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Chapter 1
Arya

Moonlight glinted off razor-sharp fangs as a vampire materialized from the darkness of the alley and dove at me.

I swerved to the right, dodging his attempted bite. Gripping the dagger in my hand, I rammed it at the vampire’s back, aiming for his heart. But the vampire was ten times faster than I was and escaped out of sight before my blade could even get close.

I stumbled sideways, rushing to stabilize my footing so I could look around for my attacker. By the time I had squared my stance, the vampire had once again cloaked itself in shadow. I hated that trick. That was why the vampire leader Hadrian and his followers had been able to surround me and my friends the other night.

Tobias’s battered body flashed in my mind, and suddenly, the memory of that attack consumed me. The look on Hadrian’s face as he appraised me from the sidelines while his gang assaulted my friends—the blast of the cannon that had shot Tobias down. The heat of Ashlyn’s flames that ultimately saved us. The feel of Tobias’s lips on mine when he kissed me...

Reality hit me like a freight train as my assailant dove at me from behind, knocking the wind out of me as we both toppled to the ground. I rolled over as I coughed for breath, scrambling to get hold of the dagger once more to pierce the heart of the vampire that was now on top of me.

Again, I wasn’t fast enough, and the vampire clutched my neck and wrenched me off the alley floor, pinning me against the brick wall with my feet dangling.

Just like my first run in a simulation. I really hated this fucking scenario.

“Dear old Daddy won’t mind if I take a bite,” he hissed, then opened his mouth wide to plunge his teeth into my neck.

I screamed, then the vampire and the alley disappeared, and I fell like a ragdoll to the bright white floor of the Simulation Room.

The only door in the room opened, and Caesar walked in, offering his large hand. “What happened? You were doing so well, and then you just froze.”

I took his hand and pulled myself up, gritting my teeth. “I just...got distracted.”

A knowing look softened Caesar’s stern countenance. “Thinking about Tobias again?”

I gave a solemn nod. “I never stopped. And this sim isn’t helping. You designed it too similar to the alley we were in that night. It brings me back to it every time. Why can’t I fight a vampire in the desert or something?”

“Because we don’t live in the desert,” Caesar answered. “We live in the city. Chances are if you’re attacked again, it will be in an alley just like before. You need to be ready.”

I sighed and nodded again.

Caesar gave me a long look. “Let’s call it a night. We’ve been at this all afternoon, and I think you’ve earned a break. A transition, rather. Get yourself cleaned up and report to the infirmary. Now that we know you’re also part harpy, we need to begin your training in that area as well. Ms. Heather is waiting to give you your first lesson.”

Exhaustion caught up to me, making my bones feel heavy. When he’d said we should stop, I hoped that I could crash in my new bed in the avian wing. But no, just more training of a different kind.

“And you’ll be able to check on Tobias as well,” he added.

My ears perked at that. Damn Caesar, he knew exactly how to turn more work into its own reward. As tired as I was, I would do whatever was needed if it meant I could see Tobias.

After a quick shower in the locker room, I rushed over to the infirmary. It felt odd to approach the door and find the hallway surrounding it empty. So many times I’d tried to come here to see Letti and the area had been swarming with mermaids who wouldn’t let me pass.

My archenemy, Cora, had been convinced—and tried to convince everyone else—that I’d somehow been behind the vampire attack on Letti. Even after Letti woke up a few days ago and told everyone the truth, Cora’s hatred for me was still blatant. In her eyes, though I hadn’t consciously directed the attack, Letti getting hurt was still my fault because the vampires had been after me when they happened upon Letti.

Thank fuck I was no longer staying in the mer wing. When Cora had kicked me out after Letti had first been assaulted, I’d run broken-hearted to Ashlyn. She’d welcomed me with open arms and shared her room in the avian wing, but after I was discovered to be a harpy, I was given my own room a few doors down from Ashlyn.

Getting to talk with Ashlyn late into the night and even falling asleep in the same bed  occasionally was amazing! Growing up, I never had close friends, and I had never been to a sleepover. That went against one of my mom’s three rules: No going out after dark.

Those rules never made sense to me. I had thought Mom was just overly paranoid. But the events of the last few weeks proved they had a very good reason: the most dangerous vampire in the world was after me, and he would stop at nothing to get his hands on me.

I blinked away my troubling thoughts and opened the door to the infirmary.

Maya Heather, the school’s lead harpy instructor and expert healer, was sitting in a chair beside the hospital bed on which Tobias lay sleeping. It was rumored that angel sightings throughout history were truly harpies. Looking at Ms. Heather now, I could believe it.

She had frizzy, pale blonde hair that seemed to absorb any light that touched it, giving the illusion of a glow around her head. Her heart-shaped face was softly pretty, with petite features surrounding eyes the color of a clear blue sky, even if they were hidden behind a pair of librarian-style glasses. Everything about her was welcoming and peaceful. I was very grateful that Tobias was in her care.

“Hello, Arya,” Ms. Heather welcomed, fluttering her dainty hands in a come-hither gesture. “Come.”

I walked forward, my eyes practically glued to Tobias the whole time. Ms. Heather patted the seat on the chair next to hers, and I sat as instructed.

“I’ll bet you were quite surprised to learn that you are also a harpy,” she said in her soft voice.

I nodded. “Yes. But then again, I was surprised to learn that I’m a mermaid. Surprises keep happening. I’ve just learned to accept them as a part of my life, I guess.” I shrugged.

Ms. Heather smiled. “You are very wise for your years.”

I didn’t agree with that one bit.

“What do you know of harpies?” Ms. Heather asked.

“Well, I know that—er, we—can harness light and use it for several purposes, one of them being to heal.” I didn’t know if there was more I should know, but at that moment, that was all I could come up with.

She nodded, apparently finding my response adequate. “The other day, you harnessed light to use it as a weapon. Am I correct in assuming this was your first time accessing the power of light?”

I gave a sheepish nod in reply.

“Using light as a weapon is a next level harpy skill,” Ms. Heather said. “I’m quite impressed that you were able to do it on your very first try. Healing is the skill that comes most easily to harpies, so I would like for us to practice that.”

“Okay,” I said, her voice wavering. I already knew where this was going, and I was afraid to fail at this like I had at being a mermaid.

“Your friend, Tobias, looks bad, but he’s much better off than when he was brought in three days ago. The lead pellets embedded in his skin prevented his body from healing naturally, and it was quite a difficult task to remove them without further damaging his internal organs. His fractured ribs have been mended, and all his puncture wounds have been sealed. The only damage he still retains is bruising to his kidney.”

Everything Ms. Heather said turned my stomach. I knew that Tobias had been in bad condition after the attack, but I didn’t know just how bad. It was all my fault. I was a weak, no-talent mermaid who needed protection, and I was determined to change that.

“Would you like to help me heal his kidneys?” She looked at me with only kindness, as if this exercise were not an obligation but an invitation to which I could object.

But how could I? Tobias was only here because of me, and I would do anything I could to help him, to make it up to him.

“Yes,” I said, my mouth dry. “But...how do I do that? I don’t know anything about healing. How do you heal something you can’t see?”

“I’ll walk you through it,” Ms. Heather said with a warm smile. “And as for your other concern, we’ll be able to see it perfectly.”

She tapped some buttons on the screen of the black tablet on her lap, and a hologram of Tobias’s organs lit up in the open air inches above him, parallel to his body.

I gasped as my eyes roamed the red-light diagram of organs. This hologram was live, not just a static image, but current, and with moving parts. I could see his lungs expanding and contracting, his heart pumping with each beat.

I’d never seen technology like this before. I knew that the kitsunes at the school had invented some cool things, but this was beyond anything I could’ve thought up.

“Do you see here?”

She pointed to the one organ that was a deeper, maroon-ish color, whereas the others were red. I recognized it as a kidney.

“This is the bruising he sustained. If he were to walk out of here with it untended to, he’d still be functioning, but he would be in pain for weeks before it healed fully. And he may suffer long term urinary difficulty, as well as blood clots later in life. This is why we do our best to heal every wound fully, to avoid any and all complications for our patients, whether they be imminent, or in the distant future.”

I swallowed. “So...what do I do?”

“Give me your hand. I’ll help you with this first try. We’ll do it together.”

Obediently, I put my hand into Ms. Heather’s, who then placed it over the spot on Tobias’s side, above his bruised kidney.

“Now close your eyes and clear your mind,” Ms. Heather instructed.

Easier said than done. Still, I closed my eyes and tried to silence my noisy thoughts.

“Take a deep breath in.” She inhaled deeply. “And then out.” She pushed her breath out.

I followed her example, and surprisingly, I did feel calmer after doing so.

“Now focus only on your feelings toward the one you are hoping to help,” Ms. Heather continued. “Focus on the way his pain makes you feel, on your desire to make him whole again.”

That wasn’t difficult at all. My desire to fix Tobias was constantly at the forefront of my mind. I gave that my full attention, opening myself to it and letting it consume me. Sorrow and yearning washed over me like a rogue wave, and tears sprang, pushing themselves out of my closed eyelids.

A warmth kindled in my palm, mild at first, then growing in potency. When I opened my eyes, I saw a glow emanating between my fingers, radiating over the skin of Tobias’s side. My breathing escalated as I realized what I was doing, and my eyes flickered up at the hologram. The bruising was slowly waning.

It was only when the glow beneath my hand faded that I noticed the light of the bedside lamp had dimmed, because it suddenly grew brighter.

We did it! We healed Tobias’s kidney!

I knew that it had been mostly Ms. Heather’s doing, but still, seeing the magic in action—and knowing that I was partly responsible—felt like an anchor lifting off my shoulders.

Tobias stirred, calling my attention to his face. His complexion, which had previously held a yellowish tint, now retained a healthy golden hue.

“Well done, Arya,” Ms. Heather praised, removing her hand from the top of mine. “Tobias’s health is now fully restored.”

I wanted to jump up and squeal.

“Thank you!” I gushed. “When will he be able to go back to classes?”

She laughed and sat back in her seat. “Tomorrow. We’ll let him sleep here overnight, just so we can monitor him and make sure no lead is hiding anywhere in his bloodstream. However, there’s something I must tell you.”

I held my breath, waiting for the bad news.

She leaned forward. “The truth is, I did nothing here tonight. All I did was hold my hand over yours for comfort. Everything else was you. You healed Tobias completely on your own.”

I stifled a snort of disbelief. Ms. Heather had to be saying that just to boost my confidence.

But her crystal blue eyes held my gaze for a long moment, instilling the truth of her statement. I got the deep sense that this woman was no liar.

Which meant that I really had healed Tobias. All by myself.

A burst of joy exploded like a firecracker in my chest, and I threw my arms around the petite harpy teacher, surprising both of us.

“Thank you,” I whispered.

Ms. Heather returned the embrace. “For what, dear?”

“For giving me the chance to fix what I did,” I wept.

“What you did?” Ms. Heather pulled away from me, holding my shoulders. “You were not at fault for what happened to him.”

“Yes, I was,” I argued. “The vampires were looking for me. Tobias wouldn’t have gotten hurt if it wasn’t for me.”

She gave me a sad frown, shaking her head. “Guilt is a useless emotion. It keeps us from seeing the truth, and from seeing potential solutions to problems around us. The attack on you and your friends was beyond your control. You can choose to feel about it however you wish, but allowing self-blame to darken you will only bring you down and hinder your potential.”

She gently cupped my chin with her thumb and forefinger. “Don’t sink into that pit. Rise above it and do what you can to make things better.”

Her words hit me right in the gut. She was right. If I allowed my guilt to weigh on me, I’d never accomplish anything. I needed to stop focusing on the negatives and change my perspective. I needed to make sure no one ever got hurt again because of me. And exploring this new part of myself was how to do it.

Suddenly, something occurred to me, flooding adrenaline into my veins. This wasn’t the first time I had healed someone. The night Tobias was attacked, he’d had a scratch on his face, and it disappeared under my hand. I’d thought I was just seeing things, distraught over Tobias’s condition. But it must have been real. I’d healed him—twice now—and I was going to make sure to always be there to save him, not the other way around.

“When can we start combat training?” I asked, suddenly invigorated.

Ms. Heather smiled. “Tomorrow. After Defense class. Now go to bed. Get some rest. You’ve earned it.”

With new excitement, I left the infirmary and headed to the avian wing. This was the beginning of something promising.

This was the beginning of hope.
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Chapter 2
Tobias

I couldn’t avoid the stares. If I’d drawn attention and parted crowds before, now I felt like a recovered plague victim who might still be contagious.

I’d nearly died in that alleyway—shredded with lead pellets from a crazy high-tech vampire cannon—trying to protect my friends. And though I’d been completely healed of all injuries, I could still feel the individual holes each pellet created when they blasted into my skin.

Or at least the ghost of them.

With my heightened dragon senses, I had felt every single one.

“Tobias?” Caesar snapped me from my thoughts, and I looked up to see every eye in Shifter History was on me.

Again. I hated it. I hated that everyone was staring at me like I’d miraculously risen from the dead. Sure, I had just woken up in the hospital wing this morning and been allowed back to my regular routine now that I was completely healed, but it wasn’t like being healed by a harpy was so strange in the shifter world.

Get over it, people.

I stared back at Caesar, waiting for him to say whatever it was that made him call me out.

“Do you know the answer?” Caesar prompted.

“Hmm?” Answer? Had I been asked a question?

Caesar smiled. He was gracious enough not to reprimand me for not paying attention, or bring up the fact that I had never been caught unprepared to answer a question in all my time at the Dome.

I shifted in my seat. “C—could you repeat the question?” I asked, trying to hide my injured pride.

“February. 1899. What major event happened in the continental United States?”

I looked down at my desk as if the answer was written there, but my tablet wasn’t even open.

“Let’s look it up,” Caesar said to the rest of the class, moving his focus away from me.

Returning to my usual student behavior, I opened my tablet and pulled up a search tab in the digital Shifter History textbook.

“Yes, Siobhan,” Caesar called on a student who’d raised her hand.

“There were record-breaking cold temperatures,” she said. “Every state in the nation reached temperatures as low as zero degrees Fahrenheit.”

“Thank you, Siobhan,” Caesar said, walking around the classroom as he spoke. “And what was the event called? Randall?”

“The Great Arctic Outbreak of 1899,” Randall said, reading his laptop screen.

“Thank you, Randall. What else do we know about The Great Arctic Outbreak?”

I raised my hand, determined to regain my status as a student who cared not only about my studies and grades but also about learning shifter history.

“Yes, Tobias,” Caesar said, stopping in the aisle of desks two rows over.

But the director’s expression was slightly different from how he’d looked at all the other students. It was a minuscule flick of his muscles, but I caught it even from where I sat and was thrown right back into that alley, lying bleeding and dying as Caesar stood over me with an intensified version of that same look.

The look that said he didn’t know if I would make it. The look that filled my chest with dread because it advertised the seriousness of the attack.

The look I’d also seen on Arya that night.

Once again, the memory of that kiss as I lay half-conscious flooded my thoughts. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. It was all I could think about during my brief windows of consciousness over the past few days. Even when the lead in my system threw me into delirium, it replayed in my mind.

Part of me wondered if I’d dreamed the kiss, if it had actually happened, or if it was just something my brain had conjured up as I lay dying. But it had to be real. The clarity of that moment was real. And the way Arya looked at me when she didn’t know I was watching proved that it happened.

I should talk to her about it. I’d told myself a hundred times to talk to her about it. When she visited me in the hospital wing, I pretended to be sleeping to avoid that conversation, but I needed to bring it up. I couldn’t keep avoiding it.

But with the school on lockdown and the fact that I should’ve been able to protect Arya from the vampires—and failed—I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I couldn’t have a conversation that might demand answers, not when I couldn’t even own up to a single one myself.

“Tobias?” Caesar asked, snapping me to attention again. This time, Caesar’s tone held a note of worry. “Did your screen freeze?” he asked, offering me an easy out.

I didn’t answer the last comment, letting my classmates believe my tablet was to blame and not my daydreaming about kissing a certain girl.

“In some states, that winter still holds the record for lowest temperature, even after over a hundred years.”

Caesar held his chin with one hand. “Anything else?” he asked, then turned to the rest of the class, inviting anyone to answer.

I continued to skim but couldn’t find anything out of the ordinary about the very cold weather. But then my analytic brain finally kicked in.

“This is Shifter History,” I said, turning the entire class’s attention back to me—this time in a way I didn’t mind. “Was it caused by a shifter?”

Caesar smiled in the way he always did whenever he realized one of his students—usually me—was doing some critical thinking and not reciting from the text. He held his hands up as if to illustrate.

“Why would we be discussing the weather of 1899 in Shifter History unless it had something to do with...” he paused for effect, “Shifter History?”

The entire class recited the last part with him in clumsy unison.

“Exactly!”

Caesar walked back to the front of the room and projected some black-and-white images that were probably taken that winter. Next to them, an image of the United States was projected in blue.

“Meteorologists say it began in Canada,” Caesar said, pointing above the map. “And it swept from the northwest here in Oregon and Washington and spread across the rest of the country.” He looked back at the class. “But it was not a natural event. What type of shifter could cause such drastic weather change?”

I racked my brain, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand and not on the way Arya’s hair fell around me in a dark curtain the moment before I pulled her down toward me in a kiss. But the only shifters I could think of who had any control over temperature were the ones who could manipulate fire—dragons like me and phoenixes. Ashlyn’s firebird, racing after the vampires and screeching as she flew to rescue Arya, invaded my thoughts.

“Alicorn?” A small mao in the back ventured. I couldn’t remember her name and was no longer invested in the history lesson, so I stared at my screen and hoped I wouldn’t be called on again.

After class, I was the first one out of the room. I needed to find Arya. I needed to see her, speak with her. Without being too obvious, I scanned every hallway I walked into, hoping to catch sight of her and stage a run-in so I’d have an excuse to talk to her.

But I couldn’t find her in any of the usual places. I begrudgingly attended the rest of my classes—giving them as much attention as I’d given Shifter History—and finally caught the rumors from some passing mers that Arya was busy with new training. Since finding out she was a chimera, she had a lot to learn about her new abilities and was kept busy with lessons to harness them.

Even as a dragon prince, the fact that she had more than one shifter nature was intimidating. How could I possibly measure up? But I shook it off.

I finally found her with Ashlyn and Niko in the dining hall having dinner. Her beautiful face lit up when she saw me. Seeing her was a balm to my frayed soul, relief spilling through me and alleviating the withdrawal symptoms of this damned imprint with which I was developing a toxic love-hate relationship.

She got up out of her chair as I approached, and when she happily put her arms around my shoulders in a blissfully tight hug, I savored every sensation of her presence. The smell of her hair as it brushed against my cheek. The warmth of her lithe body in my arms. The way her breasts pressed against my chest. Fuck!

“He’s back,” Niko called happily, patting my shoulder as I took a seat.

“How are you doing?” Ashlyn asked, then grimaced. “Oh, that was a stupid question.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “No, it’s fine. I’m doing pretty good.” And as I glanced at Arya, I actually meant it.

After everyone finished eating, I pulled her away and offered to walk her back to the common room.

But words left me. I’d mulled over what I wanted to say throughout the day, but the weight of everything that had transpired between us since the night of the attack made it so I couldn’t even form a sentence.

So we walked in awkward silence. I kept hoping she would break the ice. But since I’d been the one to seek her out, she probably assumed—as she should—that I wanted to talk to her about something specific.

And now I wasn’t even speaking at all.

I silently growled at the floor in front of me, like it was the smooth polished blackness beneath my feet that left me so tongue-tied.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better,” she finally said when we reached the avian common room.

I couldn’t tell if I heard a hint of annoyance in her voice or if it was in my imagination.

We walked into an unusually empty common room.

“Wanna watch a movie?” I asked. Finally my fucking mouth was working.

Almost like she’d planned for it, she yawned. “I’m actually very tired. All of my new training—”

“Of course,” I cut her off and turned to walk her back out.

“Actually, I have a room here now,” she said. “Since I’m part harpy, Caesar said it was okay. And since the mers kicked me out anyway...”

I stared at her. When she’d been in another wing of the Dome, things had been different. I could avoid her if I wanted. I could compartmentalize my life. But with her room this close?

I didn’t know how I felt about things. Anything. More specifically, how I felt about that kiss.

“So… I’m going to go to bed,” she said, breaking our stare and turning to walk down the hallway.

“Arya,” I said, reaching out and grabbing her arm.

She hissed, recoiling from the accidental burn of my touch.

“Sorry,” I muttered as I anxiously withdrew my steaming hand, embarrassed that my powers were a bit out of whack. Most likely from my recent trauma. Why it had to happen while Arya was near was infuriating.

She looked at me expectantly.

“Look,” I said, my eyes finding the floor again. “About the night of the attack...”

From my peripheral, I saw that she stared at the ground, too. I snuck a glance at her and noticed a pink tint to her cheeks. I didn’t know what I was trying to say or what would come out of my mouth next, so I just unleashed the words like a floodgate.

“I know that we went on that date as just friends, and then the vampires attacked, and they took you—” My voice caught. I cleared my throat and looked above her head, still not meeting her eyes. “And I should’ve been able to save you. I should’ve broken away and gone after you—”

“Stop,” Arya said, silencing me with a flat hand raised. “It wasn’t your fault, Tobias. There wasn’t anything you could’ve done. And you were the one...” Now, she was the one trailing off.

“I just...” I stepped forward and reached up with my hand as if to brush the hair away from her face. But I dropped it without touching her.

Her hand twitched toward mine ever so slightly, like she wanted to grab it, but maybe she didn’t want to get burned again and swung it back by her side.

“Goodnight, Tobias,” she said, her eyes finally meeting mine.

I frowned but turned the gesture into a forced smile. “Goodnight, Arya.”

And she walked off to her room, leaving me standing there like an idiot, trapped in an emotional prison of my own making.
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Chapter 3
Ashlyn

Everything was unbalanced. Even with so many things to celebrate, there were just as many causing strain.

I never could have guessed how many students would like and accept me now that I’d found my phoenix. I liked being recognized as anything but the jinx for once, but it was overwhelming. Igneaus was on cloud nine, relishing in the heroism of his daughter by overworking her.

I preferred the silence and comfort of my small group of friends. But now that Arya was a chimera and the daughter of our sworn enemy, she was always busy with extra training. And Tobias was still on the mend, continuously putting Niko in a bad mood.

But Niko and I were exclusive. Aside from the curfew that kept us from spending more time with each other, there was no downside in the romantic department of my life, which I appreciated.

Well, except for my father. He strongly disliked how distracted it made me. Anytime I so much as spoke Niko’s name, he made me do an exhaustingly long wall-sit while balancing fireballs in my hands. And yet, saying his name was still worth the pain.

I knew it was bordering on obsession, but I’d never felt this way about anyone before. Sure, there was a crush here and there, but this was so much more than that. It was intoxicating, and I wanted everyone to know.

“Bye, Dad. Niko should be here.” I wiped the sweat off my neck with my small hand towel,   smirking as his nostrils flared.

“Ashlyn, wall-sit. Ten minutes.” With a stern look, Igneaus set the timer on his watch, but I rushed to the door while he was distracted.

“No, thanks. I'm meeting Niko.” I flashed him a cheeky grin and raced out before he could stop me.

