giggling as he climbed on top of me. He nestled himself between my spread thighs, his weight crushing me in the most delicious way. I wanted him so powerfully that my lust for him was all I could feel, hear or see.

He jerked my panties down at the same time that I tugged at the hem of his boxers, and we flailed wildly as we kicked the last remaining barriers off our feet. Without ceremony, he plunged his cock inside me, and I moaned loudly, gripping his ass to pull him in deeper.

His thrusts were fast and hard, his breath falling hot and heavy on my neck with each groan of pleasure. I scraped my fingers across the broad expanse of his back, down his waist, loving the firmness of his muscles and the smoothness of his flesh under my fingertips. And that ass! It was chiseled perfection that I couldn’t resist squeezing as he fucked me.

Some part of me wanted to savor this, to slow it down and let it last forever. But the deeper, more overriding part of me wanted all of him immediately. After all the teasing and waiting and resisting due to what the rest of the world might think, I was done with holding back.

And apparently, so was he. He was pure carnal lust as he assaulted my body. I’d never seen a side of him that wasn’t restrained by duty or propriety, and it thrilled me to no end to see him give in to me so primally, so greedily, taking what he craved from me and giving me so much more.

“Cum, Shea,” he pleaded through a tight throat. “I—I can’t hold back much longer.”

Holy shit, why is that so hot!

Need flared in my core, pulsating through my torso and limbs and driving my pleasure ever closer to its pinnacle.

I raked my fingers up his spine and neck to pull his head down so his ear was next to my mouth and demanded, “Then don’t hold back. Give it all to me.”

“Oh God, Shea!” he grunted, gripping my ass with one hand to fuck me even more mercilessly.

With one final slam of his hips, his cock sank into my deepest spot, colliding with my center and pushing my pleasure over the edge. Bliss exploded within me, my inner muscles convulsing around his cock as he spilled into me. We moaned against each other’s ears, our sounds a song of satisfaction we chorused in harmony.

And when the waves of ecstasy subsided, he collapsed on top of me, panting as he placed kisses along my neck and jaw. I didn’t care that his weight was making it hard for me to catch my breath, or that our sweat was a thick film between our hot, spent bodies. I was exactly where I wanted to be, and no matter what happened after this, I knew he was mine.

Caesar, the powerful gryphon and leader of the shifter school, was mine.

“Do you think we should—” I began to ask but got interrupted by the loud shriek of Caesar’s phone ringing on the floor.

We both groaned at the sound that meant the end of our time together.

“Every time,” I complained, pressing my forehead against his in bittersweet resignation.

“Hold that thought,” he said, pecking my lips one last time before climbing off me and searching through his discarded garments for his phone.

He picked it up, frowning at the screen before accepting the call and pressing the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

I propped myself on my elbows to look at him, waiting as he listened in hopes that it was unimportant. But the fear that widened his eyes said the opposite.

“Omigod,” he gasped. “I’ll be right there.”

He hung up the phone and began tossing my clothes at me before hurriedly pulling on his own. “Arya and her friends were attacked by vampires.”

“What?!” I shrieked, now just as rushed to get dressed as he was.

“They didn’t make it back before curfew and got ambushed in an alley near the subway entrance,” he said, rifling with his belt buckle at his waist.

“Holy shit, is she okay?” I asked, panic and dread flooding through my veins like liquid fire.

“She is, but Tobias is badly wounded.” He shoved his foot into one of his shoes. “We have to get to them immediately.”

Sloppily dressed and jittery with anxiety, we both rushed out the door, no longer caring who might see us or what they’d think. Arya needed us. Nothing else mattered.
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Chapter 38
Caesar

My breath steamed in the cold evening air as Shea and I raced down the alley. But the outside temperature wasn’t what chilled me to the bone.

I bent over Tobias Dracul, whose body was lacerated in hundreds of places, wearing nothing but his smart clothing, which also bore countless holes. The dragon prince was moving with a wounded slowness in a pool of his own blood.

“Damn, what did they do to you?”

Tobias groaned, as if attempting to respond. But his eyes were closed. I knew the boy didn’t have much time left.

“We have to get him back to the Dome,” I said, setting my jaw as I tried to think of the best way to transport Tobias.

“Arya, omigod, are you okay?” Shea squealed as she threw her arms around her best friend.

“I’m fine, but Tobias…” Arya said, beginning to weep.

Something small shimmered dark silver in the moonlight from the pool of blood to Tobias’s right. I reached into the goop to pick it up.

“Lead.” Looking around, I saw several more identical pieces scattered throughout the alley floor. “Lead pellets. Dozens of them.”

The realization of what that meant made me lightheaded. All the little lacerations on Tobias’s body weren’t cuts at all. They were wounds where lead pellets had struck him.

I raked my hands through my hair, not caring they were covered in the boy’s blood. “We’ve got to get him to Maya right away. If his body is full of lead, he won’t live much longer.”

Nearby, Arya continued to weep bitterly, pulling my attention from the dragon prince. Shea was still holding her, running a soothing hand down the back of her hair. Ashlyn Summers was close by with Nikolai Candida keeping a comforting arm around her. Niko and Ashlyn were in their smart clothing, showing that they’d shifted to face the vampires in battle as well.

“Are you three hurt?” I asked, knowing just by their postures that Tobias had suffered the worst from the fight.

Arya didn’t respond—likely couldn’t. Her eyes were trained on Tobias as she cried.

“He saved my life,” Niko said distantly. I’d been in enough fights to understand how easy it was to relive violent memories. The distant look in the boy’s eyes disappeared and he looked up at me. “Tobias dove in front of me when they shot their cannons. He shielded me.”

“Once we get back to the Dome, I’ll get reports from each of you,” I said. “But we can’t linger. The vampires could return at any moment.”

My spine tingled, that very real possibility making every shadowy corner a hostile threat that I refused to turn my back to for too long.

“Shea, get the girls back to the Dome as fast as you can,” I ordered. “Niko, I’ll need your help to carry Tobias.” The dragon prince was too close to my size for me to carry him alone, and attempting to do so would only hurt him more.

Shea nodded without complaint, taking both girls by the wrist and rushing them out onto the street and toward the subway entrance. Niko and Ashlyn stared longingly at each other until Ashlyn was out of sight, then the boy came to my side to help me with his friend.

I tucked my hands under Tobias’s back, gesturing with a nod of my chin for Niko to take his feet. “I’m sorry, kid, but this is probably going to hurt.”

Angling Tobias's back upward, I scooped my hands under his arms. Tobias groaned at the movement, and his head lolled backward, the whites of his eyes showing before they closed.

Niko grabbed onto Tobias’s battered legs.

“On three,” I said, my heart pounding.

Moving an injured person could be extremely dangerous, depending on what kind of wounds had been inflicted. I hoped we weren’t causing any more damage—at least nothing irreparable—but we didn’t have any other choice.

“One… two… three!”

Together, we hoisted Tobias up off the ground. I had anticipated the boy’s weight—Tobias was six feet tall and quite muscular from the different exercises and defense training sessions his father had put him through since he was a child. But still, my muscles shook from the effort. Niko said nothing, but the strain on his grieving face told me his struggle was worse.

It seemed to take hours to carry him across the road and down the stairs to the secret janitorial door. The task would’ve been impossible if we’d been any farther from the subway. It was only after we got onto the secret platform that I was able to breathe a little easier.

We set Tobias onto the ground while we waited for the train to return, and I sent an emergency text to Celeste requesting a gurney and medical assistance because I sincerely doubted my ability to carry the massive teenager any further.

***

We made it back to the Dome without incident, but the subway ride seemed to take forever, and Tobias was unresponsive the entire way.

My back and arms flared with exhaustion from carrying him—we didn’t have anywhere appropriate to set him during the train ride, and I didn’t want to risk the strain of lifting him again, both for Tobias’s sake and my own. So Niko and I held him across our laps.