And ran smack into the gorgeous boy in question.

As he caught me, I was grateful to be held up because I was sure to get weak in the knees just from the way his eyes shined when he smiled at me.

“Lucky I was here.” His smile turned into a cocky smirk, and I scrambled to get back on my feet.

I nudged him, then leaned in to give him a soft kiss. With annoyingly perfect timing, Igneaus opened the door. He loudly cleared his throat, causing Niko to take a step away from me.

“Sir—Mr. Summers—how are you today?”

I giggled at Niko’s uneasiness.

“I'm just fine, Nikolai. I see you're keeping busy.” Ignaeus looked down at Niko like he was going to eat him for lunch.

“Alright, Mr. Summers, bye now.” I narrowed my eyes at my father as I tugged Niko away from the training room. “Well, that went...terrific,” I teased when we turned the corner.

“Very funny. I have a feeling it would be exactly the same if you met my father. You're lucky it’s my mom that you get to know.” I could tell Niko was serious, so I didn't provoke him anymore. Whenever his dad came up in conversation, Niko got scarily serious.

We had just stepped into the common room when his cell phone rang.

“Speak of the devil.” He kissed my forehead and turned away to answer the call.

I rushed through my shower, eager to meet him again after. But when he knocked on my door early, the look on his face said something was off.

I held the door open to invite him in as I towel-dried my hair. But he hung in the doorframe, giving me a somber look that was quickly dwindling my excitement.

“Are you okay, Niko?”

He looked down at his feet and spoke so low it was hard for me to hear him. “Come with me.”

He was avoiding eye contact. My heart sped up.

I slipped on my shoes and threw my hair up in a messy bun. As soon as I closed my door, he gently took my hand and led me out of the common room and straight to the library. With increasing concern, I let him take me to the darkest and dustiest corner, which opened into a cozy sitting space with bean bag chairs, completely out of sight. I never even knew it was there.

“This is my favorite spot in the entire Dome. As far as I know, no one else knows about it. Isn’t it cool?” He looked at me expectantly.

“I can see the appeal. It’s...nice.” I looked around hesitantly, but it quickly grew on me. I liked how cozy it was, how quiet it was—and how hidden it was.

“I found it one day when I was studying. I come here to read or just sit and think. And now I get to share it with you.” He wrapped his hands around my waist and fell back against the large and surprisingly comfortable lounge chair that exploded into a massive cloud of dust.

We laughed together as we coughed until the dust settled.

He gently sat me on the lounge chair and paced the small area. My heart raced faster and faster as he visibly grew more and more nervous. Dust particles danced behind him as he walked back and forth.

“Niko!” My nerves couldn't take it anymore. “Will you just spit it out already?”

He stopped his pacing and reluctantly sat beside me. He took my hand, his feeling oddly clammy and cold.

“So, you know it was my dad who called earlier. He had what he thought was good news. And normally, it would be... But now?” He looked down at our entwined fingers and shook his head.

“I'm sure whatever it is, we can get through it. Together.” With my other hand, I tried to softly lift his head. But when I did, I regretted it instantly. Dread was pasted all over his face. “What is it?”

“Tobias's dad, General Dracul, has an opening for an assistant intern. My dad thought I was the perfect candidate. I mean, it’s the direction I wanted to go when I graduated, and I’ve got the grades for it...so he volunteered me.” It sounded like it was physically hurting Niko to relay the conversation he had with his father. “He’s withdrawing me from the school. I leave within the next week. I’m so sorry, Ashlyn. We just got together...”

The heartache on Niko’s handsome face mirrored my own. He was leaving. Next week! We’d only just started dating. I wasn’t ready to lose him.

“What does this mean for us?” I finally asked in a small voice. “I don't want this to be over... I really like you. I think we could make this work, even with the distance.” I hoped he missed the uncertainty in my voice.

But with the tight smile he gave me, I knew he could tell how much I was hurting. He raised his hand to lightly tuck the wet, curly hair falling in front of my face, then cupped his palm around my cheek. This time, it was him that wanted me to look into his eyes.

“You're right. We can make this work. Because I really like you, too.” He leaned in and brushed his soft lips against mine, the kiss so sweet and filled with longing that I momentarily forgot how to breathe.

“So...when do you leave?” I asked when our lips parted, resting my forehead against his. I didn't want to cry in front of him. I wouldn't let myself.

“I don’t leave now. That’s what matters. But I do have to go in an hour to meet with my dad and the General for specifics. I’ll be back tomorrow morning, though.” His tone became sour but also reassuring at the same time.

“Wow. Well, I’ll let you get to it. I know you have a lot of people to tell. I’ll meet you at the platform doors in an hour.”

“Okay,” he said, letting out a shaky breath. “Thanks for understanding.”

I nodded, and we walked quietly back to the common room, where I both reluctantly and gratefully parted from him, rushing into my room, pressing my back against the closed door, and finally letting the tears fall.

Dammit! Why did this have to happen now? And why did I have to fucking cry? I wasn’t a crier. I’d hardly even cried when my mom died. I was the type of girl to shove that shit down into a box where it belonged. But these damn tears wouldn’t stop coming.

I needed to ground myself before I had to say goodbye. I needed to do it the way I knew best—alone and with my music blasting in my headphones.

I was a bit more composed after thirty minutes of peace when there was a knock on my door. I’d managed to wrangle my emotions into their box.

“Come in.” I slid my headphones off.

To my surprise, it was Igneaus who entered.

I fell back onto the bed with a loud and annoyed grunt. “I thought you were Arya.”

“Sorry to disappoint you,” he said with a hint of insult as he came to sit on the edge of my bed without invitation. “I heard the news about Niko and thought I’d come check on you.”

“Come to gloat, you mean?” I ground out.

He looked down at me with his bushy brows furrowed. “What do you mean?”

I scoffed. “You know what I mean. Without the distraction, you’ll finally get your precious phoenix soldier back.”

He let out a heavy sigh, shaking his head as he turned away for a moment. “Ashlyn, I would never celebrate your unhappiness. I know… I know I haven’t been the best father, but I really do want what’s best for you. That’s the only reason I stayed away for so long.”

I didn’t respond, just continued to stare up at the ceiling.

“I just want you to know that I’m here for you,” he said when I remained silent. “Niko leaving isn’t the end of the world, but any time you feel sad about it, I hope that you’ll come talk to me. You and I are all we have.”

The truth of that dug into my chest like an earthworm burrowing through the cavities of my heart.

He got up and headed for the door, and I popped upward and perched on the edge of my bed.

“Dad, wait.”

He stopped and turned around, the foreign mixture of grief and hope looking out of place on his regularly strict countenance.

“Thanks. For…you know…” I didn’t express anything further than that, but I didn’t need to. My father was a man of few words, especially when it came to handling emotions.

A slow smile spread across his lips, and he nodded his appreciation. “Would you care to have dinner with me tonight?”

Not really, but I need to give the old man a little something.

“Sure,” I said.

“Wonderful.” He all out grinned now, making me sure I’d done the right thing. “Come to my room at six o’clock.”

“Yes, sir.” I gave him a sarcastic two-fingered salute.

He just chuckled and shook his head as he left my room.

I stayed there on the edge of my bed for a long moment, trying to change my perspective about all this—daddy issues aside. Really, Niko leaving wasn’t the worst thing in the world. It didn’t mean we had to break up, just that we’d get less time together. On the bright side, we’d probably never fight. Absence makes the heart grow fonder and all that shit.

Glancing at the clock, I knew it was time to go. I composed myself, repeating the mantra that this was not goodbye, this was no big deal, and went out to the school’s main entrance.

My heart didn’t seem to listen to my mantra, though. With each step closer, it pounded harder and faster. And when Niko stopped his pacing in front of the vault door at my approach, his concerned expression morphing into a gorgeous smile, my heart practically did an ollie in my chest.

I wanted to sprint the rest of the distance to him and jump into his arms, but the last thing I was about to do was act like some pathetic, love-sick schoolgirl. I needed to play it cool. Especially since his parents were standing nearby, watching us with keen eyes.

When I reached him, he pulled me in for a tight embrace, and I may have squeezed his shoulders as hard as I could, savoring this moment.

Niko pulled away first to take my face into his warm hands. “I will see you tomorrow. I swear I’ll come back.”

And even with the audience of his mother and her father, he stole a kiss that made me momentarily light-headed.

I nodded and offered him a reassuring smile, even as those damned feelings began to push their way out of the box and claw their way to the surface. “Nothing has to change.”

Mrs. Candida appeared behind Niko and gently tapped on his shoulder.

“I have to go. This is not goodbye. I’ll see you soon.” With another soft kiss on my cheek, Niko turned and let his parents usher him out the vault door.

Those feelings were surging up my chest, forcing my throat to tighten and my eyes to sting with fresh sorrow. So, I did the only thing I knew how to do. I let my grief morph into anger and stormed off back to the avian training room in search of something to burn.
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Chapter 4
Arya

I could hardly contain my excitement as I made my way to the avian training room after defense class on Tuesday afternoon.

I felt like this was the first day of class at a new school, but in a whole different way than I’d ever experienced after years of moving from town to town. Because I wasn’t just some aimless new girl, and at least as far as I could tell, the harpies didn’t utterly despise me like the mer did.

My brief healing session with Ms. Heather the other night gave me so much hope! I was actually going to learn something new, and I couldn’t wait to explore this new part of myself.

The avian training room was a world apart from the mer training room. There were still hoops hanging from the ceiling, all varying sizes and heights, but no oversized pool. To one side stood what could only be described as a miniature mountain, rocky and perfect for climbing. On the opposite side sat a huge earthy hearth with a blazing fire.

I understood the need for the fire when it came to dragons and phoenixes, but I didn’t see how it was relevant to harpies.

Ms. Heather stood next to the hearth, the glow of the fire shining in her fluffy yellow hair. She wasn’t in her white nurse’s scrubs as I was used to seeing her. Today she was wearing a snug t-shirt of the same smart material as my swim top, the avian symbol over her right breast. I couldn’t help but notice that her feet were bare, and I tried not to stare at her exposed toes as I came closer.

“I have always loved the warmth of a fire,” Ms. Heather said, gazing fondly at the blaze as if it were an old friend. “Man-made heat just doesn’t compare. Don’t you think?”

I made a non-committal shrug-nod. I hadn’t spent much time around fires in my life. Growing up, there were no campfires for me and Mom, not even in the backyard. The no-going-out-after-dark rule was very firm, and none of the houses we’d ever occupied had a fireplace.

“I think it’s funny that our genus is called avian,” Ms. Heather went on. “Because you know what I think? Even though flying is something that dragons, phoenixes and harpies have in common, it’s not the shared trait that binds us as a family. No, it’s the connection to fire.”

“Fire?” I asked, confused. “But harpies don’t wield fire.”

“On the contrary,” Ms. Heather corrected. “In the days before man-made light, fire was our only easy access to light. Even now, it remains the most potent form for us to use, save for the light of the direct sun. But we don’t get that down here.” She laughed. “So fire is the source we will be using to practice.”

Now that Ms. Heather had spelled it out, I was surprised I hadn’t realized it before. I had only ever seen dragon and phoenix shifters use fire directly, so I hadn’t made the connection that fire also made light and didn’t just burn things.

Ms. Heather turned toward the flames and reached her hands out to warm them. “Do you mind if I get a little more comfortable?”

I didn’t really know what she meant, so I stammered, “Um, sure.”

With Ms. Heather’s back to me, I could now see two long slits in the fabric of her shirt right over her shoulder blades. I could only cock my head at that for a moment before Ms. Heather made their purpose apparent.

“Thank you.” Tiny white feathers sprouted through the slits, growing and lengthening, and soon it looked like strange deformed arms were reaching out from her back.

I jumped backward, a sick feeling in my chest as I watched what was surely a gruesomely painful mutation. But in seconds, the little arms filled out with the prettiest, shiniest pearl white feathers, turning into a breathtaking pair of angelic wings.

“Whoa,” I gasped, openly fawning over the majesty of her wings as they unfurled and settled.

“Much better,” Ms. Heather said before turning around to face me.

It was only then that I saw the change in her feet. Where her dainty pale feet had been a moment ago, there were now two eagle-like claws, with talons at the end of each digit that resembled pointed, oblong black pearls. This time, I had to forcibly pull my eyes away from the harpy teacher’s feet.

I had never seen a transformed harpy before. Though I knew from Shifter Bio that they had clawed feet in their shifted form, I was not prepared for it. I had also never quite connected the dots as to why many of the students in avian shirts wore open-toed sandals. Now I got it.

I looked over my shoulder at the empty space there. “Will I be able to do that too?”

Just because I could use harpy powers didn’t necessarily mean I could sprout wings. After all, Ashlyn had been able to use her powers for a long time without shifting and had only shifted for the first time when it was a life-or-death situation.

“I’m sure you will,” Ms. Heather said. “In time. But we’ll start with the basics of using your powers first. Transforming doesn’t come easy for everyone, no matter their species.”

I knew that all too well. Mermaids were supposed to be born in their shifter form, and even after months of practice, I still didn’t quite have it down. Would I be as awful at harpy shifting as I was at mermaid shifting? Would I be a horrible harpy in general? I was unquestionably a horrible mermaid, maybe the worst in the world.

I clenched my jaw. Ms. Heather’s words from the other night echoed in my head. Allowing self-blame to darken you will only weigh you down. I didn’t want to be weighed down anymore. I needed to rise above and learn to fly.

“Let’s get started,” Ms. Heather said. “When you’re more practiced, you’ll be able to harness light at will. But when you’re first starting out, it’s best to concentrate on a particularly powerful emotion in order to connect with the light. It can be anything. The first time you did it, the emotion was anger—a powerful emotion for sure, but the most powerful is joy.”

I remembered the first time I harnessed light. I’d been in my first sparring match in Defense class, paired against my number-one enemy at the school, Cora. I’d been so angry that Cora was getting the best of me, that I was losing to her in yet another facet of life at the Dome. That anger had been the strongest I had ever felt. I wasn’t sure I could feel anything that compared, let alone happiness.

“I know joy is in short supply around here lately, but I want you to try to focus on something good that has happened to you and let that joy fill you up. Can you think of something that makes you really happy?”

I considered that for a moment. There were definitely things I was happy about in my life. I had great friends, even if they were few. There was Shea, who had remained a true friend even with the distance between us. There was Ashlyn, who opened her heart and her room to me without hesitation. There was Tobias...

The answer was obvious, really. Tobias had kissed me. Sure, we had kissed before—and done other things—but that kiss the other night was different. He’d been dying, and the way he looked at me right before he pulled my face down to his… That memory was the closest thing to joy I could access at this point.

I must have been blushing because Ms. Heather said, “Ah, so it’s a boy then.” She smiled knowingly, and my cheeks burned hotter. “Focus on whatever you’re thinking about and let it fill you.”

I’d been actively trying not to think about it. Tobias hadn’t mentioned it or made a move toward anything further. Hell, he’d probably only kissed me out of some blood-loss-induced delusion. I’d be a fool to get my hopes up again.

But now I was being told to think of nothing but that, and the prospect was too tempting to deny. Besides, it was for science.

I closed my eyes and remembered being back in the alley that had caused so much grief. I focused only on the kiss, remembering how his lips felt on mine, the way my heart had exploded with joy that quarreled with the panic of the situation. Tobias...

I felt warm all over, a cozy lethargy settling into my belly and limbs.

“Very good. Now open your eyes and pull light from the flames.”

I slowly opened my eyes and aimed my gaze at the fire. I could feel it pulsing with its own sort of life, like a heartbeat thumping within its blazing center. I cupped my hands together toward the pyre in front of me and beckoned the light to me.

As easy as breathing, wisps of light flicked off the tips of the flames, like little fairies flying mellifluously through the air, and pooled into a ball in my open palms.

I laughed almost maniacally as I watched, so overflowing with joy that my fingertips were practically bursting with it. The light was so delightfully warm on my skin. I wanted to jump, to dance until my legs fell out from under me.

“Wonderful job, Arya!” Ms. Heather praised, clapping. “You’re a natural!”

I wanted to try something. I shifted the light within my hands and then separated them, tossing the ball of light from one hand to the other and back. All the while, it kept its shape.

“This is the coolest thing ever!” I squealed, my shoulders still shaking with giddy laughter. “I never imagined I could do this!”

“You can do so much more. This is only the beginning. Now, let’s try this a few times. Give the light back to the fire and then call it back.”

I did, and after that first time, I didn’t need to focus on the kiss anymore. The light gave me a joy that was plenty enough fuel. Each time the light came back to me, I couldn’t help but giggle. Hell, I could do this all night!

But a sound intruded on my play time, an obnoxious ringing. Ms. Heather knelt to pick up the tablet that had been leaning against the wall on the floor safely away from the hearth. She tapped the screen, and the ringing stopped.

“Celeste?” she asked to the tablet.

“Maya, would you please send Arya to the gym when your session is over?” Celeste’s voice sounded from the tablet.

“Of course. We’re about finished. I’ll send her over now.” Ms. Heather tapped the screen, and the call ended. “I think that’s enough for today. You did very, very well. Next time, we’ll do more with light, show you more ways to use it.”

“Great. I can’t wait!” I said, sending the light back to the fire for the last time.

I rubbed my hands together as I left the training room, marveling at how naked my hands felt now. I had never felt this fulfilled training with water, and I was almost sad to be returning to the shadows that were so abundant under the Dome.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 5
Arya

I headed next door to the gym, wondering why Celeste wanted to meet me there. After two hours of Defense class and an hour of light manipulation training, I was completely spent. I understood the need to prepare for my prophesied fight against Hadrian, but I didn’t think I could take any more physical exertion today, even with the fire’s energy filling me.

If anything, the warmth radiating from my core was relaxing me to a state of drowsiness, and all I wanted to do was collapse on my bed.

The gym was filled with older students and graduates, all training harder than usual. I even recognized some teachers in the mix, which, for some reason, was disconcerting. It looked like they were preparing for war.

Celeste stood by the door to the Simulation Room, wearing a cute aerobics bra and leggings, her long red hair up in a tidy ponytail.

My gut tightened with dread. Oh, no, not another sim run. But I obediently proceeded, gulping as I approached the fiery mermaid teacher.

“Good afternoon, Arya,” Celeste greeted in an all-business tone.

Usually, the Mer leader spoke to me with a chipper voice, all smiles, so this new attitude was a striking contrast, and it stung a bit. Was Celeste insulted that I’d chosen to stay at the avian wing permanently?

“G–good afternoon,” I replied.

“How did your first harpy training session go?”

I wasn’t sure how to answer. Should I hide my excitement over the hour I spent playing with light?

“It was...very enlightening,” I answered, deciding to go with vague humor.

Celeste ignored the pun and nodded.

“Good. Well, while I understand the desire to train you in your newly discovered talent, the prophecy stated that a siren would defeat Hadrian, so I believe that is the area we should focus on.”

I must have made an exasperated expression because Celeste added, “Don’t worry, we won’t start today.”

She giggled, which again confused me as to the new state of our relationship. “I don’t want to overwork you. We’ll start tomorrow on the siren training. After speaking with Caesar, we’ve decided that you’ll switch off on training sessions each day: one day with him, one day with me, and one day with Maya.”

I nodded slowly, puzzled. If Celeste hadn’t called me here to train, then why was I here?

As if she could read minds—who knew, maybe she could—she answered my unspoken question.

“As for this evening, I understand you feel underwhelmed by your mermaid abilities. When the vampires attacked your friends, I heard that you didn’t put up much of a fight, and that’s my fault. I failed to teach you how to use your powers offensively. So, I called you here to show you how a mermaid can use their powers to fend off vampires, specifically. I will run through a sim, and I just want you to watch.”

My brows jumped, and my eyes widened. She was giving me the chance to watch her fight!

Celeste turned on the screen on the wall so I could see into the sim room, then walked in and closed the door behind her. Through the smart wall, I could see her tighten her ponytail as the white of the room was replaced by an urban scene.

She stood on what looked like a rooftop, with a full moon illuminating the night sky and city lights sprinkling the horizon. It reminded me of when I watched Tobias do his sim against the dragons.

No sooner had the scene filled in when a pale-faced vampire woman shot out of the darkness and darted for Celeste. Celeste dodged with hardly any effort at all, merely stepping aside with the grace of a sprite.

Before the vampire could turn around and lunge for another attack, Celeste had pulled a vial of water out of the pocket of her sweatpants, pulled the cork off, and willed the liquid out in an elegant string.

She spun on her heel to face her attacker, who had just turned around and was preparing to dive at her again. The string of water slithered through the air with lightning speed and wrapped itself around the vampire’s head.

The vampire stopped short, eyes bulging and mouth gaping as she tried in vain to breathe through the water. Her fingers clawed, digging through it in an attempt to swipe it away, but the water would not be removed.

The struggle went on for several minutes, with Celeste standing in place, staring at the vampire with unbreakable focus. Celeste hadn’t broken a sweat, and already, this vampire was half-dead. Well, I guess they’re already dead, I thought distantly as I watched with keen interest.

Finally, the vampire stopped her struggles and collapsed to the floor. The water continued to swirl around and around in a perfect ball for several seconds longer, then uncoiled and slithered back into the vial in Celeste’s hand like an ethereal snake.

I was seriously impressed. Without any physical exertion, Celeste had taken out a vampire! All with meager water manipulation, too.

She looked toward the display wall, and I could almost believe that the mermaid teacher could actually see me through the simulation, her cool gaze effortlessly finding mine.

“The thing about vampires is they’re like cockroaches,” she said. “You think they’re dead, and then they get back up. You see, vampires can drown over and over without actually dying.”

As she spoke, the seemingly dead vampire stirred and began to rise.

“Celeste, look out!” I shouted, forgetting that she couldn’t hear me in the sim.

But Celeste was prepared for it. The vampire shot off the ground, claws bared and ready to strike. Celeste narrowed her eyes on the vampire, and suddenly, the vampire froze in mid-air, floating in place.

I stared in confusion. Had the sim malfunctioned somehow? Was this some kind of glitch?

“What many mers forget is that we can manipulate all liquid, not just water,” Celeste said smoothly, not breaking her focused gaze on the immobile vampire.

I looked closer, almost pressed up against the wall at this point. Upon closer inspection, I could see that the vampire’s eyes were darting from side to side and were filled with fear.

Suddenly I understood, and the realization was earth-shattering. Celeste was manipulating the blood inside the vampire’s body, essentially making it impossible for the vampire to move at all!

My jaw dropped, anticipation storming in my guts.

“The only way to truly kill a vampire is to sever the heart-brain connection,” Celeste said.

Happening so abruptly that I jumped and squealed with surprise, the vampire’s chest exploded right where the heart was, blood erupting from the blasted cavity like lava from a volcano. Then the now-hollow body fell to the rooftop with a thud, and Celeste walked to the door as the sim pixelated away and returned to the empty white room.

She emerged from the room and turned off the display.

“Celeste, that was incredible! I had no idea our power could be so...” I trailed off, unable to find a word to describe the awe I felt.

She smiled and patted my shoulder. “Well, now you know what you’re capable of, and that’s only from the mer part of you. Not all mer can do that, mind you. It takes years of training and hard work. But I believe you can achieve anything if you put your mind to it.”