I had no words of comfort to offer my grieving assistant. I had lost many friends in battle against the vampires over the years. I knew that no words could make the loss any better. And though Tobias still breathed, I was not about to reassure Niko that his friend would be fine because I had no idea if it was true.

The bullets in Tobias’s body were poisoning him from the inside out. Dragons were—for lack of a better word—allergic to lead. It burned them on contact. I could only imagine the searing pain he was in. Maya was an excellent healer, but she couldn’t work her magic until every last pellet was removed, and I doubted the boy would live long enough for that.

Finally, the train stopped at the other end of the tunnel. I gritted my teeth and kept my fists clenched as we made our way to the school’s entrance.

Thankfully, Celeste was waiting for us with a wheeled bed from the hospital wing with Arya, Ashlyn, and Shea impatiently hovering by her side. The worry on Celeste’s face turned to shock as we came into view.

“Is that the Dracul boy?” she gasped. “What happened to him?”

“We’ll find out the details soon enough,” I replied quickly. “Hurry, Niko. Up and onto the gurney on three.”

I counted off again, and we gently raised Tobias onto the bed.

“Celeste, please keep wandering eyes away,” I said. “We’ll take him from here.”

Celeste nodded, disappearing down the hall to do as I requested. I knew that the assignment I gave her was a tough one, but I wanted to limit Tobias’s visibility to the other students. We needed to find out exactly what happened before the rumor mill took over.

Taking hold of the rail, I pushed the gurney in the direction of the infirmary, making sure that the other students followed. Shea trailed us, and rules be damned, I couldn’t ask her to leave. Her presence here now had nothing to do with her and me, and everything to do with her best friend needing her support. If anyone had a problem with that, they’d answer to me.

As we approached the infirmary door, my watch buzzed as an emergency message blasted from it.

“Attention students: Tonight’s curfew requires everyone to go back to their respective common rooms and dorms for the remainder of the evening. Any students caught outside of their assigned wings will undergo daily sim room detention for the rest of the year.”

“Thank you, Celeste,” I whispered.

A mao student was walking out, holding an ice pack against her head. It fell from her hand and she gasped as she saw Tobias’s gruesome form.

“Out of the way, child!” I barked. My urgency and anxiety removed any filter I’d kept on as director of the school, but I didn’t have time to regret my exclamation.

Fortunately, the girl did move away, but she rubber-necked until we burst into the infirmary.

“Good gracious, what happened?!” Maya asked, her mouth agape in horror.

“Another vampire attack,” I informed, panting from the exertion. “Tobias needs your aid thirty minutes ago.”

“Right,” Maya replied, pushing her ever-falling glasses higher on her nose. “Put him right here.”

I pushed the gurney to an open part of the infirmary where curtains had been parted across from the still slumbering Letti—the exact spot where Shea and I had been earlier. That was the bed Celeste had chosen. I didn’t have time to consider the irony of that, or to dwell on the sinful memories of what Shea and I had done in my room after.

“Multiple lead pellets are embedded in his body,” I said, getting out of Maya’s way so she could see to Tobias. “Worst of all, he’s lost a lot of blood.”

Maya shook her head, feeling at Tobias’s neck. “We’ve got to get both under control. His pulse is weak. His chest is barely rising.” Maya tapped the display screen attached to the bed and began to work.

I heard sobbing coming from behind me, and I turned to look at my four charges. Arya, Ashlyn and especially Niko from the looks of it, needed medical attention as well.

“Do you have any well-trained students who can assist with the others who were present during the attack?” I asked Maya, not wanting to disturb her but also not wanting to neglect the needs of my other students.

“Yes, get on my phone and send an S.O.S. to my mentorship group,” she instructed over her shoulder without looking up as she dropped one of the pellets onto a metal dish beside her. “They will know to come right away.”

I did as she said, easily finding the chat group she mentioned and sending the message. In only a few short minutes, a handful of harpies came running in dressed in scrubs and ready to help.

One by one, they attended to the three wounded students.

“You, again?” Arya balked at the male harpy who approached her. Ajax, I think. “Um, actually, I’m fine.”

The boy frowned at her. “But I’m supposed to give you a check up—”

“Nope, really. I don’t need the help,” Arya insisted.

“It’s okay, Ajax, I’ll look her over,” offered Una, one of the higher level harpy girls.

Ajax’s frown deepened as he realized he wasn’t needed with three of them and turned to aid Maya with Tobias instead.

“Thank you,” I heard Arya whisper to Una.

What the hell was that about?

The extra harpies joined in aiding Maya as well, and with everyone preoccupied, I stole to the corner of the room where Shea was hovering.

“Thank you for being here,” I whispered. “Arya will need all the support she can get, so you are welcome to stay here with her tonight.”

A look of surprise crossed her eyes before that familiar sass that so tempted me took over. “I’m sure Celeste will love that idea. When I showed up with Arya and Ashlyn, I thought I would burst into flames from her hateful stare before they vouched for me.”

I nodded. “I’ll make her understand. I’ll try to make everyone understand.”

I gave her a meaningful look, hoping she understood what I was truly saying. I didn’t know how to make this work, but I did feel deep inside that Shea belonged here. I’d find a way to make my colleagues see the benefit in forming a union with witches. Even though I realized that Shea becoming my student would mean the end of whatever was happening between us.

I waited around until Arya, Ashlyn and Niko had been cleared by their attendants to leave the infirmary. Arya and Ashlyn had only sustained a few cuts and bruises, but one of Niko’s ribs had fractured, which only made his silent compliance in carrying Tobias so much more impressive. That was the way of dragon males, though, to suffer in silence and push their limits.

That was the reason Tobias was in his current ill-fated state.

“Niko, would you escort Ashlyn and Shea back to the avian common room?” I asked. “I’m going to get Arya’s statement first, and then each of yours in turn.”

Now healed, Niko nodded and ushered the two girls out of the infirmary. Shea waved a sad goodbye at me before leaving the doorway, taking my heart with her.

I placed a hand on Maya’s shoulder. “Keep me apprised, will you? I know you will do your best for him.”

Maya nodded, too invested in her work to give me any further acknowledgement.

I turned to Arya. Her hair was askew and her eyes red. I approached her, and her bloodshot gaze met mine.

“I’m so sorry,” she mumbled through quivering lips. “I’m so sorry, I’m so sorry.”

I brought her into a fatherly embrace, and she rested her tear-stained face on my shoulder. “Hey, you have nothing to be sorry about, Arya.”

“We tried to get back before curfew, but there was traffic, and the subway was blocked off.” Arya’s words were rapid and hard to understand.

“It was a coordinated attack,” I said. “I have no doubt about that. But like I said, it wasn’t your fault. You should not be apologizing.”

I swallowed, realizing I could no longer keep things hidden from her. Keeping her in the dark was no longer serving her best interest. “There are a few things I’ve been meaning to tell you. And you deserve to know them. Let’s go to my office.”

She nodded and wiped her nose with the back of her hand, letting me guide her out of the room and down the hall.

Once inside my office, I locked the door to make sure we wouldn’t be disturbed and sat at my desk, gesturing to her with a wave to sit on the opposite side. I took in a deep breath to brace myself for the conversation we were about to have.

“Last time you came to my office, after the attack on Letti, I wanted to explain why that attack happened, but I was afraid of how you would react. But after tonight, you need to know: the vampires are hunting you.”

Her jaw stiffened, but somehow she didn’t seem surprised. The sadness on her face framed a deep fear I understood all too well.

“Why me? I’m a useless mermaid.”

I shook my head. “You are much, much more than that. Which brings me to the other bit of knowledge I feel like I must confess to you.”

She rubbed at her nose, swollen eyes looking at me while she waited for me to continue.

“What I’m about to tell you is extremely confidential, Arya. I implore you to not disclose such information to anybody else. Not even your closest friends.”

She nodded, an eagerness stirring in her countenance.