We shared a long look, and I realized what had changed in the nature of our relationship. Celeste was regarding me not as a student but as a peer—an equal.

“I’ll see you tomorrow after Defense class?” she asked, even though it wasn’t a request.

“Yes,” I said.

She nodded and gestured for me to go ahead of her and leave the gym. As we walked together, I still felt uneasy about something, and I felt I had to clear it up before any more time passed.

“Celeste?” I asked, hanging in the doorway.

“Yes?”

“Are you upset that I’m not staying in the mer wing anymore?” The words came out shaky and unconfident because I was afraid of the answer.

Celeste blinked with understanding, then gave me a warm, motherly smile. “No. I know the bullying you’ve endured by the mers. And though I’ve tried my best to put a stop to it, I can’t be everywhere all the time. You’ve found good friends in the avian wing, and you are technically an avian now. I understand why you feel you must stay with them, and I harbor no hurt feelings other than those from my own failure as an instructor and mentor.”

I cocked my head. “You didn’t fail. Like you said, you can’t always control everything. Mean girls will go out of their way to be mean. That’s not your fault.”

She looked down, the sad frown looking out of place on her pretty and usually confident face. “It’s not just that. I failed in training you. I delegated the task to Letti because I didn’t truly believe you were the girl from my vision. I decided to keep looking when I should have been doing my best to prepare you. Because of my failure, we almost lost you to Hadrian.”

I could almost feel the guilt emanating from her like an infectious fog.

“That wasn’t your fault, either,” I insisted. “It was my fault for being out after dark. We should’ve been back hours before curfew. We were foolish. As for Letti, I’m glad you pushed us together. We…bonded.” I smiled as I thought of my frenemy.

Celeste attempted a smile, which I could tell was forced. “Yes. Well, you should get to dinner. You’ll need to take extra good care of your health now.”

I nodded, hearing the period in our conversation loud and clear. “See you tomorrow.”

“Yes, tomorrow.”

I watched her walk away, wishing there wasn’t this strange tension between us. She felt that she had failed me, but I had failed her multiple times, and I was afraid I would fail her again—fail everyone. They all expected me to become some great savior of our kind. How could anyone live up to that? But what choice did I have?
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Chapter 6
Caesar

“And then the whole contraption exploded in Sora’s face,” Kai said, tears streaming from his dark eyes from laughing so much. My Japanese-American friend was sitting in my office, the two of us enjoying dinner together after another long day of classes. “When the smoke cleared, that poor student was staring at another melted project.”

I couldn’t help but laugh along with my oldest friend. “And you’re positive Sora Ito is a kitsune?”

“Oh yes,” Kai replied, wiping his wet cheeks with one of his long sleeves. “The boy can transform so eloquently. But when it comes to electricity manipulation? Let’s just say he controls currents about as well as he controls his tongue after attempting to channel electricity.”

Smiling and shaking my head, I asked, “Was the boy hurt?”

“He singed his fingers a bit, but nothing he isn’t used to,” Kai replied. “I sent Sora to see Maya—against his will, mind you. Maya has been stern with him regarding the frequency of his visits.”

“Poor kid,” I said with a chuckle. “I’m sure Maya gives him an earful.”

I took a bite of my buttered roll, then pointed it at Kai. Between chewing, I said, “I’m jealous you see such action in your engineering classes. It seems there’s never a dull moment. All I get in Shifter History lectures are a bunch of glazed eyes and wide yawns.”

“Nothing out of the ordinary, then,” Kai said with a wink, taking a mouthful of rice. “You’re such a bore, Mr. Rex.” The kitsune teacher tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and fake-snored, then began coughing as he choked on the food he hadn’t quite swallowed yet.

I shook my head, laughing bitterly at his sadly accurate portrayal of many of my students. “Serves you right. Besides, history isn’t about fun and games. Especially shifter history.”

My mind wandered into the past, remembering the dark days I’d endured before, during, and after The Island had been destroyed. How too many loved ones had died from vampire brutality.

Kai guzzled some water, coughed a few more times, then dabbed at his mouth with a napkin. “Try making math fun.” He cleared his throat. “‘Students, the quadratic formula is like a thirsty vampire.’ You’d think that kind of analogy would bring excitement into the classroom. But these kids... It’s like they know they’re being tricked into learning their ‘rithmetic.”

I pointed my lettuce-loaded fork at Kai. “I know I’m going to regret this, but how exactly is a thirsty vampire like using the quadratic formula?”

“Well, if you ask the students, they’ll tell you that they both suck,” Kai said with a sly grin.

Rolling my eyes, I slipped the leafy greens into my mouth and shook my head. “You know, I think people with your kind of humor should have their jokes regulated. There’s only so much dryness normal people can take.”

Kai shrugged. “Perhaps for merfolk. But us? We thrive with dryness.”

“Okay, Kai, you’ve made your point.”

“Oh, I don’t think I have!” Kai stabbed his stir fry with his fork. “Tell me, when was the last time you laughed at a wet joke? Hmm?”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t make any sense. What in the world is a wet joke?”

“Exactly my point.” Kai threw his napkin on his not-quite-empty plate, as if it indicated some finality to the argument.

Three sudden knocks came at the door of my office and not as timid little taps. I could tell by the solid pounding that someone with authority stood on the other side. Kai jumped a mile in his chair.

“Did you invite the Grim Reaper to dinner, too?” Kai said. “Because those knocks nearly scared me into a grave.”

“I’d like to see that,” I chuckled.

Opening my desk drawer, I tapped at my tablet, causing the office door to open. In no time, the tall, bulky figure of Lord Arthur Dracul, general of the shifter military, stood stiffly in his uniform, as if his back was made of a straight, metal pole.

“Ah, Arthur, I wasn’t expecting you,” I said as I got to my feet. I wasn’t as tall as the general, but I liked to think I held the respect of the intimidating dragon shifter.

“Forgive my sudden appearance,” Lord Dracul said in a way that feigned no apology. “The military has kept me particularly busy over the past few weeks with the increasing number of vampire attacks. I have only just visited my son. Regrettably, I wasn’t able to return to the Dome right after he was attacked. But I am glad to see how well he’s recovered.”

I nodded, hiding my doubt of his concern for his own son. “Tobias is a valuable asset. His courage and bravery in the fight against the vampires has earned him respect beyond anything he’s done in school.”

Arthur glanced at Kai as if he was just noticing the kitsune. “Ah, the Master Engineer himself.”

The general removed a round object from his belt, and I recognized it as the vampire tracking device Kai had developed just a few months before. I’d almost completely forgotten about it after Celeste finally approved the finances for its mass production.

“Your latest creation has been most helpful. However, it has done little to slim down the number of vampire attacks.”

Kai’s jaw ticked, hinting at the annoyance teetering on his emotions. “Slim attacks down? By my ninth tail, Arthur, the purpose of the vamp tracker isn’t to decrease the number of vampire attacks. In fact, last time I checked, that was your job.”

Fire blazed in Arthur’s eyes like a lit match dropped into a container of gasoline. “How dare you speak to me with such insolence,” Arthur growled, stomping into the office.

“Alright, you two.” I made my way around the desk to get between them before blows could be thrown. “You don’t have to act like a couple of pubescent students.”

But Kai had gotten to his feet and stepped right in front of the seething, towering Lord Dracul.

Unsurprisingly, my words went unnoticed.

“If the military could figure out how to undermine the vampires and their operations, we wouldn’t have to rely on my tech to find them,” Kai quipped.

“You witless worm,” Arthur growled. “You sit here in the comfort of the most secure and safe facility in the entire world, playing with wires and a soldering iron. You tinker while I and hundreds of other soldiers are out there risking our lives protecting you and everyone you love. We are dying for that cause.”

“I know precisely what it’s like to be out there on the front lines,” Kai countered, his nostrils flaring as he tried standing as tall as he could—he barely reached Arthur’s chest. “Before you decided to join our cause, it was me and Caesar doing it. So don’t go throwing your scales around, acting as if you’re the only one who’s doing something in this war.”

Arthur raised a massive hand, fingers outstretched, then swung it down to grab a hold of Kai’s shoulder.

I reached out to try to stop it, but stopped short as Kai’s body went translucent. Arthur’s hand went right through Kai’s phased body.

“Nice try, Lord Dracul,” the kitsune said as he walked straight through the dragon shifter’s body, phasing back into his solid form as soon as he was out of arm’s reach. Over his shoulder, he said, “Thanks for dinner, Caesar, but my useless projects won’t ‘tinker’ themselves now, will they?”

Arthur’s chest rose and fell rapidly, and I wondered for a moment if the general was going to go after Kai. At last, the dragon shifter turned around and shot me a perilous gaze.

“Why you continue to befriend Kai Inari is beyond me.” The fire in his eyes slowly smothered.

“He’s a good man,” I said. “Kai can be a nuisance at times, but there’s nobody in the world I trust more.”

Arthur shook his head while pointing an accusing finger at the doorway. “You’d trust him with your life?”

I chuckled. “I have trusted him with my life, Arthur. And I’d put my life in his hands without any hesitation. But something tells me you didn’t come to my office to complain about Kai Inari. What can I do for you?”

Arthur eyed the open door, adjusting his blazer over his puffed chest. “I wish to discuss a...delicate matter with you.” His hint at the need for privacy was about as subtle as a mermaid in a puddle.

Swinging around the desk, I sat in my leather swivel chair and opened the drawer that held my tablet. At my command, the door swung closed.

“Please, Arthur, sit down.” I gestured to the chair Kai had been sitting in. With a quick swipe of my arm, I knocked my friend’s plate into the trash receptacle attached at the side of my desk, then dumped my own plate.

The tall military general slouched instantaneously, drawing a hand up to his face as he rubbed his temples with his thumb and index finger.

“Does this delicate matter have anything to do with Tobias?” I asked.

Bringing his hand down on the armrest, Arthur shook his head. “No. I believe Tobias is right where he needs to be. At least for now.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Even though you pulled his friend Nikolai Candida out of school based on his father’s recommendation?”

“Look, Caesar, I know how you feel about us taking students out of the Dome before they complete their education. But Paskal Candida’s son—”

“Is not ready for military assignment,” I interrupted.

The embers that had slipped from Arthur’s eyes just moments before returned, like wind on hot coals, and he sat up straight in the chair.

“The boy fought off a group of vampires and caused them to flee,” the general said, somehow managing to contain his anger.

“He helped stave off a vampire attack,” I corrected. “And it’s quite possible he’d be dead were it not for your son.”

Seconds ticked by as Arthur stared hard at me. “So, you think I should’ve taken my son on as an intern instead?”

I sighed and shook my head. “No. I believe that neither of them are prepared for the dangers of military life.”

“I’m afraid it’s a bit too late for that,” he replied. “Nikolai has already begun military training. He’s no longer your responsibility, Caesar.”

I shrugged, resigning from this futile argument. “You’re absolutely right. He’s yours now. And I hope you feel the weight of his life in your hands.”

The general pondered this for a few moments, narrowing his eyes. “I assure you, Director, the Candida boy is in a much safer place now.”

I snorted “A safer place? What other place is safer than here at the Dome?”

Arthur barked a humorless laugh. “From your perspective, you probably do believe that the Dome is an impenetrable safe-haven. But let me remind you that it’s not. While you’re down here sitting pretty, taking the military protection for granted, the vampires could choose to lay siege. How much food do you have on hand to keep the school going if they decided to bar off your entrance? What if they found out how to sever your electricity? They could crack the Dome and cause its depressurization, drowning all of you except for the mermaids, who they’d simply wait for as they eventually came to the surface.”

These were valid concerns that I had heard several times over the years. And until recently, the argument had been that the vampires didn’t know the location of the Dome. But that had changed. Kendall Green had revealed everything to Hadrian.

Yet, I couldn’t let that kind of mindset poison the school. If things ever got to the point of such danger, we would evacuate.

Arthur sighed heavily. “Look, Caesar. The Candida boy has my protection. I swear it to you, and I’ve sworn it to Paskal and Nadia. Now, may we move on to the topic that has brought me here?”

“Of course,” I conceded with a single nod, relieved that the general wasn’t continuing his verbal attack of the Dome further.

“It’s about Arya and the prophecy.”

My heart skipped a beat at Arthur’s words, and my mouth went dry. I picked up the glass of water on my desk and sipped at it. “Go on.”

“It has come to my attention that the girl is indeed the siren of the prophecy.”

I blinked. “Has it now? There are some within the Dome that think such an idea is merely a projection of desire.”

“That might be so,” he said, “but what do you think?”

I considered telling him that I didn’t know yet, that all that had been revealed about Arya was that she was a siren, not necessarily the siren. But I didn’t believe that.

“I believe she’s the prophesied siren,” I confessed at last.

“Then you must also believe that her training must be fast-tracked,” said Arthur.

I smiled. “Great minds think alike. I’m personally seeing to her training. I’ve also tasked Celeste with one-on-one instruction, as well as our lead harpy, Maya Heather.”

Arthur returned my smile. “While I’m glad to hear that, I’ve come to request that I take over her training.”

My smile faded. “That is absolutely out of the question.”

Arthur gave a heavy sigh. “Caesar, her fate is no longer a school issue. It is military. If the only way we can defeat Hadrian is through her, I need to oversee her training personally. Yesterday. I need to know what she is capable of.”

With focused discernment, I pieced together what Arthur wanted to do with Arya. I felt my eyes widen slightly. “You seek to weaponize her.”

He rolled his eyes. “Let’s be realistic. The prophecy speaks of a siren who will overthrow Hadrian. That siren is a weapon by the prophecy’s definition. And that siren is Arya.”

“No,” I countered. “The prophecy only alludes to Arya’s potential. Right now, she is a vulnerable young student. We can’t pluck her out of the classroom and throw her into a military uniform. We’d break her.”

“We need her to be more,” he replied.

I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. While Arya was our greatest hope, we had to tread the path of her training carefully.

“If we push her too hard, we could push her away,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Remember, Arthur, that until a few months ago, Arya thought she was merely a human. She’s in a whole new world full of concepts and abilities that seem alien to her. If she’d grown up here at the Dome, or at the very least, with parents guiding her, she’d be better equipped to handle military training. But she needs time to figure out who and what she is. Until that point, I will see to her training. Only after that will I allow you to come and begin more rigorous instruction.”

Arthur hunched over, placing his elbows on the desk and resting his chin on his interlocked fingers. The dragon shifter sighed with disappointment. “I do not feel this is the right path, Caesar. I’m in charge of an army that is fighting a war that can’t be won without the girl. Every day our numbers decrease. How many lives must be spent until you feel Arya is ready?”

It tore me up inside hearing about more death. All my life had been surrounded by it. I—more than anyone—wanted to see the downfall of Hadrian and the vampires. The image of my parents laying in a pool of their own blood flashed through my mind, and my dry throat thickened.

Yes, Hadrian would pay for his crimes. But sending in Arya when she wasn’t prepared? Such an action could result in the death of all shifters. And that was something I refused to risk.

“You and the shifter military must buy us as much time as you can,” I said at last.

Lord Dracul studied me for a long while, then got to his feet. “We will buy you time. But you must prepare the girl—accelerate her training.”

“I’ll work as hard as I dare to with her,” I promised.

Arthur nodded. “One more thing. You’ve been director of the Dome for a long time. We could use your strength and abilities in the military. Have you given any thought to passing the torch on to somebody else?”

The question struck me like lightning, freezing me in place. I’d invested so much time into directing the Dome. It was the closest thing to what I could call home ever since the incident on Framboise Island. And to leave it all behind to join the military and help in the fight against the vampires?

“My place is here,” I replied.

I thought of Julian’s warning—that Hadrian knew the location of the Dome, and that a vampire attack could happen at any time. If they got past the defenses and safeguards that had been put into place over the years...

“But in the near future, it might well be that we all must join the fight—students, teachers, all shifters.”

Arthur gazed at me as if he expected further explanation. I didn’t give anymore, but instead opened the door with a tap of my tablet.

“Farewell, General.”

Arthur bowed slightly. “Goodbye, Director.”

I couldn’t relax my shoulders until he’d finally left the room. The conversation had left me mentally and emotionally exhausted, and I desperately wanted to separate myself from all my worries, if only for a moment.

Reclining into my chair, I pulled out my phone and opened the text string with Shea. A GIF of a kitten winking with hearts floating around it sat at the bottom, and I couldn’t help but snicker at the innuendo behind it.

I hadn’t spoken to her since she left the Dome after the vampire attack on Arya and her friends. We’d texted back and forth, mostly flirty memes and jokes, but neither of us had dared bring up the amazing sex we’d had or what that meant for the nature of our…whatever this was.

I really didn’t know how to think or feel about it. There was no denying the way I felt about her anymore, the way I missed her when she wasn’t with me, and the way just the thought of her beneath me gave me an instant hard on. I only knew that I wanted more than anything to have her again, and that I fully intended to despite the multiple ramifications.

Foolishly, I decided that I’d figure that stuff out as it came, and I tapped out a message.

“Are you free to talk?”

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 7
Shea

I listened quietly to my phone as Arya recounted everything that had happened to her in the past few days. Some of it was cool, like her finding out she was part harpy—what was the term? Chimera. Super cool.

Apparently, Letti, the comatose girl I’d been smuggled in to awaken with magic, had come through just fine right after the attack. I ached to tell Arya about that—and what happened after with Caesar in his room. God, that had been incredible!

But I knew I couldn’t share that secret with anyone. Arya would never be able to look at Caesar the same way, and she needed to see him as an authority figure she could trust—not one who was sleeping with her best friend.

There had been no news of Hadrian and his vampire army after the attack. I had seen Julian the day before. Was he involved with Hadrian? Had he been part of the attack?

I had messed around with both men two days in a row. What the hell was I doing?

“So now I’m staying in the avian prime—”

“Wait, what?” I said, my mind catching up to Arya’s current drama. I sprang from where I sat on my bed, not sure I could take more news sitting down.

Arya sighed. “I forgot I haven’t told you. The mer kicked me out of my room, so I bunked with Ashlyn. But now that I’m part harpy, they’re letting me stay in the avian wing permanently.”

“Oh.” I paced the room, then sunk back onto my bed.

I looked at the rose I’d revived where it sat on the nightstand. It was in front of the only window in the room, still in the plastic bag I’d brought it home in. Yeah, Gram hadn’t been too thrilled when she saw that. She gave me a bowl to set the bag in, but that’s as far as I’d gotten with the thing.

“Are you okay?” Arya asked.

I snorted. “I should be asking you that.” Shea let out a long breath, flopping onto my back. “I’m fine. I just hate that I haven’t been there for you. I should’ve been there to help you fight the vampires.”

Instead, I was fucking your school director while you were fighting for your life…

“You couldn’t have known,” Arya reassured me. “And it’s not your fault they’re not letting you into the school. But it was nice that Caesar let you stay with me the other night. Actually…”

I could practically hear the cogs turning in Arya’s brain over the phone, and my stomach twisted with dread for her churning suspicion.

“You showed up at the same time as Caesar,” Arya continued in a pensive tone. “Were you with him when Niko called him?”

I bit hard on my lip as I debated coming up with some lie. But I was already hiding so much from my best friend. I could share this one little thing with her, especially as my helping Caesar would eventually be common knowledge.

“So, the truth is, Caesar snuck me into the school,” I confessed. “He remembered I was a witch and wanted to see if magic could wake Letti since harpy healing wasn’t cutting it. That’s what we were doing when you guys were attacked.” And nothing else. Not a damn thing else…

“Omigod, seriously?” Arya gushed at such a high pitch that I had to pull the phone away from my ear for a second. “That’s—that’s—wow, and it worked! You’re the reason Letti woke up! Why didn’t you tell me before?”

Guilt settled like a lead weight in my belly. “Caesar needed us to keep it secret for now, until he can warm up the other teachers to trusting witches, or at least me.”

Definitely not keeping other secrets…

“Wait, so, is he hoping to get you into the school after all?” Arya asked, her voice high with excitement.

“That’s the goal.” I nodded even though she couldn’t see.

“Yay! That’s amazing, Shea!”

My phone vibrated against my ear, and when I pulled it away to look at the screen, I saw a message from Caesar hanging at the top.

“Are you free to talk?”

My core flared with giddy heat, and I pressed the phone back to my head.

“Hey, I gotta go, but let’s hang out soon.”

“Definitely,” Arya said, and I waited for her to be the one to hang up before I responded to Caesar.

“Sure. Call me.”

Only two heartbeats after I tapped the send button, my phone began ringing. My heart pounded against my ribcage, and I forced myself to wait three rings before answering.

One. Two. Three— “Hey, what’s up?”

“Hey, just figured we should talk about…certain things.” Even though there was hesitation in his tone that made me internally cringe with preemptive rejection, the deep vibrato of his sexy voice intensified the yearning between my legs.

The memory of his breathy alto moaning my name against my neck flashed in my mind, making my insides feel like needy jello.

“Okay,” I said, chewing the inside of my cheek. “What things?”

“You gonna make me spell it out?” he asked, a devious note to his words that made me breathe a little heavier.

“Absolutely,” I purred impishly.

“Ugh, Shea,” he groaned, his own need evident in the gruffness of his voice. “Fuck, you drive me crazy!”

I grinned ear-to-ear, sinking against my pillow as I remembered the feel of his hands on my body. “Mission accomplished, then.”

He groaned one more time. “Look, we need to talk about what happened, about whatever this is between us. I don’t even know what this is, but I didn’t want to leave it just hanging between us.”

“Okay, so talk,” I invited because I damn sure wasn’t going to be the one to start. Whatever he said would dictate where this conversation would go.

He let out a heavy sigh. “Look, I know I shouldn’t go any further with you, that I should end this thing here and now.”

Fear warred with desire in my gut, but I prodded him. “But…?”

“But I can’t stop thinking about you,” he finally finished. “I don’t want this to end. I want to see you again, but I just don’t see how I’ll be able to get away now—or get you in. With all the extra security we’ve had to employ now that the vampires… I just don’t know when I’ll be able to see you again, and I didn’t want you to think I was avoiding you on purpose.”

“Oh…”

That wasn’t what I’d expected him to say, and though it was great to know he still wanted me as much as I wanted him, it also sucked to know that I might not get that with him for circumstances out of both of our control.

“I’m sorry, I really—” he began, but my mouth ran away with me and cut him off.

“Just because we can’t physically see each other doesn’t mean we can’t still have a little fun,” I suggested in a provocative tone that surprised even me.

He paused for a moment, his breathing growing heavier on the other line.

“What are you suggesting?” His tone was playful and low, and I smiled with the thrill of this dangerous game we were playing.

“What would you do to me right now if I was with you?” I asked, my chest heaving.

He let out a low chuckle, a deep rumbling that vibrated all the way down to my toes, which curled in response. “That depends; what are you doing right now?”

I looked down at myself in bed, wearing jean shorts and the black T-shirt that had the words “Maybe Tomorrow, Satan” inside a red, yellow and pink rainbow—my favorite shirt.

“Just laying in my bed, wearing a T-shirt and shorts,” I said coyly. “You know, the really short frayed kind that ends right below my ass.”

“Mmm,” he purred, the sound making my eyelids flutter as my eyes rolled up into my head. “Well, I’d take off your shirt and grip your perfect tits with both hands.”

Panting with excitement, I closed my eyes and slipped my hand up under my shirt, fondling my boobs and pretending it was his calloused palm kneading my sensitive flesh. “And then?”

“Then I’d pull down those skimpy little shorts and bend you over my desk,” he said, his voice low and intimate. “Touch yourself for me, Shea.”

My heart leapt at his instruction, and I slowly slid my hand down my belly and under the hem of my shorts and panties. My pussy was wet and hot, my clit sparking with pleasure as I rubbed my middle finger over it. I moaned softly into my phone.

“Unzip your pants,” I demanded as I ran my finger up and down my slick center. “I want your dick in your hands.”

“Already there, beautiful,” he cooed, igniting my desire with the mental image of him stroking his delicious cock.

“Mmm, I want you to bend me over, sir,” I whimpered. “I’ve been such a bad girl.”

“God, Shea!” he groaned. “Put two fingers in your pussy and fuck yourself like you want me to.”

I eagerly did as he commanded, slipping my index and middle fingers into my aching opening and pumping them in and out, imagining his cock thrusting into me from behind.

“Nothing compares to your dick,” I groused, my fingers not filling me nearly as perfectly as his girth and length did. “I need you inside me. I need you to fuck me, Caesar.”

“God, I wanna fuck you,” he said longingly. “I want to grip your perky little ass as I bury myself inside you over and over.”

I pumped my fingers harder and faster, desperate to ease the tension his filthy words were coiling inside me like the tightest spring.

“I want to feel your cum bathe my dick, want to make you orgasm again and again,” he continued.

“Oh, Caesar.” I plunged my fingers deeper, flicking against my G-spot as I pressed my palm rhythmically over my clit.

I wanted him so badly. This fantasy was nowhere near good enough. But hearing him say these dirty things to me, knowing what we were doing was just as wrong as it was right, pushed my desire over the edge. I came sharply, needy bliss stabbing through me.

“Ahhh,” I sighed loudly, continuing to hump my palm as my pussy tightened around my fingers. “Come for me, Caesar. I need you to come.”

“Oh, God,” he gasped, followed by a succession of heavy grunts as he found his own climax in the grip of his fist.

For a long moment after that, there was nothing passing between us but panting as we both caught our breath. I melted into my bed, wishing so hard that he was here with me, that we could do more than touch ourselves on each other’s behalf.

He spoke first. “I need to go, beautiful. But I promise I’ll find a way to see you again, I just don’t know when that’ll be.”

“Okay,” I cooed into the phone even as my guts twisted with yearning. “Until then, while this can’t compare to the real you, we can do this again whenever you want.”

He chuckled darkly, making me giggle.

“Noted. And Shea… Please be careful out there. The city is riddled with vampires. I don’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Okay, I promise to be careful,” I said, crossing my sticky fingers. “If I get attacked by vampires, I’ll be sure to call you.”

“I know you’re teasing me, but seriously,” he said, “if you get into any kind of danger, call me and I will be right there.”

“Noted,” I said. “Later, handsome.”

I hung up, staring up at my ceiling as my post-orgasm bliss faded and gave way to another area of concern.

Julian.

I needed to talk to him—for multiple reasons. I’d been avoiding it long enough.
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Chapter 8
Shea

My mind whirled with everything that had happened the last few days—and all the questions I had because of that—as I spoke the words to the calling spell Julian had taught me.

“Sedjed Ka.”

“Hello?” came Julian’s uncertain voice in my ears like he was speaking to me through headphones. “Shea?”

“Yeah. It’s me. We need to talk.”

“Actually, you caught me at a good time. I happen to be in the area. Would you like me to come to your house?”

I sucked my lips between my teeth, my pulse thumping in my temples. Did he know where I lived? I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about that if the answer was yes.

There were so many reasons why him coming here would be a bad idea. Gram had been way too suspicious about a gryphon shifter coming to see me. If she found out that a vampire had been in her house, she’d probably lock me in our non-existent basement and throw away the key.

“No, not here,” I hedged. “This is a small town. People talk.”

“Fair enough. Where, then?” The amusement I detected in his tone made my walls of suspicion wobble a bit, but I willfully hoisted them back into place.

“There’s a coffee shop a few blocks away. Incredible Brew.”

“Great. Meet you in twenty minutes?”

“Yeah, I can do that.” I glanced at the afternoon daylight blanketing my floor from the open window and almost asked if the sun would be a problem, but then I remembered I'd seen him during the day last time. I'd have to ask him about that.

“Alright. See you soon.” I could practically hear the smile in that man’s voice, and it warmed my insides in a way that conflicted me further.

I ended the connection, frowning at myself as I quickly cleaned up. I simply could not feel this way about Julian after what Caesar and I had just done—had been doing. I was crazy about Caesar, even if our situationship was super complicated.

I mean, it wasn’t like we were in any way exclusive, though, right? He didn’t say he wanted me to be his girlfriend. In fact, he was pretty much ashamed to be seen with me. He’d only said he wanted me. That didn’t make me his girl.

Ugh, that didn’t even matter because I didn’t know if I could really trust Julian. That was the whole point of this meeting. And nothing was going to happen this time because we were meeting somewhere public. We were just two people getting coffee.

Well, he was a vampire so he wouldn’t have coffee. He liked to drink… My cheeks—and several other places—burned at the memory of our last meeting, and I swooned slightly as I ran my hand over the spot on my neck where he’d bitten me.

Stop it, Shea!

Done with these stupid romantic notions, I grabbed my coat and headed out of my room.

“Where are you going?” Gram asked from where she sat on the couch. She had a blanket draped over her lap, a sitcom playing on the small tv that sat in the corner.

“To meet a friend.” At her raised brow, I added, “I won't be long. Promise.”

“Is your homework done?”

“Yep!” I swung the coat on.

Gram sat up a little straighter, her gray eyes sparkling like that of a fox. “And is this friend a girl or a boy?”

I smirked. “Boy, but it's not like that.” Well, it is, but it definitely isn’t.

“Is it the man from the other day?”

My face reddened, spiking my frustration. “No—ugh—Do you want me home before dark or what?”

“No later than five-thirty,” Gram acquiesced, though I didn’t miss her unspoken “or else.”

I gave a noncommittal grunt before rushing out the door.

I pulled the zipper on my coat all the way up to my chin and withdrew the hat and gloves I kept in the pockets. I didn’t mind the brisk air, but with the approaching nightfall, it was going to get a hell of a lot colder, and soon.

As I walked down the sidewalk, I couldn’t help but beam at the Christmas decorations peppering the block, letting them distract me for just a moment of peace. Wreaths twinkled, trees glistened and glowed, and even the most mundane festively designed wires were transformed into pure magic with the tiny bulbs and tinsel.

This was my favorite time of year. I loved everything about Christmas, from putting up the tree to picking out and wrapping presents to the festive music that blared from every station.

But even with the magic that seemed to embody my every hope and dream, this year, I was having a difficult time getting into the spirit. Because the world wasn’t just full of magic. It was also full of very real dangers, and those dangers had never felt closer to home.

When I arrived at the quaint coffee shop, I lingered outside the front door for a moment. I couldn’t help but be nervous. Of course, I had plenty of reasons to be apprehensive about meeting a vampire—one who had fed on me!—but none of those were the reason why my hand trembled as I reached for the door.

Stepping slowly inside, I scanned the room—no sign of Julian. I sighed, deflating a little.

I found an out-of-the-way spot and started studying the menu. Coffee wasn’t really my thing, but they made the best hot chocolate here. Nothing like a steaming mug of cocoa to get you into the Christmas spirit.

Mug in hand, I turned gingerly away from the counter so as not to spill it, only to find Julian sitting where I’d just been, smiling like he owned the place.

I rolled my eyes as I sat across from him. “You’re late.”

“Sorry. I needed a drink before I came. I figured, after what happened last time…”

I nearly choked on the too-hot and clearly ill-timed sip I’d just taken. I swallowed repeatedly to clear the discomfort, pushing the mug away from me on the table.

“Yeah, about that,” I began, my throat still raw.

He leaned forward, his expression descending from an amused smirk to a disconcerted frown. “I can’t apologize enough for that. I never…” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “I never feed live. It’s a point of pride with me. But I was so thirsty when you called last time. I lost control, and I took advantage of you. I’m so sorry for…everything that happened that day. I won’t let it happen again.”

I blinked at him a few times, trying to process everything he said.

He thought he took advantage of me? I’d wanted him long before that. Was his thirst the only reason he’d dry-humped me? Was that all it was? I had foolishly convinced myself that he actually liked me.

My gut knotted with shame and embarrassment. Of course, he didn’t like me. He didn’t have any interest in me beyond my magic. He’d asked me to bring his dead wife back from the grave, for shit sake! I had just been in the wrong place at the wrong time the other day. A heroin addict doesn’t discern whether a particular hit is attractive or not, or has a great personality. They just take whatever they can get.

Fuck, I was so stupid for thinking this was more than what it was.

I nodded obstinately. “Okay. Good. Glad we got that cleared up. Water under the bridge.”

His frown deepened, his brow pinching with dubious concern, making me realize there was very evident anger in my voice.

I flipped my hair over my shoulder and schooled my tone. “Anyway. That’s not the reason I asked you here. What affiliation do you have with other vampires?”

He cocked his head, obviously confused by my complete change of subject. “Um, well, that’s a bit complicated.”

“Okay, I’ll uncomplicate it,” I said, very much all business now that I knew that’s all we were to each other. “There was a big vampire attack in Chicago last Thursday, the day after I saw you. Were you involved?”

Julian looked away, his already pale complexion looking a little paler. “I’m afraid it’s better if we don’t speak of it.”

I took a deep breath. “Look, if I’m going to work with you, I need to know you’re one of the good guys.”

He looked me dead in the eyes, his expression solemn and sincere. “I am.”

I studied him for a long moment, waiting for him to crack, some emotion to betray him. Or maybe he’d pull the compulsion card. Not all vampires could compel others, but older ones sometimes could. And despite his youthful appearance, Julian had a bearing about him that seemed stuck in another century. Yeah, he was probably ancient—and somehow, that wasn’t creepy.

Still, I felt no different, neither swayed for or against my initial impression, just my gut saying he was telling the truth. But I wasn’t letting him off that easy.

“If you want my help, you’ll have to do better than that. I need an explanation, or you can have your grimoire back.” I kept my gaze on him steady and unwavering, desperately hoping he wouldn’t call my bluff because, honestly, I’d sooner die than give up the grimoire.

He looked at me for a long moment. I almost thought I saw longing in his eyes, but then I stubbornly reminded myself that the longing was really for his dead wife. Stupid, stupid, stupid!

Finally, he let out a breath then looked around the coffee shop as if someone might be eavesdropping before leaning close again.

“Yes, I am affiliated with those vampires, and yes, I was involved in the attack, but it’s not what you think,” he whispered.

I narrowed my eyes at him, my emotional outrage telling me I should walk away at the same time that my gut told me to hear him out.

“I left the vampires a decade ago,” he continued. “I hate everything they stand for, and I wanted to be better. But just recently, an old friend from the shifter school asked me to rejoin the vampires as a spy. You know him, I think. I caught his scent at your friend’s house along with yours. Caesar.”

I swear on everything that is good and pure in this world that my heart. Fucking. Stopped.

My brain must have stopped, too, because I momentarily lost the ability to form thoughts into words in my mind. I was too stunned, shocked into a vegetative state for several long seconds.

“He’s the contact I have at the school,” Julian continued when I only stared blankly at him. “He’s the reason I said I could get you in. If he knew how much you could help our joint cause, I’m sure he’d consider a placement for you.”

Holy shit. Holy shit. Holy shit!

Not only had I hooked up with the two hottest guys I’d ever seen—probably on the entire planet—but they fucking knew each other! And obviously, neither of them knew about my affiliation with the other.

Shit just got a whole lot more complicated.

“That’s the only reason I went back, I swear to you,” Julian went on. “I risked my life going back, and it was only thanks to the grace of whatever higher power exists that Hadrian, the vampire leader, didn’t kill me. I had no choice but to be part of that attack, or he would have. But I didn’t hurt those kids. I did as little as possible without alerting too much suspicion.”

Finally finding my motor functions again, I managed to nod my head slowly up and down. For once, in the presence of this gorgeous creature, all the blood drained from my cheeks, and he must have noticed because he asked, “Shea, are you okay?”

I pulled my drink closer and took a sip, relieved that it cooled to a drinkable level. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little surprised, that’s all.”

He gave me a sheepish frown that made him look entirely cute. “Are you still willing to help me?”

How could I not melt under that imploring gaze? I forced my eyes away from his adorable face and looked down, only to finally see what he was wearing—the kitty sweater. Oh, for fuck sake!

“You found my gift,” I blurted out awkwardly.

“Oh, yeah.” He smiled and looked down at it. “The pink of the bow really flatters my eyes, don’t you think?”

I sighed, unable to fight a smile. “Yes, I’ll still help you.” Because, apparently, I’m a masochistic idiot who thrives on the rejection of super hot, unavailable men.

His smile grew, his eyes sparkling with relief that I tried not to read too much into. “How’s that going, by the way?”

I took another sip of my cocoa, willing its heat to warm my soul. “At this rate, it’ll take me ages to get through that book, and that’s not counting the locks and wards that keep the more powerful spells hidden. It’s like I have to earn the book’s trust.”

“Well, I’ve got all of eternity.”

His eyes found mine and held them for a long moment, a mixture of unreadable emotions swimming within them that did confusing things to my insides. Why did he have to be so mysterious? And gorgeous? And look so damn good in that ridiculous sweater? Honestly, I didn’t know who wore it better, him or Caesar.

“I should get going. I want to get back before dark.” Julian looked around as he rose from the table, a haunted look in his eyes. “You should, too.”

I nodded reluctantly.

He rested his hand on my shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze that sent shivers all the way down to my toes. “Don’t worry. We’ll get this worked out. And until then, you can use my apartment on the weekends for your experiments.”

His fingers began to lift off my shoulder, but I caught his wrist.

“Wait.” I pulled a pen from my purse and wrote my number on his palm. “In case you need to get ahold of me. Way quicker than a letter. Besides, you shouldn’t make the girl do all the work in the relationship. I’m progressive, but not that progressive.”

Julian smirked. “Until next time.”

I didn’t let go. “One more thing. How can you walk in the sunlight?”

He eased his wrist out of my grip and slid his hand into his pocket. He squinted at the large storefront windows, though his gaze seemed focused on something much further away in time and space.

“Dig deep enough in that book, and you’ll find the answer.”

I startled as a key clinked on the table.

“So you don’t have to break in anymore.” Julian winked.

I exhaled a forgotten breath as he breezed out of the cafe and put the key in my pocket with a soft smile on my lips. It was an unexpected gesture, one that I was trying desperately not to read anything into.

I finished my cocoa and exited the cafe. With my mind still brewing over the conversation I’d had with Julian, I nearly ran into a guy who looked to be about my age. Brown eyes with flecks of amber met my gaze from beneath dark hair, the long front draped partially over his face.

And was he wearing eyeliner? I didn’t run into many goths in Shallow Grave, but I kinda liked the look.

He smiled at me. “Sorry.”

“Yeah, likewise.” I made to go around him, but he stopped me.

“I’m Adam, by the way.”

I cocked a brow. “You make a habit of introducing yourself to everyone you run into?”

“Only the pretty ones.”

I gave an amused huff. “Shea. But that’s all you’re getting from me.”

“Well, Shea-but-that’s-all-you’re-getting-from-me, I hope we meet again.”

I shook my head and spoke over my shoulder as I walked away, “One can always dream.”

I had enough to worry about with the two men who were already taking up too much of my mental and emotional space. The last thing I needed was to add another random guy to the mix.

Dream on, dude.
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Chapter 9
Ashlyn

Life had been…weird since Niko told me he was leaving. He hadn’t been around much, and even when he was, he was distracted with packing, studying, and preparing for his internship. We hadn’t spent any quality time together, and that was definitely pissing me off. He hadn’t even left yet, and it was like he was already gone.

If I couldn’t handle this, how was I going to handle him actually not being here? For months or even years?

The first day, I descended into sorrow and mopey depression. But that took way too much emotional effort, which I had absolutely no patience for, so I shoved it away and took to indifference instead.

I stopped asking Niko to spend time with me. I stopped texting him asking how his day was going or what task he was doing when he left with his parents. I told myself that I stopped caring, but that one wasn’t so easy.

Did Niko even notice my nonchalance? Did he even care?

Ugh, this was why I didn’t date. I didn’t need this shit. This neurotic will-he-won’t-he obsession!

Maybe it would be better after he actually left. Out of sight, out of mind. Maybe I wouldn’t mind if he didn’t respond to my texts because I would know he was, in fact, busy. Maybe I wouldn’t worry that he might have gotten killed under the general’s instruction. Maybe I wouldn’t imagine on repeat that he met some badass dragon bitch in the military who made him forget all about me.

“Ash?” A pair of fingers tapped on my shoulder as I stared at nothing, the book sitting unread in my lap.

I looked over my shoulder up at Niko behind me, the lighting in our secret library spot too dim for me to clearly see his face.

“Hey,” I said.

“I’m surprised to find you here.” He came to sit across from me on the carpet, an uncertain expression coming into view on his face. “But I looked everywhere else with no luck.”

“Oh, you were looking for me?” I asked, not hiding my—slightly sardonic—surprise.

“Yeah, of course,” he replied with a frown.

I shrugged, closing my book. “I like it here. It’s cozy and secluded. No one bothers me here.”

“That’s why I like it, too,” he said.

I nodded, looking everywhere but at him.

“Is something wrong?” he asked, and when I did look at him, there was a concerned crease between his brows.

I sighed. “It’s just been…difficult. You haven’t left yet, and it’s like you’re not even here. This was your last week here, and you haven’t made a single effort to spend time with before you go.”

He narrowed his eyes at me, incredulous. “You don’t think I’ve tried to make time for you? You have no idea how busy I’ve been wrapping up my semester work, packing my shit, dealing with countless phone calls from my mom, my dad, the general… I’ve tried really hard, but I can’t get anywhere. This was the first chance I got to spend time with you, and I took it. That’s why I’m here.”

I didn’t like his defensive tone. Like his neglect was somehow my fault. Like I didn’t have the right to be irritated at his lack of attention.

“None of that is my fault,” I said coolly. “I didn’t make you take this internship. I’m not the one piling anything on you. I haven’t even tried to steer your attention away from your duties.”

He blew out a breath. “You’re right. This isn’t your fault. I chose this.”

He clasped his hands in his lap, twiddling his thumbs as he practically scowled down at them.

“Listen, this week has shown me how hard this is going to be,” he said slowly, like it was hard to say.

“This?” I asked, my heart tripping over itself as I feared what he might say next.

He peered up at me beneath his lashes, then waved his hand back and forth between us. “This. Us. Maintaining a relationship from a distance while performing a high-profile internship.”

My heart thudded, my eyes widening before narrowing in rejection. “What are you saying?”

He hung his and looked up at the ceiling for a moment before meeting my stricken gaze. “I think it would be easier for both of us if we hit pause during my internship.”

The rejection inside was simmering into anger.

“Pause,” I deadpanned. “You mean you’re breaking up with me.”

“No,” he said. “Not—I—It just means we take a break. Until I come back.”

“If you come back,” I snapped, slamming my palm on the top of my book—and pretending it didn’t sting. “And what, I’m just supposed to wait for you? Or am I free to date other guys? Are you free to date other girls?”

He frowned, clearly flustered. “What? No. I mean, I wouldn’t ask you to just wait for me if you were interested in someone else. But I’m not going to da—”

“You know what, why don’t you just make this easier on both of us and cut the damn chord,” I yelled.

“You want me to break up with you?” he snapped, his own anger rising in response to mine.

“Well, clearly you do,” I shot at him.

“Ugh, fine!” He threw up his hands, then got to his feet.

I tossed my book to the side and jumped to standing as well, my fists clenched at my sides. “Fine!”

“Fine,” he said again, crossing his arms as he glared at me.

I glared right back, damned if I was going to back down.

His jaw ticked, the conflict in his eyes masked by the scowl in his forehead. “Well, I guess that’s settled. Later, Ash.”

Then he stormed out without another word. Anger turned to rage inside me.

“Later, Ass!” I shouted after him.

I stood there for several furious seconds until my peripheral vision caught the tendrils of smoke rising from below. I glanced down at my hands to find them glowing like hot irons in a fire pit.

If I didn’t calm myself down, I was going to burn the entire library down, and as much as I wanted to burn down the whole world at the moment, I thought better of it.

Fuck him. I didn’t need Niko. I’d never needed anyone before, and I didn’t now. He could go die in the military for all I cared. Good fucking riddance.
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Chapter 10
Tobias

I watched as Niko stomped into the avian common room with smoke seeping from his ears. Three fireballs orbited him quickly like a protective shield. He was clearly in a sour mood.

“Off to pack?” I asked, causing Niko to shoot me a glare, and one of the fireballs fired in my direction.

Upon realizing it was me, the fireball extinguished before I had time to react—clearly Niko hadn’t seen me studying in the corner of the couch when he walked in.

Niko’s face instantly smoothed from fury to guilt and then tempered frustration. It was a look I had seen on him more often than I liked ever since the vampire attack. I knew the frustration was directed at me because Niko never acted that way toward Brett or anyone else.

Niko’s remaining fireballs extinguished, and the smoke disappeared. I shut my textbook slowly as he passed. I could still feel the anger roll off him in thick, hot waves.

“Yes,” he practically spat. “I’m off to pack.” Niko turned and walked down the hall toward his room.

“Hold on.” I jumped up from my seat.

Niko turned and looked at me expectantly. Tendrils of black smoke began rising above his nearly bare head.

I didn’t know what to say. I wasn’t used to discussing feelings with Niko or Brett. We usually just gave each other a wide berth if one of us needed some space. Issues usually righted themselves after a day or so without over-discussion, like how the girls handled their problems.

But we didn’t have a day or so. If I remembered right, Niko was leaving soon. Like an hour soon. And it was unknown when I’d see him again. I didn’t want whatever was going on to hang over our heads.

Niko’s scowl deepened. “Look, Tobias, if you’ve got something to say, just say it.”

“It’s messed up that they’re making you leave,” I managed.

He shrugged, then ran a hand over the carved hair alongside his mostly shaved head. I noticed the design was in the shape of a phoenix, and I knew it was probably in honor of a certain girl.

“The timing just sucks.” Niko cleared his throat. “But it’s a great opportunity, so... whatever.”

“Hey, I’m sorry you have to hang out with my father,” I added. “I wouldn’t wish that on anyone.”

“Eh...the general isn’t that bad,” was all he had to say.

The space between us thickened with sudden awkwardness. I didn’t understand how that happened, but I scrambled to remedy it. “Look—”

“Why’d you have to go and do that?” Niko interrupted.

“Go and do—?” I realized a second too late what he was referring to.