“Celeste is the greatest seer in the known world. Her clairvoyance goes beyond the skill of any other mermaid that I know. Years ago, she received a prophecy about a stray mermaid. This prophecy states that a stray mermaid would be a siren, and would be the one to bring an end to Hadrian and his group of vampires.”

She stiffened at my words, her eyes widening.

“Siren?” she whispered.

I looked at her in confusion. Out of that entire declaration of the prophecy, she had pulled the word siren out of it?

“Yes. I believe that siren is you.”

Relief spilled through me at finally telling her the truth, as if a great weight had been taken from my shoulders.

“That’s what he called me,” she murmured.

Again, I gave her a confused look. “Somebody called you a siren?”

She nodded quickly, looking down at her feet. Anxiety replaced my short-lived relief.

“Who? Who called you a siren?”

“Hadrian did,” she said softly, bringing her gaze back to mine.

I licked my dry lips as she said the vampire’s name.

“Hadrian was involved in the attack tonight?” I asked. “And he called you a siren?”

She stiffened again. “Something happened… During the fight. Something weird happened with my voice.”

My heartbeat increased. “Tell me.”

“It’s hard to explain,” Arya said, her fingers picking at the edge of the arm of her chair. “Ashlyn was in trouble. A vampire had her. And I told the vampire holding her to leave her alone.” Her eyes distanced as she recalled the memory. “My voice was different, though. It was still mine, but it was a deeper, fluid sound. Almost like I was singing, even though I wasn’t.”

She was a siren! The siren! My eyes widened, and my mouth opened ever so slightly as she spoke.

“And the vampire holding onto Ashlyn went quiet and still, like I hypnotized her or something. That’s when Ashlyn escaped. There must have been some kind of magic in my voice to make her freeze like that.”

“You’re the siren,” I said as I stared at her with increasing awe. “I have always believed, but now I know it.”

“But if I’m this siren from the prophecy you’ve talked about, that means I’m supposed to kill Hadrian, right?”

I nodded, not knowing how else to directly answer her question. That was a heavy weight for anybody to bear. I’d failed in killing Hadrian seven years ago. And now that task was on Arya's shoulders.

“And how am I supposed to do that?”

I straightened my back. This question I knew the answer to.

“We train you.”

Arya’s brows furrowed. “Like what I’m already learning?”

“Yes, but more so. It’s now imperative that you learn how to fight. Hadrian knows who you are, and he will stop at nothing to find you. What his desired purposes are with you, I don’t know. But we must not let him find you. At least not until you are confident in your abilities to stand against him.”

She shifted uncomfortably, looking down solemnly. “I don’t know how to fight. I tried, but I wasn’t strong enough.”

I leaned forward. “I will personally see to one-on-one defensive training with you, starting tomorrow. And in your next Defense class, you must spar. You can no longer afford to watch the others from the sidelines.”

I hoped my offer to instruct her would help alleviate her fear and anxiety. I’d never offered such training to any other student, but Arya was the most important person in the Dome. I’d make her the best she could possibly be.

“I hope I can become the shifter you believe me to be,” she said, doubt wrinkling her forehead.

“You will. I have no doubt about that.”

She chewed her lip, quiet for a moment as I watched unknown troubles cross her expression.

“I know this is hard, but would you be able to give me your summary of what happened?” I asked. “Any details, no matter how insignificant, could help us in learning their strategies and intentions.”

She nodded and began to recount the events that took place. I listened and took notes, all the while buzzing on the bittersweet revelation that she really was who I always hoped. And I no longer believed it was just coincidence that her best friend was a witch who drew me irresistibly. Shea just might be able to help in this war. And under my tutelage, Arya was going to become great.

The battle against the vampire had been a long one, spanning hundreds of years and tens of thousands of lives. But I finally saw an end to it. We finally had hope.
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Chapter 39
Arya

I sat next to Tobias’s bed in the hospital wing, holding his warm yet unresponsive hand in mine.

The harpies had gotten all the lead pellets out of his body, and in their place were square-inch gauze bandages over the slowly healing skin. His chest, which was bare and uncovered by the not-long-enough linen sheet, was scattered with them.

Ms. Heather said he was going to be alright. The lead in his system would make for slow healing, as lead was the one substance that weakened dragons most, but once it worked its way out, he would be okay.

I hated seeing him like this. Tobias had always been an image of strength to me, seeming almost untouchable—on a number of levels. Now he was vulnerable, in pain. And it was all my fault.

Like a glutton, I replayed our kiss again and again. I could almost still feel the heat of his lips on mine. It figured that he would only finally open up to me when he was on death’s door.

“You had better be alright, Tobias,” I whispered. “You can’t just kiss me like that and then abandon me.” Although, that would be a very Tobias thing to do.

“Arya?” Letti’s voice sounded from the next bed. But it wasn’t the feverish call of the last few days. It was a question. Was Letti awake?

I turned in the mermaid’s direction, and she was looking at me through heavy eyelids—actually looking at me!

The only way to describe the feeling that exploded in my chest was like a sudden eruption of fireworks made of relief, surprise, and joy. I never thought I’d be so happy to see my schoolyard rival looking at me again, even if her eyes were darkened and bloodshot.

In my excitement, I rushed to Letti’s side, wiping away fresh happy tears. “I’m here.”

Letti struggled to sit up, then grabbed my hand. “You have to listen to me. Don’t go outside. Don’t leave the Dome.”

“It’s okay, Letti,” I said in a soothing tone. “I already know the vampires are after me. They tried to grab me last night, but we got away.”

A series of emotions played through her eyes as they darted back and forth, then they came back up to me. “We?”

I gestured to Tobias in the bed across the room.

“Omigod, what happened?” Letti gasped.

“We were out after sunset and the vampires cornered us. We only got away because Ashlyn transformed and pretty much set them all on fire.”

Letti considered that for a moment, then pursed her lips in a decidedly catty expression. “Oh, so the fire-jinx is good for something.”

I frowned. Only Letti could still be nasty after waking up from a trauma-induced coma. “Never mind that. What happened to you?”

She cast her eyes down, and they were distant, unseeing. “My flight back from Thanksgiving break got delayed, so it was late at night by the time I was getting to the subway entrance. A group of guys came up to me, and one of them said, ‘Hello, Arya.’ I didn’t understand. Why did they think I was you? I’m so much hotter.”

I couldn’t not roll my eyes at that statement, and I never thought I’d be so happy to make that gesture again.

“But as they came closer, that same guy said, ‘Wait, you’re not Arya. Is this some kind of trick?’ I told him I didn’t know what he was talking about. He got angry, and the three guys he’d brought with him attacked me. I didn’t realize they were vampires until they were biting me, and by then it was too late to try to escape.”

She stopped talking, and her face puckered up in remembered pain. A tear plopped as it landed on the sheet over her lap.

“It was a nightmare, Arya,” she continued in a small voice. “They didn’t just drink from me, they… they…”

My eyes flitted to the bite scar on her neck. And when she raised her hand to tuck her hair behind her ear, I saw another on her inner arm. Horror struck me as I realized she must have more all over her body that were covered by the sheet, and I winced.

“It’s okay, you don’t have to talk about it,” I said, laying a comforting hand on her shoulder. “It’s over now. You’re safe.”

Letti’s face flicked in my direction. “But you’re not. They weren’t looking for me, they were looking for you. If that’s what they did to me, I can’t even imagine what they would do to you if they got you. And you can’t even use your mermaid abilities to defend to yourself.”

The comment hadn’t been meant to offend—surprisingly—but the confirmation of just how useless I was hurt.

“They left me for dead on the outer platform. But I knew I had to get back here, to warn you somehow. I crawled to open the secret door and dragged myself into the secret platform. And that’s all I remember.”

I was lost for words, my brows twitching in uncertainty. I was truly touched by how much my supposed nemesis cared about me, after basically trying to kill me only two weeks ago. And I was relieved that Letti didn’t hate me for being the cause of her near-death experience. Even I would’ve held a grudge if I’d been beaten in the name of someone else.