“Go and run in front of that vamp bomb-thing!” he shouted. “What the hell, Tobias? I’m not some damsel in distress. I am a very capable dragon—”

I held my hands up in defense of his verbal onslaught. “I know, I—”

“In fact, I’m a better dragon than you in some ways!” He turned and hit the wall with his fist hard enough to draw the notice of anyone in the avian wing, but fortunately not hard enough to leave a mark.

He shook his hand rapidly, but I could still see the angry red marks on his knuckles as he muttered a curse under his breath.

I glanced down the hall, waiting for heads to pop out of doors. Either no one was in the wing, or they were but knew who was arguing and were staying in their rooms. Cowards.

“And then you had to go and almost get yourself killed,” Niko said, still angry, but the energy of his anger was gone. “All to save me.”

I respected him enough to remain quiet.

“Do you have any idea what it would have done to me if you’d died?” he asked. “That my best friend not only took lead shrapnel for me but died doing it?”

“I couldn’t have lived with myself if I hadn’t stepped in,” I admitted.

“What if the situation had been reversed, huh?” Niko asked. “What if I’d been the one to throw myself in front of a bomb to save you? I would have said the exact same thing.”

“But it wouldn’t—”

“Don’t deny it, Tobias,” he interrupted again. “You would’ve been furious. You would’ve called it stupid and illogical.”

I hated to admit it, so I didn’t, but that sounded a lot like something I’d say.

“What’s in the past has passed,” I said instead. “And no permanent damage was done.” I waved a hand up and down to prove that I was fully healed.

“That’s not entirely true,” Niko said in a low tone, like he didn’t want me to hear.

“Look,” I snapped. “Quit making me feel guilty for saving you, okay? It was a split-second decision.”

“Yes. But if you could—”

“If I could do it again, I’d do the exact same thing. Get. Over. It.”

Niko growled. “The prince isn’t supposed to sacrifice himself, okay?”

He conjured a flaming red ball and chucked it right at my face, on purpose this time. I extinguished it before it could do any damage. But it was the comment more than the fireball that caught me off-guard.

“I thought...” I started but didn’t finish. “I would’ve done it for the girls, too, you know. And not just Arya. I would’ve taken the hit for Ashlyn, too.”

My chest heaved with each breath. My chest ached somehow, but it wasn’t exactly a physical pain. It bothered me that, of all people, Niko was using the prince card and throwing it in my face.

And he was still angry. Niko threw his hands in the air and looked like he was about to attack the wall again.

“Of course, you would,” he said, his tone thick with ever-building frustration and anger. “As far as we knew, they were both inexperienced and essentially defenseless—until Ashlyn became a major badass and finally shifted.”

“How are things, by the way?” I asked, suddenly wanting the subject to change. Pretend like Niko hadn’t used my family and perceived position against me. I was getting weary of the fight. And since Niko was leaving soon... “With Ashlyn, that is.”

It must’ve struck a nerve because Niko visibly flinched at her name, his face contorting for a brief second.

“I broke things off.”

I hadn’t expected that. “What? Why? I thought you were into her.”

“I am into her.” He rubbed his hand over his head again. “Like really into her. It’s just...”

“Because you’re leaving?” I asked.

“Sorta. She’s not taking it well and...” He leaned against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. “And I don’t want to be the one holding her back from being...happy.”

“That’s stupid.”

His eyes shot to me.

“She probably thinks so too,” I added.

He pushed off from the wall, his defenses up again, and stalked toward his room.

“Whatever. It’s not like the general is forcing you from school,” he called back. “You have no idea...” He didn’t finish his thought and waved a hand. “I’ve gotta pack.”

“Is that what you did to Ashlyn?” I knew I was pushing Niko’s buttons but couldn’t help myself. “You broke up with her and walked away because you didn’t like what she said or something?”

Niko whipped around and stomped toward me with a finger in my face. “You have no idea what you’re talking about. She’s...” he paused, his fire faltering a quick second. “She’s not like any girl I’ve ever dated.”

He didn’t have to say another word. His tone and expression said everything.

“She’s got you whipped.”

His shoulders dropped. “Yeah, she really does.” His brief vulnerability vanished from his face, and the familiar anger and frustration returned. “Don’t ever try to save me again, Tobias Dracul.”

The use of my full name stung a bit. Arthur was generally the only one who used it. Well, and Mom. But she never used a tone like that when she said it.

I didn’t say another word as Niko disappeared into his room, even though I knew that was the closest thing to a goodbye I was going to get.

***

In defense class, I threw myself into training. The exertion helped clear my head from the run-in with Niko—who was probably already gone at that point, but I tried not to think about that.

We were practicing hand-to-hand combat, no shifting allowed. There were rumors that vampires were working on some biological weapon that would prevent shifters from being able to shift, or even use their powers, so we had to rely solely on our human abilities.

Most of the time, I—as well as the majority of my classmates—thought it was dumb. We’d never encountered such a weapon nor heard of one being used anywhere in the world. But Caesar insisted that we be ready anyway and thus required one training session each month.

But for once, I was glad for it. Although it would have been easier to sink into my dragon and shut off my thoughts in the sim, I’d been avoiding another simulation session since the incident with the invisible dragon. Concentrating on only using human abilities also took quite a bit of brain space, but I still found that I had to focus all of my attention on it to keep the replay of my fight with Niko from continuing on a constant loop.

I swung my leg around, attempting to sweep Shawn’s legs out from underneath him, but Shawn was quick and leapt like a schoolgirl jumping a rope. The image made me chuckle, and I missed the undercut punch that landed square in my gut.

Suddenly breathless, I took a staggering few steps backward to give my lungs time to recuperate, but Shawn took advantage and spun behind me, quickly hooking an elbow around my neck. It surprised me that I’d been trapped so quickly and effectively, especially given our height difference.

The surprise only lasted a moment because I only had to arch my back to lift Shawn off the ground. I hooked an arm around Shawn’s middle, catapulting him around my body and slamming him onto the mat.

Shawn lay there stunned, contemplating his next move. I knelt to pin his arms, but Shawn whipped his head up to strike it against mine, sending stars flashing across my eyesight as I flopped backward.

While my vision was momentarily hindered, I used my other senses to locate Shawn, who was now on my right, moving to make his signature final blow of shoving me to the ground with the force of his elbow and knee at once. Students often underestimated Shawn because of his smaller size, but in human—and even in dragon—form, Shawn was a worthy opponent.

I paused for a moment, pretending like the disorientation of my vision and explosion in my head was too much. I reached my leg out to catch the back of Shawn’s knee in order to collapse his leg.

But I miscalculated.

Shawn was inches too far back, and I missed it altogether, stretching my calf—freshly healed from three of the lead pellets that had embedded themselves into the muscle—until I felt a snap. New pain radiated up and down my leg. I could do nothing but lay on the mat while Shawn declared himself the victor.

I breathed deeply, lying on my back while my classmates cheered. Their celebration was always louder and more exuberant whenever someone managed to beat me, but I acted like I didn’t care. As soon as I thought I could handle the pain and finally stand, I limped off in a hurry, muttering something about finding Ms. Heather.

What a fucked up, hellish day it’s turned out to be.

I inched down the hall, leaning heavily against the wall. First the fight with Niko and now that foolish miscalculation in defense class that earned me a fresh injury. Felt like a torn ligament. Great.

Fortunately, the entire school was still in class, so I had the hallway to hobble by myself. The infirmary wasn’t far, but it took quite a bit of effort getting there. The closer I got, the more the thought of Ms. Heather’s face when she saw me return with an injury she’d recently spent so much time healing filled me with dread.

But what else could I do? Heal naturally? The thought was ridiculous.

When I rounded the corner, though, my heart leapt at seeing who had just exited.

Arya.

She must’ve had an extra training session with Ms. Heather.

And just like that, my common sense fled and a new plan formed.

“Hey!” I called loud enough that I hoped she’d hear and turn, which she did. I also hoped Ms. Heather wouldn’t hear or feel the need to come out and see how I was doing.

Arya looked everywhere but at me as she slowly approached.

I leaned heavily against the wall, hiding the fact that I was in significant pain. After what I’d been through, though, it wasn’t too hard to keep a straight face.

“Hey, Tobias,” she said softly, then looked confused. “Aren’t you supposed to be in defense?”

“I uh...” I stared at the ground, then shifted when the pain was too much. The wince was enough for her to react with a tiny gasp.

“You’re hurt,” she said, her voice firmer.

I felt my face and neck flame with embarrassment. I reached a hand up to grip the side of my neck, looking at the floor in front of me.

“It’s just a sprain, I’m sure,” I lied. The snap was probably not just a sprain.

Immediately she took my arm. “Here, let’s get you to Ms. Heather.”

“No!” I shouted, then stopped myself. “No,” I said quieter.

Then an idiotic thought occurred to me, and I jumped on the impulse. “Maybe you could...?” I let the question hang in the air.

She looked at me with confusion for only a second before the realization hit her and an eyebrow rose. “You want me to...?” She pointed at herself.

I lowered my eyes to hers and nodded slowly, feeling—and probably looking—very sheepish for asking.

“Would you? It’s just...” I paused. “She just got through healing me, and I don’t want to go in there...”

She watched me for another fraction of a second before her shoulders relaxed and she nodded, gripping my arm.

“Right. I’m sure I can manage.” Her voice didn’t sound as sure, but I had confidence in her abilities. Plus, she needed the practice, right?

Arya looked around, as if a gurney might magically appear in the hallway.

“Let’s go to the greenhouses.” I pointed in that direction. “Defense classes will be out soon and we won’t be bothered there.”

She hesitated for a moment, like the mention of greenhouses disgusted or bothered her in some way. I couldn’t remember why that might be, though, and she quickly nodded.

I tried not to lean too heavily on her as we limped toward the greenhouses. Though my calf sent shooting pains up and down my leg with each movement, I set my jaw firmly to hold back any cries of pain. It was just a muscle, after all, I didn’t need to be pussy about it.

“How can we get in?” she asked when we reached the wooden structure. “Aren’t they locked? Wouldn’t we need a teacher to let us in?”

“Not right now,” I said, gesturing for her to push open the door to the nearest greenhouse. “They leave it open during school hours. Mrs. Sharp is supposed to supervise any students who come in, but I know for a fact she’s in a parent-teacher meeting with that cocky hound, Jackson.”

I also knew that Mrs. Sharp kept a few folding chairs near the entrance so at least I could sit. Cora and I might’ve knocked over a stack of them while we’d been...

Ah, that’s probably why Arya had looked that way. She’d heard about my little tryst with Cora. It seemed like forever ago. Arya had to know that was long before she even arrived at the Dome.

If she knew about it, or was thinking about it, it didn’t show on her face.

“So, you hurt your leg?” she asked.

I wanted to correct her on it, but was reminded that Brett and Niko often told me it was rude to point things out like that, because if she’d pointed out the obvious, then something was either on her mind or she was nervous.

I recovered from my brief lapse of brain-to-mouth connection and nodded. “Yes, it’s on the back of my leg. I felt it snap in a spar.”

She winced as if she were the one who’d injured herself. “Ouch.”

The way she said it drew my eyes to her mouth. The way it formed an O and her eyebrows furrowed at the same time weirdly reminded me of the way she’d looked that night. When I’d lay barely conscious with shooting daggers of pain all over my body. She’d been so worried that I was dying. And I had been. But apparently, the job didn’t finish before they got me to the infirmary, because the imprint that bound me to her was absolutely, painfully still in place.

I’d kissed her. My presumably last act on this earth had been to pull her down and kiss her. And she’d kissed me back.

“Tobias?” she asked, ripping me from my thoughts.

Her voice held a nervous edge. Maybe she was thinking of that night, too? It wasn’t my preferred way of kissing a girl—of kissing this girl—and I needed to remedy that.

I took one limping step forward, watching her reaction. She didn’t step back, she didn’t avert her gaze or frown. She looked almost...expectant? Hopeful? Confidence rose in my chest, warm and glowing like my own fire.

Another half-step forward, and with one swift movement, I wrapped one arm around her waist, putting the other hand just behind her neck. Fingers entwined in her thick, silky hair, I pulled her into a kiss.

This time it wasn’t interrupted by that damned pain that was sucking away my life. No. Now my only injury—my stupid, brilliant injury that brought her back into my arms—had faded into the background. Our kiss deepened, and her fingers reached up into my hair.

Slowly, I moved her toward the wall of the greenhouse until my calf smarted and I broke the kiss for only a moment to search for a seat. Quickly sitting, I pulled her hand forward, silently asking permission. Her small smile and bright eyes met mine, and she allowed herself to be pulled forward and sideways onto my lap.

With both hands, I brushed the hair away from her shoulders, watching every miniscule movement of her beautiful face that mirrored the swirling emotions I felt.

This time, she leaned into me, and when she pressed her lips against mine, I dropped every guard I’d ever put up against this intoxicating girl.

Every guard except one.
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Chapter 11
Arya

Hot! I was so deliciously hot all over!

There were a dozen reasons that I should have pulled away, should have stopped kissing him, but right now, with his tongue tangling, playing my mouth like a fiddle, I didn’t give a fuck about any of them.

All I knew was that I wanted more. More of his large, warm hands pulling me closer as I sat on his lap, feeling the hard ridge of his desire beneath my thigh. More of his fingers caressing my ears and jawline as they combed through my hair. More of his lips opening and closing over mine in a perfect rhythm that made my head spin and my insides ache.

I didn’t care that he’d been in this very greenhouse with Cora who knew how many times. I’d messed around with Kendall, too, and I was sure Cora was just as big a mistake to Tobias as Kendall was to me.

I didn’t care that Tobias would probably go silent on me again after this. We both wanted this. And if history was any indication, it would only be a matter of time before he came back after he had time to process the emotions I obviously made him feel.

He had a reputation around campus for being a playboy, not for yo-yoing every girl he slept with. Nope, that erratic behavior was reserved for me, as far as I’d heard. Infuriating as it was, it meant he had real feelings for me and didn’t know how to deal with them.

We had a deeper connection. What I felt for Tobias was inescapable—I’d tried time and again and still ended up pining for him. And clearly, he felt the same way. I just had to be a little patient while he grew out of his Peter Pan phase.

Fueled by my frustration, I squeezed his shoulders a little too hard, and he jerked beneath me, pulling away to hiss between his teeth.

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing his shoulder soothingly to make up for it.

“No, it’s my damn leg.” He winced.

I widened my eyes and grimaced, immediately—and gently—climbing off his lap. “Oh shit, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

He chuckled. “It’s okay. I kinda started it.”

“You usually do,” I teased.

“Ouch. I deserve that.”

We both laughed.

“Let me heal you before I cause any further damage,” I suggested, wiping my kiss-swollen lips.

“Yeah,” he said, straightening his leg. “I’d really appreciate not having to bother Ms. Heather again.”

I nodded and knelt in front of his injured leg. He rolled up his pants to expose his calf and twisted his leg so I could inspect it. A strange paint-splatter-shaped purple bruise stained the skin.

At the sight of it, I grimaced and sucked in a breath between my teeth. “Damn! That looks awful.”

Seeing him battered once more put me right back into the headspace of the night he almost died, twisting my heart into a painful knot. I didn’t like seeing him in any kind of pain—even if I had only seconds ago tried to inflict some by squeezing his shoulder too hard.

“Eh, it’s not so bad.” He shrugged, puffing out his chest.

I frowned sideways at him.

His shoulders slumped under my dubious gaze. “It could be worse.”

“Let’s be glad it isn’t,” I said, silently enjoying chastising him.

I pulled my tablet out of my laptop bag. “Ms. Heather updated my tablet with the x-ray app the harpies use. I haven’t had the chance to test it out yet.”

I tapped the icon that looked like a ribcage, and the app opened.

TAP TO SCAN AFFLICTED REGION, read the message on the screen.

I held the tablet so that the camera was aimed at Tobias’s bruise and tapped the screen. A faint red glow slowly blanketed across the screen, and after it had crossed a few seconds later, a high-definition x-ray image of Tobias’s calf appeared. His bones were outlined in yellow, his veins and arteries in branch-like red lines, and the outline of his skin was a faint white. Dark red globs congealed toward the base of the bone, where there was a small fracture, tiny splinters of yellow peppering the surrounding area.

“You’ve got a fracture,” I said. “I’ve only practiced healing once, so don’t expect a miracle.”

“I have faith in you,” he said.

Those words made my breath hitch. There was no sarcasm or teasing in his tone, just sincerity. I was struck by how good it felt to have someone believe in me, especially him.

I set the tablet aside and looked around. It was so dark in this corner of the greenhouse. If I was going to heal him, I needed light. Then, I remembered my first lesson with Ms. Heather. Fire.

“This is going to sound strange, but would you conjure a fireball for me?” I asked.

He squinted. “A fireball? In a greenhouse?”

“I need the light,” I explained. “And fire is the purest form of light. Just hold it in your hand so I can access it.”

He shrugged. “Oooo-kay.” Then he held up his right hand, palm open, and a spark ignited, growing and swirling into a bright orange ball of fire.

As I looked at the bright orb, I cleared my mind and focused on my connection to it. Thanks to Tobias, I had plenty of emotional ammo to access the light. I allowed the thrill of kissing him to fill me up, and tendrils of light slithered out of the ball of flame and tapered into my waiting hands. I placed them over Tobias’s calf and willed the light to heal him.

After a few seconds, the glow that had illuminated between my hands and his leg evaporated, and I withdrew my hands.

“How do you feel?” I asked.

Extinguishing the flames he held, Tobias stretched his leg forward and rotated his ankle twice. “Perfect.” He looked up at me with admiring appreciation. “That was amazing, Arya! You’re a natural.”

I snorted a laugh as I got to my feet. “I’m a better harpy than I am a mermaid.”

“I think you’re a pretty great mermaid, too,” he said. “The best I’ve ever met, in fact.”

“Well, that’s not a very high bar, is it,” I joked. “Besides, you’re just saying that to get into my pants.”

He waggled his eyebrows at me, his golden irises heating as they carved into me. “Is it working?”

The way he was looking at me made me yearn to continue where we’d left off. But I wasn’t going to let him off that easily.

“That depends,” I replied coyly, putting my hands on my hips. “Are you going to run away again right after?”

His expression tightened with confliction, but his eyes shimmered with raw emotion.

Without breaking eye contact, he reached out his hand and shook his head. “I’m not running away anymore. I promise.”

I looked at his extended hand suspiciously for a moment. “I’m holding you to that, Prince Dracul. Don’t disappoint me.”

“Never again.” The determination in his eyes tugged at my heart. I knew he meant it, at least at this moment.

I gave him my hand, but when he tried to pull me back onto his lap, I stopped him. He gave me a questioning look.

“Not here,” I asserted. “This was the place you took all your skanks. I’m not one of them.”

He smiled, then nodded slowly. “No, you’re not. So…your room or mine?”

I was about to suggest mine, but the sudden memory of Kendall and me in my bed flashed in my mind. I didn’t want to be distracted with thoughts of him while I was with Tobias.

“Yours. I believe it makes a statement.”

His smile grew, and he rose off his chair and led me by the hand out of the greenhouse. Anticipation was coiled so tightly inside me that the walk back to the dorms was a blur. All I saw were the flirtatious glances we shared as we skittered across the lawn and up the stairs of the main building.

The avian common room was empty, everyone still in their last class, and I was grateful for the privacy of our pre-walk-of-shame. Though there was no shame for either of us in sight.

The instant we crossed the threshold into his room, he pressed me against the door to close it and descended on my mouth with ravenous hunger.

I steered him toward his bed as we kissed with wild abandon, blindly feeling for the end of his shirt until my fingers found the smooth heat of his skin beneath the fabric. I curled my fingers around the material and pulled it upward, breaking away from his mouth as he lifted his arms to let me take it off him.

I pulled up my own shirt as he worked at the zipper of my pants, pulling them and my panties down just as I tossed my shirt aside. I stepped out of them, kicking off my shoes with frustrated haste as I struggled with his zipper. Unable to coordinate so many movements, he took over, removing his pants and boxers before unfastening my bra.

As soon as we were both naked, and even before he finished kicking his clothes from his ankles, I pushed him backward onto the bed.

He looked up at me when he landed, both surprise and challenge burning in his amber eyes.

Like a mao on a fallen gazelle, I pounced, climbing onto the bed and spreading my legs over his waist to straddle him. Then I lowered myself to kiss him, but he stopped me, a strange, vulnerable twinkle in his eyes.

“You are so beautiful,” he murmured, his gaze roaming my face in a way that made me feel more exposed than being naked on top of him did.

What’s going on in that mysterious, well-guarded mind of yours, Tobias Dracul?

Then his hand curled around the base of my neck and pulled me down to kiss him, the stutter in our passion fading as our desire for one another burned hotter.

I reached a hand between our bodies as his tongue invaded my mouth, finding the rigid shaft of his hard cock and stroking it up and down. He groaned into my mouth, making me smile against his kisses. He gripped my hips with both hands, applying pressure to lower me onto him, but I resisted, continuing to stroke him and getting off on taunting him just a little.

“Please,” he whispered, nibbling on my lower lip as another groan escaped him.

And I couldn’t hold off any longer. I wanted him inside me so badly, even more than I wanted to torture him by withholding.

I guided his cock to my wet entrance and slowly lowered myself to the base of his pelvis, shuddering in bliss as his length and girth filled me completely—finally! He felt so fucking good inside me, stretching me and pushing on every sensitive nerve-ending I had.

I sat still for a moment, savoring the sensation as I adjusted to his impressive size. Then I began to move, slowly, sliding myself up and down over his cock. I moaned at the pleasure of his tip pressing against my inner walls, losing myself little by little as I rocked my hips faster and faster.

I clutched his shoulders for support as I rode him harder. Our eyes locked, and instead of making me uncomfortable and want to look away, it only intensified the passion between us. We stared at each other through every sway of my hips, through every moan and grunt of pleasure, and suddenly I was coming.

I bucked against him, burying him deep inside me as the ecstasy pulsated through me. But he didn’t let me stop. With his hands still clutching my hips, he lifted me up, thrusting upward into me in furious rebellion. The friction of his rapid movement drew out my climax, impossibly pushing me toward another, and I cried out as the second one obliterated me.

I collapsed on top of him, barely able to hold myself up as he continued to fuck me through my intense orgasm. Only after the tremors of my inner walls subsided did he slow. I looked down at him with half-lidded, lust-drugged eyes, finding a pained expression on his face as he pulled and lifted my hips slower and slower, until—

He pushed my hips upward and off of his cock, gripping his shaft and stroking it rapidly as his cum shot out and spilled over his rippling abs. I rolled onto the bed beside him, watching greedily as he finished himself off.

We lay there like that for several minutes, chests heaving and bodies coated in sweat, both of us too spent to clean up the mess.

It finally happened. After months of games and sexual tension so tight it threatened to snap, I’d finally had sex with Tobias Dracul. And I had no intention of stopping any time soon.
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Chapter 12
Julian

My fingers ran swiftly across the ivory keys of the antique piano while I sat in my quarters at Heritage Prep. Mozart’s Turkish March filled the air in perfect time, and I didn’t miss a single note.

The acoustics in my quarters weren’t the greatest: the builders of the vampire fortress hadn’t constructed the rooms with music in mind. But my eyes remained closed while I lost myself in harmonic serenity.

As I approached the final run of the song, a knock sounded at my door, causing my fingers to stop and my eyes to open. The enveloping peacefulness I’d felt shattered into dread.