“Why don’t you get some rest?” I said, patting Letti’s hand. “I’ll have the harpies bring you some food.”

I made to stand up, but she grabbed my wrist.

“Wait,” she said. “Please be careful. Don’t let them get you.”

My heart panged with a strange emotion I didn’t yet understand, but I forced a smile. “Everything is going to be fine. I promise.”

Letti slowly released me, and I left the room to find Ms. Heather, to let them know Letti had woken.

But as I walked away, I worried I’d made a promise I couldn’t keep.

***

I was so nervous about my imminent sparring session in Defense class on Monday that my whole body seemed to buzz with electricity as I stepped onto the mat inside the gymnasium. The nervous energy both amped me up and made me fear I would shatter like a mirror at the slightest touch.

After the run-in with the vampires, I was even more determined to learn how to handle myself in a fight, and not just for my own safety. Poor, wonderful Tobias was laid up in the hospital wing at that very moment because of my uselessness. He almost died trying to protect me. In fact, we all might’ve died if it hadn’t been for Ashlyn’s explosive fire scaring the vampires away.

I would never allow a friend to suffer because of me again. Hadrian would keep coming for me. I had to make sure I was ready.

After visiting Tobias and Letti in the hospital wing Friday afternoon, I’d spent the rest of my weekend training with Caesar morning and night. We had run more drills over and over again in the last three days than I could recall. It had been the longest, most intense physical exercise of my life. My limbs were practically jelly at this point.

Now I had to spar with someone in front of the whole class. My heart was fluttering like a coked-out hummingbird in my chest. Every crevice I had was sweating like a swamp, stealing the moisture from my mouth and leaving it a barren wasteland. And my nerves were sizzling so frantically, I could hardly remember anything Caesar had taught me. It was all just one big exhausted blur in my head.

There wasn’t a snowball’s chance in Hell that I was ready, but I had no choice but to be strong, and to try my best. For Tobias. For Niko and Ashlyn.

For everyone.

Every pair of eyes was on me, and I could tell that half of them were confused as to why such a fresh student had been called up to spar, and the other half—mer, mostly—were hoping to watch me get my ass kicked. I scanned over all their faces, wondering who Caesar was going to pair me with.

“Cora,” Caesar called loudly. “Would you please join Arya on the mat and demonstrate your skills to the class?”

My eyes begrudgingly closed without my permission. Why did it have to be her?!

Cora’s perfect blonde hair rose up from the sea of heads, and she emerged onto the mat.

“Gladly.” Her eyes practically glowed as they locked and narrowed on me with spiteful glee.

I flashed stunned, insulted eyes at Caesar. How could he pair me off with the one person who hated me most? And for my first real fight? What the hell was he thinking?

All he did in response was give me a single, almost imperceptible nod.

I exhaled my frustration and apprehension and adopted a defensive stance as Cora came close.

“I’m going to destroy you, little muckmaid,” Cora hissed.

Then she spun around and kicked my legs out from under me. Fresh anger flooded me as my back slammed onto the mat. I was mostly angry at myself for letting Cora get the jump on me like that, and I vowed that it wouldn’t happen a second time.

Getting to my knees, I dove at Cora, barreling into her abdomen and knocking her over like a cut-down tree. Once I had her on the mat, I climbed on top of her, trying to get the upper hand.

Cora was just as swift on the ground as she was standing up, and she rolled so that she was on top. I tried to slip out, but Cora had me trapped under her impressively heavy legs. Cora inched up to sit on my chest, then threw a punch right into my face.

The impact stupefied me for an earth-rocking instant. I had never been punched in the face before, and the pain to both my face and my pride was hard to ignore. When the second punch landed, all I could think to do was turtle up behind my shielding arms.

In all the sparring sessions I’d watched in class, the fighters never went this hard at each other. I didn’t know why I didn’t expect Cora to fight as cut-throat as possible.

Why did Caesar set this up? Didn’t he know Cora would mutilate me? Shouldn’t he be stopping this?

The punches kept coming, harder and faster. My forearms were screaming with pain as I hugged my own head. I struggled to focus, my mind rewinding over everything I’d learned, trying to remember anything I could use to get out of this. I couldn’t do anything with my hands. If I moved my arms, Cora would have full access to my face, and I was too afraid of the pain to risk it.

But my legs were completely free.

Using Cora’s weight on my chest as leverage, I swung my legs upward with all my strength and wrapped them around Cora’s neck, then I pulled them down as hard as I could, slamming Cora backward into the mat.

Once Cora was on her back, I wasted no time in shoving her legs off me and getting to my feet.

Cora didn’t stay down for long, and was standing up almost as soon as I was.

“Nice move,” Cora taunted. “But I don’t need to even touch you to beat you.” She pulled a vial out of her back pocket and opened it.

Before I could guess what the fuck Cora was doing, water shot out of the vial and pelted my chest like a bullet.

“Ow! What the—?”

I looked down at the spot on my chest that stung sharply. My shirt was dry, but I knew I had seen water come out of that vial. Where had the water gone?

Something flashed in the corner of my eye, and as I brought my head up to look, something cold and sharp struck my cheek with a surprising amount of force. My cheek felt wet after, and when I wiped my finger across it, the liquid was red. Whatever hit me had cut me.

“I always make sure to have some saltwater handy,” Cora said, holding up the empty vial before letting it drop to the floor. “Never know when you might need it. This is how a real mermaid fights.”

The little water bullet zoomed around me, striking me in different places again and again, stinging more and more each time it landed. The water was too small an amount to do any real damage, but it was still enough to piss me off. Cora was just toying with me.

Enough of this shit!

I lunged at Cora again, but Cora dodged me this time, and when I stumbled to the floor, the little water bullet splashed onto my face, getting into my eyes. I wiped my eyes, but the water would not wipe away. Every time I pushed at it, it pooled over my eyelids again, blinding me. The strife was making my eyes tear up, which only gave Cora more ammunition.

Cora laughed darkly and came closer. I was sure that she was going to mount me and finish me off. I was so fucking done with this. In that moment, I hated Cora more than anything. I just wanted to hurt her.

I opened my eyes to try to see through the water. There was a long fluorescent light directly above us, darkening as Cora’s head cast a shadow over me. Something clicked inside me as I looked at the blurred light, consumed with the need to hurt Cora, to stop her from inflicting any more damage.

In my rage, I could almost feel the glass tube break, and suddenly a burst of bright light slammed into Cora and sent her flying. The water spilled freely down my face just as the shattered glass of the light bulb above rained down on me. One stray shard nicked my arm, but otherwise I was unharmed by the falling light.

I stood up, ready to rip Cora apart with my bare hands if I needed to. But when I saw Cora on the floor, staring up at me with true terror in her eyes, I stopped.

The silence of the room was suddenly very loud. I looked around, realizing that Cora’s horrified expression was mirrored on the face of every other spectator.

I saw the glass shards at my feet, then looked up at the broken light on the ceiling. Did I do that?

I glanced at Caesar for some answer as to what just happened, but his eyes held only questions as they stared back at me.

“What… What are you?” Cora said, breathless.

The accusation struck me. It wasn’t that a shifter had used light manipulation in a spar—I’d seen that one other time, when an older harpy boy had been called on to spar.

No, it was the fact that a harpy power had been used by a mermaid.

Caesar cleared his throat, but his voice still came out dry and deep when he answered.

“She’s a chimera.”
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Chapter 40
Arya

How could this be possible?

Only four days ago, I’d gone from being the most useless mermaid in school—and possibly the world—to being the siren that was prophesied to kill the most dangerous vampire alive. And now, I was a chimera?

I knew what a chimera was, if only from a brief lesson about it in Shifter Biology. A chimera was someone who was a mix of two or more shifter species, and such a thing was so rare that it was almost a myth. It was a large part of the reason for different shifter species not to mate, because chimeras were unpredictable—dangerous.

How could I be one of those creatures? As if being a siren wasn’t rare enough!

I hadn’t stuck around Defense class after the accidental discovery. I needed time to process, and Caesar had respected that and let me leave before anyone else—probably so the other students wouldn’t rise up and lynch me on the spot.

I ran to Ashlyn’s room, closed the door, and curled up on the bed, trying not to have a nervous breakdown.

It was just too much. What did this mean? I didn’t even know how I’d accessed what was supposed to be a harpy ability. I’d just been so overwhelmed with hatred for Cora, and I knew there was no way I could fend her off with my own meager mermaid powers. Something inside me just took over.

Did this mean that my dad was a harpy?

That thought stopped my anxiety in its tracks, and suddenly hope sparked. Maybe this wasn’t a bad thing. Maybe this could lead to clues as to who my father was. If he was still out there somewhere, I could find him and maybe have somewhat of a family again.

If he even wanted anything to do with me.

A gentle knock at the door startled me out of my ruminations.

“I’m not here,” I called at the door with a tone of irritation that I hoped masked my fear.

“It’s me,” Kendall’s voice said on the other side.

I rolled my eyes. Where was he when Cora kicked me out? Or after I got attacked by vampires? He had been MIA ever since the Letti incident, and now he wanted to talk? His timing couldn’t be worse.

“Still not here,” I hollered.

Kendall opened the door anyway and came in. I huffed and glared at him, regretting that I’d been too distraught to lock the door.

“I know you probably don’t want to talk about what just happened in Defense, but I have something hugely important to tell you. It’s about your father.”

All my walls disintegrated. I was now very interested in whatever he had to say. I leaned forward on the bed, my tone much softer when I said, “Okay, what is it?”

“Not here. There’s something I need to show you. I’ll explain on the way. Come on.” He waved toward the door, beckoning me to follow.

My curiosity was on high alert, a burning need inside my chest. I swiftly followed Kendall out of the avian wing and through the hallways.

“Alright, spill,” I whispered urgently. “What do you know about my father?”

“You know that I’m a seer,” he began instead. “We’ve talked about it before.”

I shrugged and nodded brusquely, eager to know what this had to do with my dad.

“Well, ever since I was a boy, I’ve had horrible visions about the future,” he went on as he led me through the Grand Hall at a brisk pace. “A battle between shifters and vampires. Our kind dying everywhere. I’ve tried and tried to focus my gift so that I can find a way to stop it from happening, but every time I have the vision, it’s always the same. I’m starting to wonder if maybe the purpose of these visions isn’t to prevent them, but maybe just to save myself…and those I care about.”

I listened to him with growing concern, not missing the fact that he was clearly leading me toward the exit of the Dome.

“Er, Kendall, I don’t quite understand what we’re talking about here,” I said, slowing my pace.

“There’s something else I’ve always seen in my visions,” he continued.

He slowed a little, not enough to walk beside me, but not going so fast as to lose me, either.

“A beautiful girl with thick black hair. I never knew who she was or how she would impact my future, I only knew the feeling I got when I would see her. This girl was vastly important.

“When I first saw Letti a few years ago, I could’ve sworn she was the girl. She looked younger, of course, but visions aren’t always clear. I couldn’t know exactly when or at what age I would meet this girl. So I did everything I could to win her heart, waiting for the day that our purpose would become clear.

“But it never did. The more I got to know her…the less I liked the person she was. I kept thinking, ‘Were my visions wrong? How could this girl ever be someone worth loving as much as I did in my visions?’ And then one day, you came along, and I realized I had chosen the wrong girl.

“Don’t you see, Arya? You’re the girl I’ve been waiting for.”

He looked at me without slowing down and smiled that same charming, sweet smile. But I didn’t feel the same warmth as before. I only felt a gripping sense that something was wrong.

That I needed to get away.

And we were coming very close to the door leading to the subway platform.

I stopped walking.

“That’s very sweet, Kendall,” I said, trying to be as delicate as I could. “But, uh, didn’t you say you had to tell me something about my dad?”

“Yes, I was getting to that.” He stopped, too, and came to stand within inches of me, gently taking my hands in his.

As much as I had appreciated being so intimate with him in the past, right now such proximity was alarmingly unnerving.

“Your mother, her name was Zaia, wasn’t it?”

Bells rang in my head. I had never told Kendall that detail before. In fact, I hadn’t told anyone at school my mom’s name.

“How did you know that?” I couldn’t keep the suspicion from seeping into my words.

“I knew it!” he practically shouted. “It all makes sense now.”

I extracted my hands and took a slow step back, using my peripheral vision to take stock of my surroundings.

“What does?” I asked, hoping to keep him distracted.

“You and I have been connected from the start. Before we were even born!”

He had a wild, excited look on his face, and I was more than a little scared of what he might do. He was talking crazy. He closed the distance between us and grabbed my upper arms. I stiffened, my eyes wide as I stared with growing anxiety at him.

“Arya, eighteen years ago, my mother befriended a fresh-out-of-water mermaid named Zaia. Soon after they met, Zaia told her she had fallen for a vampire who wanted to use her blood to create potential hybrids—shifters that could be turned into vampires! That vampire was Hadrian. He was attempting to fuse different shifter DNA together in order to come up with a shifter that was strong enough to be turned into a vampire. He told her that it was so our two races could one day live in peace and stop fighting. The great unification, or something. My mother warned her against him, but Zaia didn’t listen. She agreed to help Hadrian with his experiments.”

I listened as he held me in place, unable to marry this version of my mother with the one I knew. It had to be a lie, or a mistake. Kendall had it wrong.

“One day, Zaia turned up pregnant,” Kendall went on. “She said it was Hadrian’s baby, and that it tested positive for multiple strands of shifter DNA. Zaia was suddenly horrified by all this, afraid of what Hadrian would do with her unborn child. Then she ran off, and my mother never saw her again. Hadrian has been searching for his lost child ever since.”

He shook me, his eyes blazing with wild obsession bordering on mania.

“Don’t you see, Arya? You’re the lost child! That’s why he wants you.”

I flushed with panic from the top of my scalp to the tips of my toes. I didn’t want to believe a word of what he’d said. My heart rejected it so passionately that I feared it might give out. But it was the only explanation that finally made sense.

It explained why my mom had been on the run all my life, always looking over her shoulder. Why we only left town during the day and why I was never allowed out after dark. Why Mom had never revealed that she and I were shifters. And the no social-media thing—that must’ve been because she was afraid Hadrian would find her there.

My hands rushed to grip both sides of my head, a futile attempt to keep my world from spinning.

Oh God, my dad was a vampire.

And not just any vampire, but the most notorious, wicked, and feared vampire in shifter history.

Any fantasies I’d had of some heartwarming father-daughter reunion with an angelic harpy crashed and drowned.

There were so many frantic thoughts bouncing around in my head that I almost forgot Kendall was standing in front of me, still holding my arms. I came back to myself, and it occurred to me that the usual guards of this area were nowhere in sight. After the vampire attacks, that wasn’t just unusual. There was something very wrong here.

I moistened my dry lips with an even drier tongue, then said very slowly, “Kendall, what are we doing at the door to the platform?”

He let go of me and took a deep breath, running a hand through his hair, bracing for what he obviously expected to be an unpleasant reaction.

“I’ve seen the future, Arya. Shifters are going to be wiped out. Vampires are going to win, and our side loses. There’s no way around it. But I know now why I’ve been seeing you for so long. You and I don’t have to die. We can save ourselves.”

“Wh—what?” I stammered, unable to believe what I was hearing.

“Hadrian wants you,” he said, looking crazier and more desperate by the second. “He won’t hurt you, not the daughter he’s been looking for for the past two decades. If I bring you to him, you and I will be safe. He’ll finally have you, and he’ll reward me for delivering you. I’ll be able to watch over you. We can be together, even as the world falls apart.”

My heart pounded a death march in my chest. I realized with staunch horror that I had no idea what Kendall was really capable of. I had to handle this situation delicately.

“You’re talking about abandoning everyone here and selling them out to the vampires?” As I spoke, I backed toward the hallway as slowly and seamlessly as I could, waiting for the right time to bolt.