“What do they want now?” I mumbled under my breath as I stood from the piano bench and made my way to the door. Before reaching it, hurried knocks came from it again.

“I’m coming,” I called with irritation. I grabbed the handle and pulled it a little too hard, catching the thin edge of the door before it could slam into the wall.

Standing in the doorway was my assigned Initiate, Piper Adams. Her sandy blonde hair was tied back in a tight ponytail, and her gold-framed glasses made her light-brown eyes appear slightly bigger than they actually were.

The strangest thing for me was having to look up at her. I was tall by most standards, but she was at least two inches taller. I couldn’t help but stare at her with annoyance.

“You play the piano beautifully, sir,” she said, flashing me an overeager smile.

I ignored her compliment. “I didn’t summon you. Why are you here?”

My harshness didn’t faze her. Like all Initiates, Piper was used to being mistreated, believing that any attention was better than none. I took no pleasure in mistreating anybody—save for Marguerite, perhaps—but Piper had interrupted my piano playing. Nothing irked me more than being stopped mid-song, except for being stuck in Hadrian’s trophy room.

“Hadrian sent me to retrieve you,” she replied.

I doubted that. Hadrian would never speak directly to an Initiate unless it was about a genetic or technological discovery he needed to understand the science of. But choosing one to be a messenger? He held too high a station for such a trivial task. More than likely, Hadrian asked another vampire to send for me, and that vampire had asked Piper to do the job.

“He’s returned from his mission in Alberta?” I didn’t know what business the vampire leader had in Canada. Probably more recruitment. “What is it he wants?”

She shrugged her gangly shoulders. “Beyond meeting with you, I don’t know.”

Of course, she wouldn’t. Piper’s role in Hadrian’s plans was to help him in his quest to create vampire-shifter hybrids. She was a talented Harvard-taught molecular biologist. She was no geneticist, but apparently, her knowledge about macromolecules and how to get them to sustain hybrid vampire-shifters was extremely important. Most of it went over my head.

“But he did say he wanted to see you immediately,” she added.

I sighed. “Well, I best not keep him waiting.” I stepped out of my room, shut the door behind me, and turned to walk down the LED-lit hallway.

Piper ran to keep up with me. “May I ask you a question?”

“You just did,” I pointed out. “But yes, you may ask another.”

“Is my blood...?” she stammered, but those three words already revealed to me what she was going to ask. “Are you afraid of how it will taste?”

I had yet to drink from her in the time we’d been assigned together, and in truth, I had no intentions of doing so. After what happened with Shea, I was determined to never drink from a human ever again.

“I’m sure your blood tastes just fine,” I answered as we approached the stairway.

“Then why do you avoid me when you’re thirsty?” she asked in a whiny pitch that reminded me of a beginner violinist trying to play high notes.

I was already down several steps when I stopped and looked her directly in the eyes.

“I don’t trust myself with Initiates,” I said—or anyone. “Believe me, I’m doing you a favor by not drinking from you.”

Piper gave me a confused look, moving a few stray hairs behind her ear. “But all other assigned Initiates are taking care of their vampires’ needs. Don’t you understand how that makes me feel?”

My eyes widened with surprise. Her words were those of a married couple’s quarrel, not a master and his apprentice. And I definitely did not want either relationship with Piper.

“Piper, I’m going to be straight with you,” I said. “The last Initiate I drank from ended up dead. Completely sucked dry.”

This time, Piper’s eyes widened. “How? Is it something you... can’t control?”

“I can control it. What happened to that last Initiate—what I did to her—that was twenty years ago. I had a moment of distraction. I have quenched my thirst from humans since then, but I don’t want to risk relapsing. What I’m trying to say is that I value your life, and it wouldn’t be fair if you died for the sake of filling my belly.”

I watched as awe and gratitude filled her countenance, like a crescendo of music, starting softly, then steadily growing in volume.

“You...value me?” she stammered. “You care?”

“I care about all life,” I said truthfully, not liking where she was pushing the conversation; she was looking for acceptance. “Look, I don’t know you all that well. I know you’re a brilliant student who has achieved much in academics, and I know you want to become a vampire. That’s about it. I don’t know your family life. I don’t know what your other interests are. I don’t know who Piper Adams is.”

I glanced up the staircase to see if anybody was within earshot. Then I drew close to her, placing my lips next to her ear and bringing my voice down to a whisper. “But I do know that you will never be valued like that by anyone else here. You’re seen as a resource. And like in the human world, resources always have a limit on their value.”

I was taking a huge risk saying this to her. I knew that. But her need to feel accepted and valued... She needed to know the reality of her situation.

“But if I become a vampire, my value will increase,” she said. “Won’t it?”

“Your status will,” I replied. “But don’t confuse status with value. They are not synonymous.”

I turned around and took a few more steps.

“You wish you weren’t a vampire,” she mumbled in realization. It was strange hearing it come from her, and it caused me to stop again.

“I used to think there had to be others like me,” I said distantly, recalling my first time at Heritage Prep.

I’d hoped back then to find other like-minded vampires. That was the entire reason I’d joined Hadrian in the first place. But if they existed, they never revealed themselves.

My mind returned to the present and I realized how dangerous my words were. If any of this got back to Hadrian, I’d be in trouble.

Turning around, I looked up at her. “Listen, all of this...”

She shook her head quickly. “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. You’ve actually given me a lot to think about.”

Shock struck me to my core. Most Initiates would’ve jumped at the opportunity to climb the ranks, even if it meant stomping all over others to get there. I didn’t entirely trust Piper not to—she could simply be giving me false hope. But it was hope. And that was something I lacked a lot over the years. It felt good to consider that out of all the vampires and potential-vampires, I may have influenced one in a proper way.

“You’d better hurry to the trophy room,” she reminded me.

I nodded, staring at her for a moment longer, then bounded down the stairs.

Increasing my speed, I passed floor after floor, feeling the air parting around me. It brought a sense of freedom amidst the confines of the vampire fortress.

That freedom soon dissipated as I slowed down to a walk on the main floor of Heritage Prep. Hadrian’s trophy room loomed across the Great Hall, and it seemed like an invisible rope was tied around my waist, reeling me in.

Hadrian was across the way, just outside the door to his trophy room, but what shocked me was the person standing in front of him. A boy—no older than nine or ten—gave the vampire leader a hug at his waist, then quickly ran toward the stairs that led to the lower levels.

A sweltering anger simmered inside me. Hadrian had his hooks inside an innocent little boy? What was he playing at?

“Who kept you?” the vampire leader called across the room, breaking me free from my spell of anger.

A jab of fear went through me like a copper dagger, causing me to freeze in place. Had Hadrian somehow heard my conversation on the stairs? I silently cursed myself for being stupid enough to confide in Piper out in the open.

Hadrian’s arms unraveled and his hands came forward, fingers outstretched and palms up. “Joplin? Bach? Tchaikovsky?”

Relief pulled the stabbing fear away, and I grinned. “Mozart today. The Turkish March, to be specific.” No longer frozen, I moved toward the doorway.

“An excellent piece, to be sure,” Hadrian said, nodding his approval. “It has a bouncing pace that makes one want to go out and change the world.”

“Indeed it does.”

As I made it to the arched doorway, Hadrian placed an arm around my shoulder and walked us into the trophy room as if we were best of friends—suspicion and caution instantly sizzled across my chest.

“Julian, it’s good to see you again,” Hadrian said. “Here, take a seat. We need to talk.”

We both made our way to Hadrian’s desk. Hanging on the walls surrounding us were body parts of different shifters from throughout time, mounted as Hadrian’s prizes—trophies from countless fights he’d won.

Hadrian sat, and I followed.

“How was Alberta?” I asked, at least somewhat interested as to how it involved Hadrian’s grand plans.

“This time of year?” Hadrian laughed. “Cold and snowy. But I didn’t request your presence to discuss how my trip went. I want to hear about yours.”

An unsettling panic crept like a spider crawling under my skin. I had purposely gone back to Chicago while Hadrian was busy in Canada with the intent of getting away from Heritage Prep for a time. I’d even had the chance to see Shea briefly, for which I was grateful. I’d gotten to clear some things up with her.

But what frightened me was that Hadrian had just returned and had already heard about my absence. Maybe Hadrian had asked Piper to retrieve me and inquired about my dealings then.

“Your recent trip to Chicago,” Hadrian clarified.

I kicked myself for not immediately answering, but the fact that Hadrian knew I’d been in Chicago made that spider-like feeling in my body increase exponentially. I hadn’t told Piper where I was going, so how did Hadrian know where I went?

“Cold and snowy,” I replied, attempting to mask the panic flooding my chest. “Much like Alberta.”

Hadrian threw me an insincere smile. “Would you mind explaining to me why you went back to your home?”

I sighed heavily, my mind coming up with several coverups—most of them not very convincing. “Things did not sit well with me after our attack at that alley near the Chicago subway station.”

Hadrian nodded, and I hoped my on-the-spot story was good enough. “Yes, you have always needed to satisfy your memories, haven’t you? Always living in the past.”

“It’s a habit that’s helped with strategic planning,” I commented.

“And it’s also been known to be a complete waste of time,” he countered. “But do tell, please, was your trip a successful strategic move for our cause?”

I stared at him for a few seconds, determining which web of lies I should weave for myself. I decided on the most plausible. “It was the dragon shifters we encountered that drew me back to Chicago.”

“The dragons?” Hadrian asked, cocking his head to the side. “What about the dragons?”

“One of the boys...” I started, dipping into my memories from over one hundred years ago. “The dark-haired one. He resembled a certain enemy of mine from my past.”

I held Hadrian’s penetrating gaze, and I felt as if the vampire leader was looking straight into my mind.

“You believe the dragon we shot down was of Dracul lineage?”

Hearing the name on Hadrian’s tongue filled me with rage, my mind forming the image of Claudette Dracul. I’d blamed a lot of people for ruining my life over the years, but Claudette was one person I’d never be able to forgive.

“If what you say is true,” Hadrian said, rubbing his chin in thought, “then that shows that the Draculs are involved with the shifter school.”

He laughed loudly, casting his eyes about as if my words were the best news in the world. That the Dracul name could bring such happiness to anybody only enraged me further.

“If word gets out that we killed a Dracul, we could rally more of the older vampire lines to our cause. After all, Julian, you are not the only vampire with a cause for hatred against the Draculs.”

I held no malice for any Dracul other than Claudette. The sin of an ancestor didn’t trickle down through the generations. At least, not to me.

“Are we sure we killed that boy?” I asked, crossing my legs and lacing my fingers in my lap. “The shifters have been notoriously good at staying alive, even when we think it’s impossible.”

He snorted. “We riddled that dragon with enough lead to kill him ten times over. But I do suppose there is always the chance he was saved in time. Even if that’s the case, the branch of vampires still holding a grudge against the Draculs will be running at the chance to ensnare them.”

I nodded slowly, resigning myself to the fact that I might have just made matters worse for Caesar and the shifter school. I shouldn’t have brought up the possibility that the dragon shifter we’d encountered in the alley had been a Dracul.

“It sounds like our attempt to capture Arya wasn’t a complete failure, then,” I pointed out.

“We’ll see,” he mused. “But on the subject of Arya, I have a new mission for you.”

I couldn’t stop my eyes from widening, causing Hadrian to grin again.

“I see that sparked your interest.” The vampire leader leaned forward and interlocked his fingers, resting his elbows on the desk. “I want you to personally see to the capture of my daughter.”

“Wh– what?” I stammered.

“As a daywalker, you’re the best option for the job,” he explained. “We know where the shifters enter and exit their school. Eventually, Arya will come out. And when she does, you’ll grab her and bring her to me.”

“This task is being assigned to me alone?” I asked with uncertainty.

“You are fully reinstated here at Heritage Prep.” His eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Just as I trusted you before your desertion fifteen years ago, I trust you again now. And you’re the only one who can survive in sunlight. So yes, you’ll be on your own.”

I could hardly believe what he was saying. I’d expected to be trapped at Hadrian’s fortress—or, at the very least, sent out on missions where other vampires could keep an eye on me.

“Nobody else that I trust is as familiar with Chicago as much as you,” Hadrian continued. “Plus, you already know what my daughter looks like. You are the obvious candidate for the mission.”

“I’m honored, Hadrian,” I replied, bowing slightly, attempting to bury the excited emotions that threatened to burst from me. I looked into the vampire leader’s sky-blue eyes. “I will gladly take on this responsibility.”

Hadrian’s face grew serious. “If you succeed and bring Arya to me, you will be rewarded beyond measure. Your status will elevate higher than any other vampire’s—excluding me, that is—and you will have made your mark on vampire history.”

I nodded, having no intention at all to follow through with this task. And if history forgot me, I was okay with that.

Hadrian whipped his hand up and pointed his index finger in the air. “If you fail me, it’ll be back to the Madness Chamber for you.”

A memory surfaced briefly in my mind—one not from my distant past. I’d been forced into a tank of water in the dungeons of Heritage Prep recently. For twenty-four hours, I’d drowned over and over in that water, but that hadn’t even been the worst of the experience.

The Madness Chamber’s waters had been mixed with hallucinogens that threw me into memories from long ago. But the memories were muddled by my own mind, confusing my beloved Alice with Shea. It had taken three days for the drugs to wear off, and even then, the effect still remained. I blamed that disorientation for my loss of control with the beautiful witch.

“Last time, you drowned for a whole day, right?”

I nodded slowly as I tried to force the memory from my mind.

“That was punishment for abandoning me fifteen years ago,” Hadrian reminded. “Failure in this mission is not acceptable. If you fail to bring me Arya, I will see that you stay in the Madness Chamber for three whole years.”

Setting my jaw, I looked back up at Hadrian and said, “Understood.”

Hadrian hunched over his desk and put his face right in front of me, slowly looking back and forth between my eyes. “Bring me my daughter, Julian. Bring me Arya.”
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Chapter 13
Ashlyn

“You went too far this time, Ashlyn,” Igneous chided me across the desk in his office.

All I could do was roll my eyes over my frown and stiffly folded arms. “He’s a phoenix, for fuck sake. I’m sure he’ll be just fine.”

“Language,” he barked in warning, and I hid the way it made me shrink inwardly. “Regardless of his species, you cannot just go about hurling phoenix fire at other students. If he’d been any other type of shifter, he’d be—”

“Healed by the harpies in minutes?” I interrupted.

Rage began to etch the wrinkles of his brow, and steam literally huffed out of his flared nostrils. “That is not the point, Ashlyn. Inflicting pain frivolously is simply unacceptable.”

I sighed, loosening my arms around my chest. “I didn’t hurt him on purpose. I was throwing fireballs at the wall, and he just got in the way.”

It was the truth. I had been imagining Niko standing against the spot on the wall I was assaulting in Fire Mastery, venting my jilted heart with the idea of incinerating his stupid, handsome face.

Okay, so maybe I had gotten carried away and accidentally thrown a fireball at Henry when he’d called my name. But seriously, you don’t interrupt someone when they’re in the zone. Honestly, it was totally his fault and totally preventable.

Igneous put his hand to his forehead, rubbing his thumb and index finger across it before dragging his palm down his face. “Look, I know you’re going through something right now. Why don’t you take the week off from Fire Mastery? Maybe take up some yoga.”

“Yoga?” I balked with a snort.

“Anything to help you vent your anger issues in a healthy way. One that doesn’t involve physical violence.”

I chewed on the inside of my cheeks, brewing on his statement. “I do not have anger issues,” I muttered.

When I glanced up at him, he was arching an eyebrow at me, which both humbled and infuriated me.

“Okay, fine. You’re right,” I conceded reluctantly. “But I’m not doing yoga. Maybe I’ll take to drinking to get over my breakup like normal people.”

“Ashlyn,” he warned, making me snicker. I didn’t know why it was so entertaining to ruffle his fiery feathers.

“Message received, sir.” I gave him my customary two-fingered salute. “Can I go now?”

He let out a heavy, rumbling sigh that sounded more dragon than phoenix. “Very well. But if you act out again, I’ll have no choice but to give you detention.”

“Got it,” I said, getting up and exiting his office.

I knew I was being a little dramatic about this whole Niko thing. We had only been officially dating for about a week. But he’d been my first real boyfriend, and he dumped me. He dumped me. What the hell? I was hot and smart and funny. Sure, I’d been the flaming jinx at this school for the last few months, but that was a minor issue. And now that I was the badass phoenix that had saved the day during the vampire attack, maybe my ego had inflated a little.

Ugh. I just wanted to go to my room and disappear into a mountain of junk food. That was a perfectly acceptable coping mechanism, and it met my dad’s requirements of not involving physical violence. Win-win for everyone.

After raiding the cabinets in the kitchen, I carried my haul to my room and unloaded it onto the foot of my bed, preparing myself for a long evening of gorging while bingeing reality shows on my tablet.

By the time a hand knocked on my door an hour and a half later, I was buried under a pile of empty wrappers and potato chip crumbs.

“What’s up?” I called without looking away from my tablet screen.

The door opened, and I recognized Arya’s telltale blue highlights in my peripheral vision.

“Whoa. It looks like a convenience store exploded in here.”

I glanced down at the garbage heap of my bed and floor, and at the cheetoh dust smeared across my shirt. “Yep. Just living the dream.”

I heard her sigh as she came over and cleared a spot on my bed with a sweep of her hand so she could sit. I let her stare at me for a moment before I relented and turned off my tablet, setting it aside.

“This is probably a stupid question, but are you okay?” she asked, locking me with her gaze now that she had my full attention.

I sat up, brushing wrappers off my lap. “I know this isn’t pretty, but I’m just in a bit of a funk. It’ll pass.”

She eyed me skeptically for several long seconds, making me uncomfortable.

“Wanna watch the Real Shifter Housewives with me?” I asked to break the tension, flashing her a cheeky grin.

Her eyes widened in surprise. “That’s a thing?!”

I nodded eagerly, scooting over against the wall to make room for her. “Yeah. It’s only on Shiftflix—that’s a secret streaming platform only for shifters. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it yet.”

She settled against my pillow next to me, kicking an empty popcorn bag onto the floor. “You’d be surprised how many shifter-related things I still don’t know about.”

I shrugged. “Eh, I only know because my dad showed it to me. But then, he only watches it for the news.”

“There’s shifter news, too?” Arya gasped, flicking a piece of popcorn off the sheets.

“There’s basically shifter everything,” I replied, pulling my tablet onto my lap and turning on the screen.

I exited the Real Shifter Housewives and let her scroll over the available viewing options.

“SCIS?” she asked, furrowing her brow.

“Shifter Crime Investigation Service,” I explained.

“Holy crap! That’s awesome! How do I get access to this?” She scrolled up as she gushed over all the shows.

“You can only find the app if you have specially encrypted devices invented by kitsunes. And since all of our tablets fall into that category, you can easily get it on yours.”

“This is amaze-balls!”

I beamed. “I know, right.”

Eventually, she handed my tablet back to me, and I started the Real Shifter Housewives over from the beginning. I didn’t mind rewatching it. I’d already watched it several times, actually. There was something really comforting about seeing people with more fucked up love lives than mine.

We watched two episodes together before Lord and Lady Dracul made their entrance.

“Wait.” Arya tapped the screen to pause it. “Dracul. Are those Tobias’s parents?”

I nodded with a scandalous grin. “Yeah. They do their best to limit their air time on this show, but they still make an appearance every few episodes.”

“Huh,” she hummed, then unpaused it, eager to continue watching.

“Octavia, my dear, would you mind fetching us a drink?” Lord Dracul asked his wife from the ridiculously lavish parlor of their mansion.

Virginia Drake, a frequent star of the show, was sitting across from him, and they were making eyes at each other. Octavia smiled beneath a pair of sad eyes, then nodded and left the room.

“What the hell?” Arya hissed.

“Yeah…” I hedged. “It’s pretty common knowledge that Arthur Dracul has this ongoing affair with Virginia Drake. There’s even a rumor that her two sons are his.”

“Damn, how sad,” Arya lamented. “No wonder Tobias is so emotionally stunted.”

I tilted my head in agreement. “Good point.” I glanced at her sideways. “Speaking of the devil, any news on the dragon douche front?”

Judging by the way her cheeks instantly pinked, I knew there was.

“Okay, spill,” I demanded, pausing the show again.

She pursed her lips with embarrassment for a moment. “We might have, kinda, maybe had sex yesterday.”

“What! How did that happen?” I tossed the tablet onto the bed because this was so much better than celebrity gossip.

“Well, he asked me to heal him in the greenhouse because he was too ashamed to return to Ms. Heather after…well, you know,” she explained. “But before I even started, we made out a little bit, until I hurt his injured leg and remembered what I was supposed to be doing. After I healed him, we went back to his room, and…yeah…”

My pretzeled legs were bouncing beneath me with excitement. “Omigod, that’s great! Wait, was it great?”

She giggled and nodded. “It was pretty great.”

“So, what does that mean? Are you two dating now?”

She shrugged. “I don’t really care what it means. He’s such an emotional mess that I’ve decided not to read too much into his flaky behavior. But he hasn’t done his normal thing and run—yet—so, who knows? I’m sure he’ll find a way to fuck it up again.”

She gave a sardonic laugh.

“You know, maybe that’s what you need to get out of your funk,” she suddenly suggested.

I frowned at her in confusion. “You want me to have sex with Tobias? I don’t care how great it was, I’m done with dragons—”

“No,” she laughed. “A rebound.”

“A rebound? You do remember that Niko was my first boyfriend, right? It’s not like I have experience pulling guys in. Getting Niko to acknowledge me was its own battle. And honestly, I’m just not ready for that.”

Arya rolled her eyes. “That was before everyone knew you were such a badass. If you come with me to eat in the dining hall tonight, I could point out three guys who would gladly take the title of your new boyfriend. Besides, you know what they say. The fastest way to get over someone old is to get under someone new.”

“Mmm-hmm, and how did that work out with Kendall?” I quipped.

She scowled at me. “Low blow, Ash. Low blow.”

I chuckled apologetically. “I know. Sorry. And yeah, I am a badass. It’s just going to be difficult to find someone worthy of my badassary. And frankly, right now, it’s not worth the trouble.”

Arya sighed. “You’re probably right about that.”

“Of course, I am. Love is overrated, and just as fake as Virginia Drake’s boobs. Now, let’s keep watching the reason your psycho boy-toy is so screwed up.”

With a devious smirk, Arya reached for the tablet. “You are wise beyond your years, Ashlyn Summers.”

“I know.” I unpaused it, and we continued to visually indulge on Tobias’s fucked up family life.

I didn’t need that drama. Niko breaking things off was a good thing. Chances were, if we had ended up together, I’d be on this show in ten years. No thank you.
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Chapter 14
Caesar

Once again, I was in my classroom after-hours. My last defense class had gotten out an hour and a half before, and I’d planned to sit and grade that day’s Shifter History homework assignments. But damn, there were only so many grammatical errors I could take in one afternoon.

“It’s not ‘they’re,’ Jackson, it’s ‘their,’” I muttered  as I marked up the hound’s essay.

Not that I was speciesist or anything, but the weres made the most spelling mistakes out of any of the other students. The other types of shifters that were born into our world usually went to better schools before coming here. I couldn’t imagine how infuriating it was for Kai to grade math homework—especially Jackson’s.