“Please, don’t see it like that,” he pleaded, his brows creasing in a way that made him look sweet again. “I’ve seen their end. Everyone here is already doomed. But I know that I can save you—save us. That’s what my visions have been trying to tell me. You and I don’t have to join them in their fate.”

“What if by doing this, you’re causing your vision to come true?” I asked, drawing at one last straw to change his mind. “What if your visions are trying to warn you to take a different path?”

His jaw set and his brow smoothed. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. Choosing a different path. One day, you’ll understand.”

As fast as I could, I spun and sprinted for the hallway. But before I had gone five feet, Kendall’s arms closed around me, lifting me off the ground.

“Hel—” I began to scream, but Kendall’s hand closed firmly over my mouth, trapping all sound as his other arm held me like an iron clamp.

“I didn’t want to have to do this, but you’ve given me no choice.”

He set me down next to the wall, then turned me to face it, keeping his hand firmly over my mouth. Pressing his body against mine to cage me against the wall and free up his other hand, he lifted something out of his pocket. In my peripheral vision, I could see the glint of a syringe with clear liquid coming toward my neck.

My eyes nearly popped out of my skull, and I squealed into his tight palm, expelling all the air from my lungs in the hopes that any of it would escape between his fingers. I didn’t know what was in that syringe, but I was terrified to find out.

Despite my twisting and flailing, Kendall seemed to have me locked in an unbreakable wedge. When I felt the needle touch the skin of my neck, I closed my eyes, bracing for what was to come.

“Kendall? Arya? What’s going on here?” Celeste’s silhouette appeared at the end of the short hallway.

The brief distraction was all I needed. I pressed my knee against the wall and pushed forward with all the force my spent limbs could muster, my skull crashing into Kendall’s forehead and jarring us both.

He stumbled back, and I crashed to the cold, metallic floor. I was so rocked by the impact that I was completely cut off from the world around me for a brief eternal moment. I squeezed my head between my hands, waiting for the throbbing to stop.

Hands landed on my shoulders and I jerked away, ready to fight to the death, even if I was still too dizzy to function. But when my vision focused, it was Celeste kneeling in front of me.

“Arya, are you alright?” Celeste asked.

Slowly, the dizziness dissipated, and I did what I thought was nodding.

“Where’s Kendall?” I asked, squinting one eye and rubbing the back of my neck. There was a prick of pain where the needle had partially stuck, but I was grateful it hadn’t gone any deeper.

“He’s gone,” Celeste assured me. “He ran to the platform and jumped onto the subway as it left. What happened? None of this makes any sense.”

I eased myself into a sitting position against the wall of the entryway. “He was trying to take me to Hadrian. When I refused, he grabbed me. He was going to drug me and take me by force.”

“What?” Celeste gasped.

“Where are the guards?” I asked, gesturing to the empty space around us.

“Well, Kendall told me that he foresaw an imminent attack on the other side of the Dome,” Celeste explained, flustered and confused. “I gathered all our able-bodied personnel to the site, but there was no sign of danger. Even with my powers focused on this evening, I could sense no attack, which didn’t make any sense. So I asked everyone to stay put while I searched for Kendall to ask for more details, but...”

I shook my head, clenching my jaw. “He planned this.”

“Why?” Celeste asked, her red hair somehow looking even more fiery. “Why would he do this? Why would he take you to Hadrian?”

My chest burned with the painful knowledge I still struggled to accept.

“He said his mother knew my mother a long time ago, that my mother was Hadrian’s lover, and apparently his willing test subject. Hadrian’s not after me because he knows about the prophecy. He’s after me because I’m his daughter.”
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Chapter 41
Julian

I’d been summoned to Hadrian’s trophy room again, and I found myself stepping slowly down the staircase. I was always grateful to have some time away from Piper again, but meeting with the vampire leader wasn’t something I ever looked forward to.

I hadn’t even seen Hadrian since we’d returned from Chicago. The attack had taken place two evenings prior, and we’d retreated to Heritage Prep soon after the failed attempt to snatch Arya.

I’d had no choice but to join in the attack. Hadrian had been displeased with my inability to track Arya down, so after the attack on the other mer girl turned out to be misplaced, he’d ordered all his top members to accompany him to Chicago and wait for the real thing.

I’d tried to mislead them, but Marguerite had spotted Arya crossing a street with her friends, foiling my attempts. I’d engaged in battle with her friends, admittedly going easy on them. But I didn’t dare interfere. If my treachery had been so much as suspected, Hadrian would have slaughtered me right there.

While I only narrowly escaped the deathly fire of the phoenix girl’s inferno, it had been just the saving grace I’d prayed to the heavens for, forcing us to flee.

That whole fiasco could’ve gone so wrong. While Arya’s siren moment had been something to behold, she’d been entirely lackluster the rest of the fight. In fact, if it hadn’t been for her friends, Arya would be in Hadrian’s custody right now.

I couldn’t help but wonder how Caesar would feel if he knew I’d been part of that, and the thought caused guilt to twist in my gut.

I finally reached the Great Hall, and my boots noisily clacked against the polished stone floor.

The tall doors leading into the trophy room were wide open, like the mouth of a great beast waiting to consume me.

At last, I entered, and the doors behind me boomed shut like thunder.

“Welcome, my friend,” Hadrian said in his typical cool voice. “Please, have a seat. We have much to discuss.”

I walked toward Hadrian’s table, trying my best to avoid looking at the mounted shifter body parts plastered against the walls.

I hated these meetings. Hadrian was so casual all the time, I never knew if I was about to be reprimanded or rewarded. Perhaps Hadrian just wanted a status update on Piper as an Initiate. Finally making it to the fine wooden chair beside Hadrian, I slid into it, sitting up straight.

“I know you don’t care for blood straight from the person, so I had a cocktail of sorts made up for us to share,” Hadrian said, punching a button on the table in front of him.

A circular slat of the wood lowered and slid back into obscurity, and up spun a glass pitcher holding an enticing crimson liquid, along with two empty glasses.

“It’s a mix of six different initiates, all different races. Freshly extracted.”

“After you,” I implored, not trusting what this cocktail contained.

Hadrian smiled a toothy grin, then pointed a finger at me. “Smart boy.”

Boy? Hadrian’s passive-aggressive insult defined his arrogant elitism. I tried my best to hide my annoyance. I’m far older than you.

Grabbing one of the glasses, Hadrian poured the blood. Raising the glass to his nose, he inhaled deeply, like a professional wine taster sniffing in a competition. At last, he raised his glass and drained it.

“Exquisite,” he said, licking his lips. “A good mix. Only the best for the elite, right?”

I didn’t want to taste it. I wanted to defy elitism by knocking the glass pitcher to the ground, shattering it into a hundred pieces and spilling its contents. Hadrian was no better than any other vampire. In fact, he was the worst. The only division between vampires in my eyes were the good ones and the bad ones. And I had yet to meet any good vampires.

Not waiting for me to make a move, Hadrian filled my glass and pushed it across the table to me. I caught it with quick reflexes, a bit of the blood splashing out from the sudden stop. Obediently hiding my reluctance, I lifted it to my lips and took a sip.

I couldn’t deny the burst of flavor that tickled at my taste buds, and I took my time swallowing. Grateful I hadn’t been the one required to extract it, I pretended it was just another bag of blood.

But it was nothing compared to the ecstatic rush of orgasmal bliss that Shea’s blood had been. Though I despised myself for giving in to my bloodlust with her—and actual lust—I’d been unable to stop obsessing over that sinful moment, like a teenage boy compulsively masturbating in his locked bedroom.

The warmth of her center as I ground my need into her. The mind-fucking explosion of her blood on my tongue. The vibration of her moans as I sucked on her neck that echoed through my body even now.

Recalling that beautiful depravity made this slosh more tolerable.

“Delicious doesn’t begin to describe it,” I said, setting the glass down and looking back up at Hadrian.