When my smart watch buzzed with a call, I was only too eager to turn away from my monotonous task.

Incoming call from EMERGENCY.

There was only one person on my contacts list codenamed Emergency.

“Julian,” I whispered.

At the same time, I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket, and I decided to use it instead of the watch to answer the call for privacy. Withdrawing it from my pocket, I held it to my ear.

“Hello?” I said, issuing the command on my tablet to lock my door.

“Caesar, it’s me, Julian.” The vampire’s voice seemed almost cheerful—a stark contrast from the ominous, panicked way Julian had spoken during his last call. “Is this a good time?”

“You have no idea,” I replied.

“Good. I’m in town for the next little while. Can you meet me in an hour? We need to talk.”

I glanced down at my watch. “Yeah, that should be fine. Let’s make it Neville’s again.”

“If we must. See you then.” The line went dead.

I realized just how stupid it was that I’d labeled Julian as Emergency in my contact list. If anybody ever saw my phone flashing with that, it would bring up some difficult questions.

Shoving the phone into my pocket, I shut the lights off before exiting the peacefully quiet classroom.

Walking down the hallway was Vauna Vex, the Were Transformation teacher. She’d been one of the students at the former school on Framboise Island. I had been the one to save her and her father, Matías, from the terrible attack. She was a mao of Colombian descent, and most of the male students were entranced by her beauty—and she knew it, too.

“Good afternoon, Miss Vex,” I said, nodding to her as I passed.

“Director,” she replied with a nod of her own, grinning with full lips that framed perfect, white teeth.

Had Kai been around, he would have mumbled some comment about her beauty, and I would have been quick to rebuke him, reminding him just how much older he was than Vauna. Even though I was currently sleeping with a girl at least eight years younger than me. Not for the first time, I asked myself what the hell I was doing.

I found myself in my office, surprised that I’d been so lost in thought that I couldn’t remember the walk. Grabbing my tan overcoat from the rack in the corner, I put it on, pulling on the collar to straighten it over my shoulders.

“And where do you think you’re off to?”

I jumped at Kai’s voice, but when I turned around, I couldn’t see my heart-attack-inducing friend.

“Very funny, Kai,” I grumbled. “Where are you hiding?”

The kitsune stepped out of the wall next to me, making me jump again.

“Bastard!” I swung a fist at his shoulder, but Kai phased just at the right moment, making my punch go right through him.

“It never gets old,” Kai said, grinning broadly.

“I’m glad you’re so easily amused,” I said, frowning. “But I’m in a hurry. Do you need something?”

“I just saw you storming down the hallway and thought I’d come and check on you. Are you doing okay?”

I sighed. “Yes. I’ve just got a lot on my mind.”

Kai nodded. “You have a lot of weight to carry, and I’m not talking about the recent poundage you’ve been putting on.” Kai jabbed a finger at my belly, which I immediately swatted away.

“Kai!” I growled. “I just need to get away from the Dome for a little while. I’ll be back soon enough.”

“You want some company?” he offered. “It’s been a while since we hit the pub together.”

My heart thudded in my chest. Not only because there was a very good reason he couldn’t come with me, but also because of  the memory of my last pub visit—with Shea.

“Thanks, buddy. But all I want is to go to a human restaurant, order myself a slice of pumpkin pie, eat it, order another slice and eat that, too, then maybe stretch my wings out in the sky.”

Kai angled his head to the side, appearing to be having some sort of internal struggle. At last, he nodded, his lips drawing into a straight line. “You know, I’ve always been more of an apple pie guy.”

In frustration, I moved past him without saying a word and left my office.

“Remember what I said about the weight you’re carrying,” Kai called after me. “One slice is more than enough.”

With long strides, I walked away and made for the retinal-scanning door that would let me escape the confines of the Dome.

***

I considered Ubering to Neville’s, but walking in the cold allowed me more time and space to blow off steam.

A light snow fell all around, and I welcomed it with pleasure. Snow couldn’t exist within the Dome—except for the simulation room, but that didn’t count—so I took the time to enjoy Mother Nature’s offering.

The roads were wet and slushy, and cars kicked up the mucky moisture off the ground and flung it close to my boots.

Store windows flashed their silver and gold decorations, and white pillars were wrapped in red ribbon to make them look like giant candy canes. There were lit Christmas trees with shiny ornaments on display within each one, and they seemed to all be trying to outdo each other in elegance and beauty.

A peaceful calm settled in my bones, and I realized how much simpler life seemed out in the city. Deep down, I knew the city was just as crazy as life in the Dome. But for the moment, it felt like a quiet night in a recliner, a mug of hot chocolate in one hand and a book in the other—even though I was in the freezing cold of downtown Chicago.

I walked by a man in a red suit and hat wearing a ridiculously huge, fake white beard. Santa Claus grinned ear-to-ear as he rang a bell, shouting “Ho, ho, ho,” and prompting passersby to donate loose change for a good cause.

A few more blocks and I saw the giant neon sign shining Neville’s proudly. As far as I knew, it had never changed for as long as I’d lived at the Dome, and it had become my favorite eatery so close by.

I could smell the freshly roasted coffee as I approached the welcoming double-door. Hanging on one of the windows was another neon sign that had a design that looked like a coffee cup with the word OPEN underneath.

The door opened and the bell attached to the crash bar jingled, adding its little voice to the spirit of Christmas. A gentleman bundled up for the cold walked out, holding the door open for me.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Merry Christmas,” the man replied as he let go and walked away.

“The same to you,” I called before the door shut.

“Welcome to Neville’s,” the hostess said with a smile. She wore a navy blue suit coat that matched her skirt and a white collared shirt underneath. On her head sat a Santa hat. “Would you like a seat at the bar, or are you waiting for your party to show up?”

I scanned the open area—the restaurant wasn’t busy, but it was late afternoon still—and saw Julian off in one of the corners, waving at me as inconspicuously as he could.

Smiling, I pointed toward the vampire. “It seems my party is already here.”

She nodded. “Wonderful. Go ahead and take a seat. Your waiter will be right with you.”

I looked at the hostess’s name tag. “Thank you, Janice.”

Passing several empty tables, I made my way to where Julian was stewing in the corner.

Julian stuck a single finger up in the air as I approached, causing me to stop and look curiously up at the ceiling.

“The music,” the vampire said with disgust.

I hadn’t even noticed it. A contemporary pop version of Jingle Bells was playing softly.

“What about it?” I pulled out the chair opposite him and sat.

“It’s like watered-down blood. Whatever happened to music that actually sounds like Christmas?” He flicked the full glass of water sitting on the table in front of him.

Julian’s grouchiness seemed to subside as he looked around with a worried look, most likely afraid he’d spoken just a little too loudly about blood and its possible consumption. Fortunately, no other customers were nearby, and our server hadn’t yet come our way.

I didn’t quite know how to reply to the analogy. “I’m afraid my experience with the taste quality of blood limits my understanding of what you just said, but I get it. In my book, the classics are the best.”

Light footsteps sounded behind me, and I turned to see Vicky—the same server who’d helped me the last time I’d come—approaching. It was as if her auburn hair held the same intricate braid it had a month ago. Her uniform dress was light yellow, and her apron white. In her hand was a steaming pot of coffee.

“Welcome back to Neville’s,” she greeted with a smile. Her lips matched the color of her red fingernails.

“Thanks, Vicky,” I said as she poured me a cup of coffee. She handed me a few single packages of creamer and a container of sugar.

“My pleasure,” she replied. “I hope you’re planning on getting something because your friend is once again adamant about coming to a restaurant and not eating.”

I glanced at Julian and found him frowning, his head tilted down as he stared daggers at the table.

“Luckily for you,” Julian said to the waitress, “I ate before I came.”

An awkward moment surrounded the table, and I worried Julian would actually pounce on the poor girl.

I cleared my throat. “You know, Vicky, what I really could use right now is a big slice of pumpkin pie.”

My words broke the spell—at least for our server.

“Going for dessert first today, are we?” she asked, pulling out her pad of paper and pencil.

“And second, I’m afraid,” I replied with a chuckle. “More than likely I’ll be getting two slices. But let’s start with one.”

“I’ll go get that right now,” she said as she jotted it down with quick scribbles. With one last scowl at Julian, she turned and walked away.

“You know,” I said, opening a package of creamer and dumping it into my coffee, “you could try a little harder to be a bit more civil. Especially around the holidays.”

“That waitress is relentless,” he said, pointing a pale finger toward the back area of the restaurant where Vicky had disappeared. “And trust me, I don’t use that term lightly. In my lifetime, I’ve known a lot of relentless people.”

“Maybe we need a new meeting place,” I suggested, dumping a packet of sugar into my cup and stirring it. “One that doesn’t involve food.”

“Food doesn’t bother me,” he said, looking out the window next to us. “Persistent waitresses do.”

Julian mumbled his last words as Vicky approached with a piece of pumpkin pie that had to be at least a quarter of a whole one. She placed the plate in front of me, then handed me a rolled-up napkin that had the prongs of a fork sticking out of the top.

“Can I get anything else for you?” Vicky asked.

“You’ve already brought me perfection,” I said, staring at the massive piece in front of me. A large dollop of whipped cream had been placed on top. “To ask for more would be way too selfish.”

“Overindulgent,” Julian corrected.

Vicky snorted. “At least he ordered something.” She looked back at me and smiled. “Just let me know if you need anything else, okay?”

I nodded. “I will. Thanks, Vicky.”

She left us alone, returning to the back area once again.

“I’m glad to see you, Julian,” I admitted. “You went silent for quite some time, and I was beginning to think Hadrian had done you in.”

He chuckled dryly, running a hand through his long black hair. “Not yet. But I’m still walking on dangerous ground.”

Again, I nodded, then pulled my fork out of the napkin wrapping. The prongs sunk easily through the cream and pie.

“I thought we should meet to update each other on what’s been going on,” Julian continued.

“And Hadrian’s okay with this meetup?” I raised the first bite of pumpkin pie to my mouth. The spices made for a taste explosion, and I closed my eyes and savored the flavor.

As my eyelids opened, I found Julian looking at me with bored annoyance.

“Of course Hadrian’s not okay with this,” he replied. “I’ve been assigned a solo mission here in Chicago, which explains why I can meet with you without him knowing.”

I gave him an impressed look. “A solo mission? You must be moving up Hadrian’s ranks at break-neck speed.” I took another glorious bite.

“He’s simply using me for my ability to walk in daylight,” he said with a shrug. “But let me start at the beginning. Heaven knows, I have all the time in the world to speak while you satisfy your sweet tooth.”

I grinned between bites. “You know me so well.”

The vampire explained what he’d gone through to be reinitiated into Hadrian’s legion. The torment sounded horrendous, and I had to swallow down a gulp of hot coffee to stop myself from choking on pie when I heard Julian tell his story.

“And I’ve been on a few missions,” Julian said. “I was there during the attack on Arya and her friends.”

The fork I was holding clattered on the table, and I dabbed at my mouth with my napkin. “You were there? And you didn’t warn me?”

Julian tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. “And that wouldn’t have been obvious, right? I was with Hadrian the entire time. He had me on a tight leash and wanted to make sure I really was serious about joining him again.”

“You must have done your job,” I growled. “That attack nearly killed one of my students.”

He studied me with his azure eyes. “I actually didn’t really participate in the fight. Hadrian wasn’t happy with me.”

“And yet he sends you here on a solo mission?” I questioned.

He sighed. “I already told you, I’m here because of my abilities. No doubt it’s another test to prove myself.”

“And what is your mission?” I noticed that I’d consumed most of my delicious slice.

He cleared his throat and hunched over the table. “Hadrian wants me to bring Arya back to him.”

I polished off the last crusty bite and sat back, analyzing the vampire. “That’s it? A simple grab and run?”

Julian nodded.

“She’s a siren,” I said softly. “She’d stop you in a heartbeat if she didn’t want you to take her.”

He chuckled lightly. “If I were planning to kidnap the girl, I’d make sure I’d keep her mouth shut. But I have no intention of taking her.”

I smiled. “I’m glad to hear that. Because this conversation would be heading in a very different direction if you were making such plans.”

Julian blinked. “I’m still on your side, Caesar. But this is a test I will ultimately fail, and Hadrian has already informed me of the punishment I will suffer for returning empty-handed.”

I sipped my coffee, then placed the cup back on the table. “What do you propose we do?”

“Well, if she is the prophesied siren you think she is, I say we storm Heritage Prep Academy with everything you’ve got and get Arya to end Hadrian and his reign.”

A bombardment of feelings struck me, but mostly shock. “A full-on assault on the vampire fortress?”

Julian shrugged. “Why prolong it? If the prophecy is true, why would you want to wait? To let Hadrian become even more powerful?”

“The girl needs training,” I said. “And we’re working on that.”

“You said it yourself,” he replied. “Arya’s a siren. She can command anybody she wants to at any time. That includes Hadrian. Drill a hole in that fucking place and force Hadrian out, then let Arya do her thing.”

I shook my head. “You make it sound so simple. But it’s not. At this point she can’t even protect herself. We’re building her confidence. We’re strengthening her. But we aren’t prepared to attack Heritage Prep.”

“Caesar,” Julian said heavily, “Hadrian will not wait to assault your school. The longer you wait, the grander his plans will grow and the more likely your people will fall.”

Setting my jaw, I stirred my coffee. My mind felt like the swirling brown liquid, a vortex of unknowns spinning round and round.

“I should get back to the school,” I mumbled.

“And I should return home,” Julian replied. “But I have one more request for you.”

I returned my attention to the vampire.

“I have come in contact with a particular person who desires admittance into your school,” he said. “She’s attempting to help me bring Alice back to life.”

A sting of guilt stabbed at my gut. I’d promised Julian that if he rejoined Hadrian as a spy, I’d set the goal to bring Alice back. Was he giving up on me?

“You have a debt to me, Caesar,” he said firmly. “If Shea—the witch helping me—succeeds in bringing back Alice, you will grant her admittance into your school. Is that clear?”

If I wasn’t inside a cozy diner, I would’ve been certain I’d just been struck by lightning.

“Sh—shea?” I choked out.

“Yes. You owe me, Caesar,” Julian said darkly.

A witch named Shea was helping my vampire ally to reanimate his dead wife. It had to be a different witch. For all I knew, there were a dozen witches with the same name.

But only one that knew about the Dome and wanted to study there.

And hadn’t Shea mentioned something about a run in with a vampire a few weeks ago?

Holy shit!

“Caesar? Are you having a heart attack from all that garbage you’re eating?” Julian waved a hand in front of my face.

“I just might be,” I muttered, pressing my hand against my tight chest.

Julian looked past me, a scowl forming.

“Ready for round two?” Vicky said sweetly as she approached.

I blinked up at her, trying to recover from this latest shock. “You know, I think one slice was enough.” I slipped my credit card out of my pocket and handed it to her.

“It was a pretty big piece,” she said as she took my card, then turned on her toes and made her way to the register at the front of the restaurant.

“Seriously, do I need to rush you to a hospital?” Julian asked, eyeing me with concern. “You look about as pale as me.”

I shook my head. “No, I’m fine. Um, about your witch—”

He held up a hand. “I know. You and I had made a deal. But how could I not jump at a chance like this? So I’m changing our deal. And for my end of the bargain, I want you to allow her entrance to the school.”

I opened my mouth to say… What? What more could I possibly ask him? Though I trusted Julian, and I was pretty sure he wouldn’t have any qualms about age differences, I really didn’t want to allude to my relationship with Shea. Especially when, at the end of the day, it didn’t matter. I was already working on a plan to get Shea in.

“I’ll see what I can do about getting your witch into my school,” I said finally.

He gave me a surprised frown, then nodded in satisfaction. “Thank you.” He glanced over my shoulder. “Now, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take my leave before Nosy Nancy returns.”

“Her name is Vicky,” I corrected as he got up, and he strode down the aisle and out the door without a reply.

What the hell was Shea thinking? Making deals with vampires? I mean, okay, I was doing the same thing, but I knew Julian very well. She didn’t. How foolish could she be to agree to use magic for a vampire? Especially after knowing that they were actively trying to kill her best friend, and the rest of us?

And even worse, if I confronted her about this, I’d only sound like a hypocrite, because we were both in league with the same vampire. Could my life get any more complicated?
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Chapter 15
Shea

I bit my lip as I stared out the window of the train, the city rushing by in a blur. These trips were becoming pretty regular. Not that I minded. The big city called to me, reaching out with promises of life and activity like I’d never have in Shallow Grave. It didn’t hurt that my best friend went to school here. Of course, on this particular Saturday morning, that was only my alibi.

And well, I was going to be meeting up with Arya and Ashlyn—apparently Ashlyn got dumped and needed a day out—I was just making a little pit stop first.

I hugged my book bag tighter, glancing around at the other passengers. No one paid me any mind, which suited me just fine.

I pulled my hat off, the warmth of the car finally becoming too much for the layers I’d worn. Chicago in the winter was nothing to mess around with, and I had stopped just shy of a snowsuit when gearing up for this outing. Now, I was roasting.

I could feel my hair sticking up as the static electricity made stray strands weightless. Whatever.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket for what must have been the twentieth time and opened it to the text thread with Caesar. I wanted so badly to ask him about Julian, but I had no idea how to start that conversation.

How did they come to know each other? Were they, like, best buddies or something? Did they know they were both pseudo-messing around with me?

Omigod, what if this was some kind of game they played with each other? Was that why Julian had sought me out that night? Did they orchestrate this whole weird love triangle?

Holy crap, were they planning to turn this into a menage à trois kinda thing?

A pang of lust slammed into my core. I mean, I could be down with that. It was better than messing around with each of them in secret and feeling as guilty as I did now.

I shook my head as reality cleared the ridiculousness of my hormonal insanity. No, that was silly. Julian had made it pretty clear that he didn’t actually want me like that. That our little coup d’etat the other night had been a mistake. Oh, the sting of rejection!

I stared at the messages on my phone.

Caesar hadn’t really reached out to me since our phone sex the other night. Maybe that was all I was to him. Just some fling to indulge in when he was bored. And it wasn’t like I actually expected him to declare his love for me or anything—that would be utterly absurd. I was fine just having fun with him, and damn, was the sex amazing!

So, I really had nothing to feel guilty about. Right?

Ugh, men suck.

After typing and deleting several messages over and over again, I finally settled on, “What are you up to?”

The train hissed to a stop at Conservatory and Central Park Drive, and I stood, hat and phone in hand. I hurried out with the crowd, taking one gulp of the cold air, and began fumbling with gloved hands to put the hat on without losing grip of the phone.

I quickly scurried across the crosswalk to the conservatory, where I was supposed to meet Julian.

The warmth of the conservatory wrapped around me like a blanket as I walked through the doors. The lobby was modest, and I found an out-of-the-way spot to get situated. I pulled off my winter gear and stuffed them into the book bag, which I wedged between my feet.

Then I remembered my hair. Sighing, I grabbed a hair tie from my bag—which I kept for just such an emergency—and pulled my unruly hair into a ponytail. When I finished, I pulled the bag back into my arms.

The greenery just past the doors looked lush and welcoming, and I briefly wondered if Julian had wandered in while he waited. Not that I was that late. I held up my phone to check the time. Yep. Only a few minutes past two. Not enough to bore the vampire. Did eternal creatures get bored? He certainly didn’t have much by way of entertainment in his place, so I assumed the answer was no.

Although, with my ADHD brain, it didn’t take long for me to get bored. I opened my texts to see if I had somehow missed anything from Caesar.

Nothing.

I sighed and turned off my screen, but as soon as I lowered my phone to my lap, it vibrated in my hand. Not even a vampire could match the speed with which I snapped the device back in front of my face and opened the screen with a swipe of my finger.

“Very busy. And I have a lot to think about…”

I frowned. That was it? No flirtation or funny memes? Why was he being so vague all of a sudden? Gah, I hate men!

“What’s with the scowl?”

The sudden presence behind me made me startle. I shrieked as I whirled around. “Julian!”

I punched his arm, which was, unfortunately, hard as a rock. Huffing, I shook my hand to try to get rid of the prickling sensation, then I blacked out the screen and stuffed the cell into my bag.

“What took you so long?”

“Believe it or not, I’ve got other projects I’m working on,” he replied coolly.

I cocked a grin at him. “More important than mine?”

He met my gaze, and the look on his face wiped away my mirth. “No. Not more important, but certainly more dangerous.”

“Oh. Like what?”

Julian nodded toward the interior of the conservatory. “Let’s talk in there.”

I nodded and followed him in.

The air grew humid as we passed through the doors, emerald palms towering above us. I could almost imagine myself on some forgotten island. A pond reflected the greenery, filling the space even as it created room.

We followed the sound of pattering water around a bend, revealing a waterfall that looked like it was ripped straight from nature. The way it fell on and over the moss-and fern-covered rocks was almost musical. Yeah, I’d have to come back here.

Julian eyed the bag I clutched. “That looks heavy. May I?”

He held out his hand, and I gave it to him. “Thanks.”

He picked it up like it weighed nothing. After I’ve been lugging it around like a kettle bell all day.

“Come on. I’ll show you my favorite room.”

With the bag over his shoulder, he navigated left and into a narrower portion of the conservatory. The smell hit me first, reminding me of a hair salon with all its fruity, tropical scents. The heat was almost oppressive with my sweater on, so I pushed my sleeves up my arms.

“It’s great,” I said, though I wasn’t sure there was much difference from the last room. They were all green to me.

Julian ran his fingers along one of the leaves. “I used to work in an orchard. These trees and plants aren’t quite the same, but I get the same feeling when I’m around them.” His fingers curled back again, as if he’d been burned.

My heart warmed at this insight into Julian’s past, and I wanted to know more. I wanted to know everything.

“What was it like?” I asked, inviting him to share more.

He let out an amused huff, his eyes focused on the distant past. “Tending an orchard? Hard work. Quiet. I worked for good people. That’s where I met Alice.”

“Oh…” The sudden mention of his wife, whom I was supposed to bring back from the dead, took me off guard. “What was she like?”

When his gaze met mine, it was burdened with longing—a look I could’ve misplaced if I didn’t know better. “She was beautiful, smart, witty. And taken far too young.”

“I’m sorry,” I said softly, mostly because I couldn’t stand the pain on his face. “I couldn’t imagine what that would be like.”

Without thinking about it, I put my hand on his shoulder, trying to will comfort into him through my touch. Not by magic, just by age-old physical contact.

His eyes lingered on mine for a moment, and I felt that trance-like daze coming over me again—the mindless need to be closer to him.

It wasn’t until he took a step back that I realized—with deep mortification—that I’d somehow gravitated within an inch or two of his face. I withdrew my traitorous hand and clasped both of them behind my back where they could do no further damage.

He cleared his throat. “Yes, well, what is it you wanted to show me?”

Swallowing my embarrassment, I looked around, but there weren’t many people at the conservatory today, and the few that were were far enough away not to be a problem. “You remember the plant spell?”

Julian nodded.

“Well, I figured out what the words mean. Kinda.”

He lifted a brow. “How does that help?”

“If you understand the arcane language, you can make your own spells.” I pursed my lips as I watched Julian’s face light up.