The vampire leader continued to smile. “Indeed.”

I raised the glass again and took another sip. As I brought my arm back down, I circled the rim of the glass with my fingertip. “Something tells me you didn’t bring me down here just to share a drink.”

Hadrian chuckled. “Intuitive as always, Julian. You see much that many others miss.”

I saw past the compliment and heard the caution of his words.

Hadrian gulped down another glass, then leaned forward. “You froze on Thursday evening. During the fight, you barely got involved. I want to know why.”

I’d wondered if Hadrian had even noticed. He’d been so wrapped up in the capture of Arya.

I shrugged nonchalantly. “You asked me to watch our backs, just in case the shifter military showed up. And that’s precisely what I did.”

Hadrian’s upper lip raised as he nodded. “Yes, you settled for the bare minimum quite well. Which is quite unlike a vampire of your caliber.”

I laughed. “You flatter me, Hadrian. You do realize how long it’s been since I’ve been in battle, right?”

This time, Hadrian laughed. “Do you honestly expect me to believe that you’ve gotten rusty? You’re an eternal being, Julian. You can’t lose your touch. And I’ve seen what you’re capable of.”

I drank from my glass, trying to appear casual and unfazed. “It’s harder than you might think, after stepping away for as long as I have. Sure, my abilities might be as keen as they’ve always been, but the kind of mission we were on was more of a mental game than anything.”

“Mental for you,” Hadrian scoffed. “Extremely physical for the rest of us. Did you miss the fact that there were two dragon shifters involved, not to mention a phoenix?”

“They were kids, Hadrian,” I replied. “Since when do we go around hunting kids?”

“They killed Theo and Amelia,” Hadrian spat, slamming his cup down on the table. “And so many others. And when did you decide we should go easy on younger shifters? Shifters are shifters, no matter their age.”

I hated this whole situation. I hated that I was here in this fortress, surrounded by bloodlusting brutalists who couldn’t just let life go on.

“Forgive me,” I said, bowing my head and trying my best to sound sincere. “I won’t let it happen again.”

Hadrian wagged a finger at me. “You’d better not, because we have another mission. We’re going after the girl again.”

I furrowed my brow, feigning stoic curiosity.

“What’s so special about her?” I asked, swirling the blood in my glass like I hardly cared. “You said her blood was important to you, but I hardly see why she’s worth so much effort.”

Sitting back, another grin formed on the vampire leader’s face. “The girl is my daughter.”

I narrowed my eyes, unable to stifle my surprise. “What?”

Hadrian’s smile evaporated. “Did you not hear me? Arya is my daughter. I’ve been searching for her for many, many years. Months ago I found her, but the shifters got to her first.”

This was news Caesar didn’t have. What the gryphon would do if he discovered that Arya was Hadrian’s actual flesh and blood daughter. There was nobody in the world who hated Hadrian more than Caesar. And that kind of hatred could lead good people to do terrible things. Would he be so keen on the young siren if he knew the relation?

“You want a shifter to join the vampires?” I asked incredulously. “Even if she is your daughter, what makes you think she’d side with us?”

Hadrian bellowed a laugh that boomed around the room. “You of all people should know just how compelling I can make our side seem.”

There is nothing compelling about our side.

The torture I’d endured just to rejoin the vampires had been a terrible experience, full of memories mingled with falsities. Hallucinations. Was Hadrian really willing to do such a thing to his own daughter?

“Funny,” Hadrian continued. “You’ve been living in Chicago for the past fifteen years, and that also happens to be where we found Arya.”

He’s already putting pieces together. I’d have to do a better job covering myself in the future. If Hadrian knew why I really came back…

“A frightening coincidence,” I said. “Had I any idea we were in the same city limits, I would have told you.”

Hadrian snorted. “I’m sure you would’ve. Fortunately for you, I’ve made a new friend from the Dome who has validated never hearing about or seeing you before.”

“The Dome?” The nickname just spilled out of my mouth, I was so shocked to hear that Hadrian knew about it. The location of the shifter school was a secret that no vampire knew about—besides me.

Until now.

The vampire leader’s eyes shifted to the corner of the room over my right shoulder. Unable to resist following Hadrian’s line-of-sight, I turned around.

Standing sheepishly against the wall was a teenage boy with perfectly combed sandy brown hair and ocean-blue eyes.

“Julian Asher, meet Kendall Green,” Hadrian said, winding his hand backwards like a fishing reel. “Come here, Kendall, and take a seat.”

The young man walked toward us with his chest puffed out, but I could sense the fear veiled by his strong stance.

“Kendall had enough good sense to seek us out,” Hadrian said with excessive sweetness. “As you can probably guess, he’s a mer, and is quite eager to divulge certain secrets to save his own scales.”

“A traitor to his own kind?” I said, gazing at the mer with disgusted surprise.

“Oh, Julian, don’t be so dramatic,” Hadrian chided. “The boy has been through a lot, and is a very gifted seer. You see, he has seen the outcome of the age-old war between shifters and vampires. He has seen the annihilation of his own kind. And like any survivor would, he has switched to the winning side.” He smiled wickedly at Kendall. “Haven’t you, my boy?”

Kendall nodded quickly. “Yes, sir.”

“Furthermore, his need for self-preservation has loosed his lips. We know that the school resides at the bottom of Lake Michigan.”

A holographic display appeared hovering in the center of the table, zeroing in on the structure that I’d been helping to protect, though I’d never actually seen it. The vampire leader moved his hands away from each other on the holograph, zooming in on the structure.

“Within, we have the layout, including entry points that are commonly used, as well as the secret ones. We know where the dormitories are, and we even know where Arya sleeps.” He pointed at one particular area where a red light blinked.

The blue lights creating the three-dimensional image reflected in the mad eyes of Hadrian.

I had to alert Caesar about the leak of information, about Kendall’s betrayal.

“All this time, the shifters have been so close,” I said, masking my true feelings.

The display blinked out as Hadrian swiped his hand from side to side. “Under your very nose, Julian. But do not fear for your own life. Kendall has told me that the school director would never have dealings with vampires. Caesar Rex has too much of a history with us.”

With you. You murdered his family in cold blood.

I nodded. “The last of the gryphons.”

“His death is inevitable,” Hadrian said. “Delayed, perhaps, but his time is running out. I’m assembling a team to strike an attack. And as you’re a daywalker, you will be crucial to the success of that team.”

My stomach sank like an anchor in the lake. A direct assault on the school was the last thing I wanted to do, but I couldn’t afford to show any reluctance or hesitation.

I bowed my head. “I’m honored to be given a second chance.”

Hadrian jabbed a finger at me. “And this time, you can’t watch from the sidelines. You can’t freeze. If you do, drowning in hallucinogenic water will seem like a mercy.”

I nodded. “Understood.”

“Now go,” Hadrian said, sweeping his hand in the air like a broom. “There is more I wish to discuss with Kendall. But soon enough, you’ll be back here with the team I assemble, and we’ll finalize our plans to destroy the Dome and every shifter inside.”

“I look forward to it,” I lied, getting to my feet.

I looked at Kendall and saw that the eel of a boy was physically shaking, but I couldn’t feel the slightest bit of pity for this betrayer.

Resting a hand on the boy’s muscular shoulder, I said, “Welcome to the winning side.”

I moved to the massive doors, and one of them swung inward as I approached. Instead of heading to the staircase that would take me to my quarters, I took the stairs down a level to where the Initiates were located. The physical world around me was a blur—my mind couldn’t concentrate on anything but what I’d just learned.

Upon reaching the Initiates common room, I yelled, “Piper!”

The exclamation earned me the attention of the other humans in the room.

Glancing around, I couldn’t see her anywhere.

Where is that girl?

“Sir,” one of the human males in the room said. “I believe Piper went to bed for the night. But if you’re needing to feed, I offer my neck to you in her absence.”

I was barely able to hold back the things I wanted to say to the eager Initiate.

I gritted my teeth, baring my fangs as I spoke. “I need Piper. Now. Will you lead me to her quarters?”

The Initiate wilted, turning almost as pale as a vampire. “Of course. This way.”

We walked into the north hallway, which was lined with small LED lights that barely illuminated the way. We came to a fork, and I followed the human to the left. We continued until the hallway right-angled back to the north.

Three doors down and we came to a stop.

“This is it,” the Initiate said, raising a fist to knock on the door.

With superhuman speed, I caught his hand. “I’ll be the one to wake her. You go on back to the common room and…do whatever it was you were doing.”

The Initiate hesitated for a moment, which surprised me. They were always so overeager to obey.

I narrowed my eyes and released the young man’s arm. “What’s your name?”

“Adam,” the Initiate replied.

“Well, Adam, do you have trouble hearing? Or do you really want to try the patience of an upset vampire?”

“S—sorry, sir,” Adam stuttered. “It’s just that vampires usually don’t go to their Initiates’ quarters. Vampires always summon their Initiates up to their quarters.”

I ground my teeth and stared daggers at Adam. Can’t you take a hint?

Seeing my enraged state, the Initiate turned around and sped away.

I sighed heavily. This place drove me so close to losing control. I longed to be back in my apartment, sitting on the Skyes’ chair, sipping at a blood bag while holding Alice’s brooch.

Alice. It felt like an age since I’d thought about her. Her grimoire was being used again after a century, and the witch in question had me crossing boundaries I never thought I’d even toe the line of.

She looks so much like Alice.

I withdrew Alice’s brooch from my pocket and brought it up to my lips, closing my eyes and kissing it softly.

Did Alice hate me for straying from her? For wanting this young witch so desperately? And what would she think if she knew I’d drank from her?

Putting it back, I grabbed onto Piper’s doorknob and pushed the door open. The hinges squealed like a shrieking gryphon, but to my surprise, Piper didn’t budge.

She was laying on a bed mounted to the wall by two chains that angled away. There was a bunk above her, also held by chains, and two other empty beds on the opposite wall. They looked far from comfortable. At least she was alone.

“Piper,” I whispered as I drew nearer to her.

Again, she didn’t stir. I could hear her heavy breathing. I had no idea how long she’d been asleep, but it sounded deep.

Do not wake her. Find her phone. It was Alice’s voice, guiding me once more, and my heart squeezed in relief that she hadn’t abandoned me.

I looked around the room. Surely it would be close to a power outlet to charge overnight.

A nearby dresser was empty on top, and I wasn’t keen on pawing through whatever belongings were in the drawers.

I heard a digital ding chime, and I turned to see Piper stir. Sitting next to her hand on her bed was a screen, lit up from a text message.

Stepping lightly over to Piper, I reached past her slumbering form and grabbed the phone. I couldn’t help but read what it said.

Phil: Miss you. Hope your day went well.

Piper had never talked about her relationships during our assignment together, and part of me ached to tell her to step away from the track she was on. If this Phil was her boyfriend… Well, I knew firsthand what it was like to be turned by an old girlfriend.

I stashed her phone into my other pocket and walked as silently from her room as possible, cringing as the door creaked shut behind me.

Sprinting down the hall, I zipped through the common room and up the stairs, stepping out into the Great Hall.

I slowed my pace here, not wanting to draw unwanted attention from any vampires. But luck was not on my side. Marguerite happened to be sitting in one of the luxurious chairs off to the side.

“What’s the hurry, Julian?” she asked.

She wasn’t in her typical black jeans and hoodie, but in a form-fitting sleeveless dress that ran down to just above her knees. She applied an extra coat of black lipstick to her lips and stood up. She was taller, due to the dark high heels she wore. Her white-blonde hair rolled down on her shoulders, a stark contrast to the rest of her outfit.

I stopped in my tracks. She looked beautiful, and I realized I hadn’t thought that about her for a very long time. But just as soon as the thought came, I dashed it away, sticking a hand into my pocket and grasping Alice’s brooch again.

“I just need some fresh air,” I said, moving for the door again.

Quick as a flash, Marguerite appeared in front of me. The high heels did nothing to slow her down.

“Mind if I join you?” she asked, smiling at me and reaching for my free hand.

“I’m actually going to watch the sunrise,” I said, trying to move past her.

She grabbed my arm as I went by, stopping my progression again.

“I can stay with you while it’s dark,” she offered. “You look like you’ve got a lot on your mind. I’d love to help you sort it out.”

I looked into her icy blue eyes, injecting as much venom into my tone as possible. “No thank you.”

Marguerite held on for another moment, as if hoping I’d change my mind. But I stood firm.

At last, she released me, the rejection showing in her countenance.

Finally free, I ran out into the cold, wintry night, sprinting through the snow and whipping past trees. I didn’t have anywhere specific I wanted to go. I just needed to get far enough away to make an important phone call.

I ran through the mountains for what seemed like hours, but pulling Piper’s phone from my pocket, I saw that it had only been minutes.

Dropping to my knees in a foot of snow, I dialed a number I’d memorized years ago. One that I’d been told to use only in times of emergency. It was late at night, and I hoped Caesar would answer.

I held the phone to my ear, counting the rings.

One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

“Hello?”

It was the gryphon. He sounded wide awake.

“Caesar, this is Julian.”

There was a brief pause on the other end. “Julian, where have you been?”

“Through too much. But that’s not why I’m calling. Listen, trouble is coming your way.”

“It already has,” Caesar replied. “Four of our students were attacked a few nights ago.”

“That’s just the beginning,” I said, finding no reason to inform him of my involvement. “Listen, I don’t have much time. One of your shifter students… He’s betrayed the school. He’s told Hadrian everything—the location of the Dome, information about Arya.”

“Who?” Caesar asked. “Which student?”

“His name is Kendall Green,” I replied quickly. “I don’t know how long he’s been working with Hadrian, but another attack is being organized. You’re all in danger.”

“We’ll call in the military,” Caesar said. “They can monitor our borders and protect us.”

“That’s a start,” I said.

“You’ve fulfilled my request, Julian,” Caesar said. “I know going back to Hadrian was not an easy thing. If you need to escape, you should do so.”

I shook my head, even though I knew Caesar couldn’t see it. “I can’t. Not yet. There are too many moving pieces right now, and I think the best way I can help you and the rest of the shifters is by staying here and keeping you apprised.”

“If you can continue being our eyes and ears there in the heart of Hadrian’s pursuits, that would be extremely helpful,” Caesar agreed.

“And that’s what I will do, at least for now. But listen. There are a couple of other things you need to know about Hadrian and his plans. When I first arrived back at his fortress, he told me that his intention is to find a way to make vampire-shifter hybrids.”

“That’s a lost cause,” Caesar scoffed. “Our genetic makeup is incompatible with that of vampires.”

“He’s dangerously close to figuring it out,” I countered. “I don’t know the exact science, but he’s recruited some insanely brilliant geneticists. They’re on the verge of solving the puzzle.”

I waited for a response from the gryphon, but all I heard was Caesar’s heavy breathing.

“Arya,” Caesar said softly.

“About her—she’s Hadrian’s daughter.”

“Yes, that much we’ve discovered,” Caesar said. “From what Arya recalls from talking with Kendall, her mother had joined with Hadrian in an attempt to bring peace between vampires and shifters. But Hadrian only used her to give birth to Arya. We thought she was just a mermaid, but she is in fact a chimera.”

I gasped, rocked by the implications of this. “She’s a hybrid shifter?”

“Yes. And if what you’re saying is true, he’s wanting to take things a step further with her.”

A vampire chimera.

My anxiety levels spiked, giving my ancient immortal heart a run for its money. “Hadrian won’t stop until he finds her. He’ll tear down the Dome and kill anybody who gets in his way. And if he gets a hold of her, we’re all doomed.”

~ The End ~

Want to know what happens next? Continue the series with book 3, Cruel Destinies.



[1]I like the original sentence.
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