“You understand the language, then?”

I snorted. He must be crazy. “Nooo. Not the whole language. But I kinda understand that spell, which gave me an idea for changing it so it works on living things.”

“Humans?”

I sucked a breath through my teeth. I’d been trying the spell out on every dead creature I could find—flies, squirrels, even a dead bird I’d found on the side of the road. But humans? I was sooo not ready for that yet. Not that I’d admit it, least of all to him.

“I don’t know. Maybe? Magic can be a little...finicky. I need to try it out on something first. Like a squirrel or a—”

“A cat?”

“Yeah. Sure, I guess. As long as it’s a small one.”

I went back to chewing on my lip. Honestly, I worried a cat of any size might be too big, but I didn’t want to tell Julian that. Not much had come of my first attempts, and I had to keep tweaking my tweaks. But I’d had a breakthrough just this morning. At least, I thought so.

“Okay. Well, let’s test it out.” He looked up at the tree in front of us, assumedly beginning his search.

“It’s not that simple. We have to use—” my eyes traced some people wandering through our section of the conservatory “—something that isn’t alive,” I hissed.

“Ah, of course. There’s this creature that’s been caterwauling down the street for the past week. I’m sure I can find the cat behind it.”

I blinked. “Oh. Okay.”

It would be today, then. I didn’t know why that surprised me. It was the reason I’d come, but I didn’t expect to be able to find a test subject so soon. If I were being completely honest, I’d kinda hoped this would be more of a get-to-know-you session. The conservatory was certainly romantic and intimate enough. But now I’d be performing magic. And in front of him.

I pushed up my stupidly thick sleeves again as my pulse kicked into high gear.

He looked me over, a frown pulling at those pouty lips. “Unless you’re not ready.”

“Pfft. Nah. I’m just a little nervous, is all. I mean, there’s always the chance it doesn’t work.” Or, you know, I die or something.

The attempt I made at resurrecting the bird had landed me in bed for two days with flu-like symptoms. And it hadn’t even worked. Altering spells could be a tricky thing, which was why witches had taken to writing everything down in grimoires. That, and it made it easier to recall and pass on working magic spells.

I sniffed. I can do this. There was one more tweak I wanted to try, anyway, and maybe a recently deceased subject would be easier to work with.

“Okay, how do you want this thing to go down?”

“I’ll go find the cat while you head to the apartment?”

“Sure.” I pulled down my sleeves hoping to trap some of the heat. Cooling off would feel good once I got in the wintry Chicago air, but after that?

Julian nodded. “Then let’s go.”

He turned to leave, but my hand shot out to stop him. “My bag?”

“Of course.”

He handed it back over. I put it on the floor as I retrieved my coat, stuffing the hat and gloves in the pockets. I’d wait until I was outside to finish up. “Thanks. See you soon!”

But when I looked up, Julian was already gone.

I sighed. “That’s gonna take some getting used to.”

***

Ten minutes later, I was back at Julian’s apartment. And I didn’t even need to use magic to get in this time, thanks to the key he’d given me. My key. The thought made me feel warm and rosy all over.

My coat, hat and gloves lay on the counter, while the book was resting on the blanket I’d left on the floor. He didn’t move it. Was that because he hadn’t been there, or because he wanted to keep that spot for me? I liked the idea of the latter one, no matter how far-fetched it might be.

I’d checked my text messages on the ride over. Caesar hadn’t sent anything else, no elaboration on his cryptic text. I decided there was no need to respond. If he was going to start being all weird and distant—like he promised he wouldn’t—then I wasn’t going to spend too much emotional effort on him.

The door banged open, and Julian stepped in. A large gray shorthair with a white stripe running from his snout down to his nether region was in Julian’s hand, gripped by the scruff of his neck. The cat was growling, a low, dark sound coming from its throat.

I gulped as I took in the sheer size of the feline. I’d told Julian I wanted a small one, right?

Julian hissed back, the gesture more animal than human. The prickle of fear at the sight of his bared fangs was accompanied by a very confusing jolt of desire. In that moment, the vampire was all predator, and on an instinctual level, I knew I was the prey. The cat probably felt a similar discomfort with the situation, as his eyes darted in every direction.

He closed the door with his foot, bringing the cat further in. “Sorry. It’s a rather annoying creature.”

“Are you really one to talk?” I asked, folding my arms to steady myself.

He laughed, the hearty, good-natured sound scattering the last vapors of my fear. “I suppose not. Come on. Let’s get started.” He twisted the cat’s neck so fast I didn’t have time to think.

I winced and turned away from the creature, unable to look at the odd angle of its neck without freaking out.

“A little warning next time!” I snapped, pulling my arm over my nose and breathing from my mouth.

“But look, no blood.” I didn’t have to look at him to hear the devilish smirk he must have been wearing.

“You know, you can be a real scary motherfucker sometimes,” I groused, shooting him a glare while avidly avoiding looking directly at the dead creature he still held aloft.

Yep, the bastard was smirking at me. “You do realize I’m a vampire, right?”

“Yeah, but you don’t have to go all ‘I vant to suck your—’” I snapped my jaw tightly shut before I could finish, the entire surface of my face burning.

Something dark and predatory twinkled in his eyes as they bore into me, making my pulse beat to a dangerous—yet yearning—tune.

In the blink of an eye—though I was too paralyzed by his intensity to dare close mine for even a second—he was in front of me.

My breaths came in such shallow, quick bursts that I could hardly breathe at all as I looked up at his deadly, beautiful face. And for so long that I lost track of the seconds or minutes, we just stared at each other, his body so close to mine we were almost touching. Almost.

His throat bobbed as he swallowed, then he said in a low, husky voice, “I have never wanted to suck anyone’s blood…until you.”

My heart shot up into my throat, making it now impossible to breathe, let alone respond to such a thrilling and devastating statement.

I wanted him to do it again, so badly it scared me. I slowly angled my neck to the side, centimeter by centimeter, subconsciously inviting him to take what he wanted.

Then, just as suddenly, he was several steps away from me, his face an emotionless mask. “If it offends you, I’ll fetch a cover for it.”

My heart dislodged itself from my throat and descended back into my chest, allowing me to take a slow, steadying breath before he returned, an ominous bundle wrapped in what looked like a pillow case held in the crook of his arm like an infant.

“Th–thank you,” I practically croaked, my mouth was so dry.

I straightened my spine and made my way on shaky legs to the blanket. After that distraction, how the fuck was I going to be able to concentrate on this spell?

Pretend it didn’t happen. Pretend it didn’t happen. He did not just say any of that.

I plopped down in front of the book, not allowing my gaze to wander to the lumpy fabric, and opened to the plant spell page. A loose leaf of bright white notebook paper stood stark against the time-worn pages, and I plucked it out with trembling fingers, reading back over my notes.

The wording had to be tweaked a little to affect a life with a soul. It had taken several tries, but I thought I finally had it. Maybe.

There was just one problem.

I cleared my throat. “So, I found out that the original spell drew from my life force. I’m not keen on the idea of giving up my life for your lady love, or whatever.”

Julian flinched so subtly I thought I imagined it, then a small crease formed in his brow as he looked at me. “Nor would I ask you to do so.”

I nodded, more than a little relieved at his reaction. “Good. Well, I was thinking to myself, you know, Shea? You’ve got a vampire on your team. He’s a creature of limitless life force.”

His brows flared in understanding. “You want to draw from me for the spell? Would that even work? I’m not entirely sure I qualify as alive.”

My shoulders sagged. “I don’t know. It’s all just theory until I try it out. And even then, experimental spells can have...unforeseen consequences.” I pulled my lips inward and clamped down on them as I waited for his response.

“If you’re talking about death, I have nothing to lose.”

I nodded, even though my gut twisted. The undead guy has a death wish. Figures. “Okay. Then you’re ready?”

He nodded.

“I’ll need you to sit beside me.” I patted the spot on the blanket to my right, trying like hell not to blush.

For once, he moved toward me with measured slowness and sat next to me as if being so close was painful. I felt the same way.

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I couldn’t think about the consequences. Not now. Despite the obvious and abundant perils of our liaison…I didn’t want anything bad to happen to him.

Focusing once more on the page I’d created, I began intoning the words of the spell. “Di ankh nehep sem.”

The first tingles of magic danced in the tips of my fingers, gathering strength from the blood pumping through my veins. I took a moment to savor the feeling.

Picking up Julian’s hand, I placed it on top of the fabric, then covered it with my own. His frigid skin sent a shiver through me, and I snuck a glance at the vampire that had so consumed my life. Did he know how I felt?

“Fadj her uat netjer wap wadj ka hudjefa,” I said, and the atmosphere in the apartment changed, the light dimming.

“Di ankh nehep sem.” Energy bubbled under my hand, and I focused on moving it downward. Julian sucked in a breath, and I hesitated a moment, but I couldn’t stop it now. A half-cast spell was as bad as a mis-cast one. Besides, it was basically done.

“Tenn!” I ended, letting out a long breath with the final syllable.

I closed my eyes and pressed my hands to my face to cover my eyes.

“So?” I asked Julian after several moments, hoping he was in a good enough condition to answer me. I had a flash of morbidity, envisioning leaning over the vampire’s corpse, reviving him with a magical kiss. Idiot.

Julian let out a whisper of a breath, and a moment later I heard fabric moving.

“Julian?” I asked, sliding a finger aside so I could peek through.

The cat was curled up in Julian’s lap, looking as cozy and happy as could be. And he was alive.

I pulled my hands away, my eyes widening. I blinked a few times, wondering if the scene would change. It didn’t. A smile began to grow on my face.

“We did it.” I turned my smile to Julian, who wore an adorable half-smile of his own, a hand resting on the cat’s back. “We did it!”

“You did it,” he corrected, his glassy eyes shimmering with what looked like reverence.

“Yeah, I guess I did.”

But something felt…weird. Maybe it was because it was so surreal, or maybe I just wanted to play it cool in front of the vampire, but the excitement quickly fizzled. It didn’t feel quite the same as when I’d revived the plant.

I stared at the cat, wondering what I was sensing. “Hey, look! He likes you now.” I reached out a hand to pet the cat, but he hissed, swatting at me.

Julian caught the offending paw before it could do any damage and hissed at the cat, who settled back down, though it continued to look at me through narrowed eyes.

I stuck my tongue out at the creature. “Ungrateful mange. Ugh. The thanks I get.”

I looked back at Julian, who was petting the cat now, a curious expression on his face. The gray-and-white fur looked like it belonged, perfectly meshing with Julian’s admittedly boring choice in wardrobe. My vampire looked so adorable.

I put my hands on my cheeks. I wasn’t dying with fatigue. Maybe that was the difference? “How do you feel?”

He gave me a sideways glance but didn’t respond.

Concern flared in my gut, and I scooted closer, putting my hands on his upper arm, forgetting all about the cat. “Julian, what is it?”

Oh god, is he dying? Is he in pain and just doesn’t want to tell me?

“I made sure to drink more than I needed to before seeing you,” he said in a low voice. “I didn’t expect this spell to drain me so.”

“Are you hurt?” I asked, my tone pitching high with my worry.

“Yes—no, I’m…” He said the broken words through clenched teeth, strain clear on his expression. “Thirsty.”

When his eyes met mine, that familiar predatory gleam was there, just like the day he’d attacked me just over there, against that curtain. My pulse spiked again, my insides aching with this dark and exciting threat.

I lifted my hand toward his face and tentatively brushed my fingertips over his cheek.

“What are you doing?” he practically growled, but with fear rather than menace.

“Let me help you with that,” I purred, scooting even closer.

“Shea,” he grunted in warning. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”

“I do,” I insisted. “It’s my fault that you’re so drained, and I can offer you a quick fix.”

He shook his head, but I cupped his cheek with my palm to stop him.

“We both want this,” I said as seductively as I could. “Let me give this to you.”

His forehead wrinkled like he was in agony, even as he pressed his hand over mine on his cheek. “What if I can’t stop?”

Holy shit, why is that so hot!?

“I have faith in you,” I cooed, lifting up with my knees and leaning closer to brush a kiss over his full lips.

He was so stiff with restraint that no part of his body moved until my lips parted from his. Raising my free hand over my shoulder, I pulled the tail of my hair back to one side, exposing my neck right in front of his conflicted face.

“Bite me,” I whispered.

He inclined toward me slowly and touched his lips to my throat, and I swooned at the feather-light contact. His breath tickled my flesh, and he pressed his lips more firmly against my skin.

With the brush of his arm, he pushed the ornery cat off his lap and rose on his knees, too, to pull me into an intimate and gentle embrace as he opened his mouth over my neck. But he didn’t so much as graze me with his fangs, just kissed and licked and sucked, making me burn with desire for him.

I pressed closer against his hard, powerful body, gleeful to feel the bulge of his desire for me—or at least my blood. I slid my hand between our bodies and rubbed my palm over the solid ridge beneath his pants.

He hissed against my throat. “Shea.”

“Take what you need,” I implored as I pressed my palm up and down in a slow rhythm.

With a final, pained groan, he spread his mouth wide over my neck and sunk his teeth in, the pierce of his fangs shooting pleasure and pain from my neck to my core.

I cradled the back of his head with one hand while I continued to rub and cup his hard groin with the other. I wanted to please him because the sensation of him sucking on me was amazing! How could this feel so damned good? It was like a constant orgasm with no wax or wane.

And he drank from me slowly, as if savoring the taste of me. In this moment, he was no monster but a god. And I was more than willing to be his sacrificial lamb.

I wanted to urge him to do more to my body, to take me in every way, but I could tell he was struggling to restrain himself. I wanted him to prove to himself that he could do this with me, without fear of consequence or over-indulgence. But I couldn’t stop myself from stroking the material over the tip of his cock with my fingers.

After what seemed a blissful eternity, yet still not nearly long enough, he removed his fangs, licked my neck with one long swipe of his tongue, and then placed a sweet kiss there before pulling away and coming eye level with me.

“See,” I panted, barely audible. “I knew you could do it.”

Even with my blood tinting his lips, he still looked stunningly gorgeous—probably more so.

I didn’t realize I was still fondling his erection until he gripped my wrist and pulled it away.

“If you keep doing that, I’m going to lose control,” he warned.

I would have made a playful, insinuating comment, but the dangerous look in his eyes told me I’d better bite my tongue. So I just nodded and reluctantly made some space between us.

“Have you done that before?” I asked. “Lost control, I mean.”

He nodded. “When I was first allied with the vampires, I fed on a willing human—one of their pets, for lack of a better word. I went too far and killed her. It destroyed me.”

At the agonized guilt on his face, I wanted to touch him again but thought better of it at the last second.

“I vowed to never drink directly from someone again.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Do you…um… Do you always get turned on when you feed?”

He looked down at the floor, shame joining the pity party in his expression. “No. I haven’t felt that way about anyone since…”

Oooooohhh. I suddenly understood. He did feel something for me, and it made him feel guilty because of his loyalty to—

“Alice,” I finished for him, and he nodded.

Well, now what? What could I possibly say after that? Forget your dead wife and be with me instead? No, that would be an awful thing to do. Especially now that we knew I really could bring her back.

Why did I have to feel this way about him?

“Well, how about, until we bring your wife back, you can feed from me whenever you need to,” I suggested. “No strings attached.”

He lifted his gaze up to mine, surprise and something else in his expression. “Really?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying like hell to keep the excitement and hope out of my voice. “And, you know, if you happen to indulge other needs at the same time, it’s totally cool.”

The chuckle he gave was darkened with disdain and self-loathing. “What would Alice think of what I’ve become?”

“I think she would think the same thing I do. That you’re a sweet, broody, beautiful man.” Unable to resist any longer, I leaned in and planted a soft kiss on his forehead.

Then, with the greatest show of willpower I’d ever displayed, I rose to my feet and stepped away from him. “I should go. I’m supposed to meet some friends in a bit. What’re you gonna do about the cat?”

Julian shrugged, looking at the thing as it sat a few feet away from him, licking its own balls. “I suppose I should keep an eye on it for a bit, just to make sure the spell worked as intended.”

“Good idea.” I eyed the cat. “Do you think anyone will miss him?”

Julian shook his head. “I’m certain he’s feral.”

I shouldered my bag, ready once more to brave the winter weather. “My offer was sincere. And like Pizza Hut, I deliver.”

This time, his laughter was authentic and mirthful once more, and it made me smile to see his spirits lifted.

“Make sure you take good care of Rainbow!” I called over my shoulder as I slipped out of the apartment. Julian’s laughter at the cat’s new name carried through the door.

The brisk air chilled me as I exited the lobby and headed toward the train. My emotions tumbled as I replayed the last hour in my mind, though they were definitely tipping in favor of elation.

Seeing Julian always put me in a tailspin, like a twisted game of he-likes-me, he-likes-me-not. Only there was no end to the petals I could rip off. But now I at least knew his attraction was real, and I couldn’t not feel a bittersweet comfort in that.

“Hey, Shea?” called a voice behind me, and I stopped and turned toward it.

I squinted at the guy, then my eyes widened in recognition. It was the dude from the café, the one I’d run into after my last meeting with Julian.

“Hey.” I couldn’t remember his name. Aaron or Allen or something?

“I thought I recognized you,” Café Dude huffed as he jogged toward me.

“Yeah. Strange seeing you here. What brings you to Chicago?”

Café Dude pointed back over his shoulder. “I’m actually staying nearby. Last time we met I was visiting a cousin.”

“Oh.” I guessed that could happen. Maybe. “Well, I should be going. I have friends expecting me for a girls’ day out.”

Definitely not a lie.

The guy gave me a strange look, but all I could think about was how much time it must have taken him to put that guyliner on. It made his eyes mesmerizing, in a kinda cool, kinda creepy way. Okay, so I was staring, but he didn’t seem to mind.

He pivoted away from me for a moment, then pivoted back, sucking in a quick breath. “Can I have your number?” he asked, the words coming out in a rush.

I blinked. “What? No quirky pickup lines?”

He shook his head. “Nah. I like the direct approach.”

I fought an eye roll. “How about this: if the fates bring us together a third time, I might consider giving you my number.”

He smiled and gave a confident shrug. “You know what they say. Third time’s the charm.”

I shook my head and continued toward my train. Good to know at least one guy out there actually wanted me outright. Just not either of the two I wanted.
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Chapter 16
Shea

When I got to the Bean, Ashlyn and Arya were already in front of it, heads craned back to take in the enormity of it. I had never actually seen the giant mirrored structure, and it was quite a sight to behold.

“Whoa,” Ashlyn said as I joined them.

“You got that right.” I pulled out my phone. “Okay, girls, huddle up for pics.”

We spent several minutes posing, both in front of and reflected in the Bean. The way the curved surface stretched and squished our bodies and faces—along with the city skyline—was enough to dissolve us all into giggles. Nothing like a ridiculous photoshoot to make you forget a certain vampire and all the sexual tension he spewed.

My stomach growled, and Arya started laughing. “You need to feed that wild beast before it eats you alive.”

I chuckled. Apparently, having your blood drunk by a vampire makes you ravenously hungry. “Yassss! Now, where’s a good place to eat around here?”

Ashlyn pointed. “There’s something over there that smells good. Let’s give that a try.”

I bit my lower lip. “Better watch it or I’ll be calling you Toucan Sam.” At Ashlyn’s confused look I added, “Follow your no-Oooose.”

Arya rolled her eyes, though she was still smiling. “She gets punnier when she’s hungry. Come on.”

We made our way down to The Grill, just on the other side of the Bean. People swarmed in and out of the establishment, laughing and chattering, while ice skaters wove around the outdoor rink to a Michael Bublé Christmas tune.

Warm air greeted us inside, along with an elegant interior and a perky hostess.

“How many in your party?” the blonde asked, a big smile on her face and a Santa hat on her head.

“Just the three of us,” I said.

“Okay. Right this way.” She jotted down a note at her station and then led us through the restaurant.

“Wow! This is way nicer than I thought it was going to be,” Ashlyn said, her wide gaze taking in every inch of the place.

I had to agree. Dark and light woods stood against sleek black iron and leather, canned lighting and wall sconces standing like jewels, even with the full light of day pouring through the floor-to-ceiling windows.

The hostess sat us at a large table by one window, handing everyone menus before she excused herself.

I tried to study the menu, but my eyes kept wandering to the skaters. Most followed the edges of the rink, but a few of the more daring ones cut tricks at the center.

“We should go skating,” Arya said, bouncing a little in her seat.

Ashlyn scrunched her nose. “Uh, have you seen my two left feet? There's no way I'm putting blades on those things. I'd be lethal.”

“They're not sharpened,” Arya said, playing with the napkin in front of her. “Not for this kind of thing.”

“I'm with Red on this one,” I said, pointing my thumb at Ashlyn.

The cold, pale ice reminded me of Julian, and I just wanted to forget him for a little while. Like how good it felt when he bit into my neck, the thrill of rubbing the hardness between his legs…

“Hey, I’m Eric, and I’ll be your waiter today,” said an attractive young man. I blinked out of my lustful memories and smiled. “What would you ladies like to start with?”

I glanced down at my menu. “Cheese curds. We’re sharing. And a Dr. Pepper for me.”

Arya ordered a water, and Ashlyn got a Coke.

When the waiter walked away, giving us time to look over our menus, I leaned forward. “Was it just me, or did Waiter Guy give Ashlyn his full attention?”

Arya gasped. “I think you’re right. Ashlyn!” She nudged her friend with her elbow.

Ashlyn rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”

“Aw, come on. You’re like bronzed perfection over there,” I argued. And she really was. This girl had the body of an athlete and the coloring of a surfer babe, which oddly went really well with her bright orange hair.

Ashlyn shrugged. “Eh, even if he was, he’s not my type.”

“Because he doesn’t have an Utred style haircut?” Arya teased, making Ashlyn cut her a glare.

I briefly remembered that guy from the night of the attack, and honestly, he was way hotter than our waiter. But I wasn’t going to say that.

“What is your type?” I asked instead. “We can help you find Mr. Right Now.” I waggled my eyebrows playfully.

Ashlyn sighed as she looked out at the skaters. “I don’t know. I guess I like muscular guys. Like, I want a guy who can bench press me without breaking a sweat. And if he has tattoos, the panties are coming off!”

We burst into laughter, earning the side-eye from every patron in the restaurant. I bit back my chuckles and tried to lower my voice.

“So, basically, your type is Magic Mike,” I summarized.

Ashlyn gave a decisive nod. “Exactly. Although, I’m pretty sure Channing Tatum is everyone’s type.”

“Amen,” Arya and I said together, and this time, when we cracked up into cackles, a put-off older couple got up and left.

“I guess they haven’t seen Magic Mike,” I whispered.

The waiter returned, and we straightened, pretending to be upstanding and totally appropriate diners.

“Here are your drinks,” Waiter Guy said, serving Ashlyn’s drink first. I held my hand over my mouth, trying to stifle my snickers as I flared my brows at Ashlyn behind the waiter’s back. “Are you girls ready to order?”

We placed our order, Waiter Guy beaming a little brighter as he took Ashlyn’s.

When he scurried back to the kitchen, I hissed, “I told you!”

Ashlyn shook her head again, a bashful smile on her face. “So, what are we doing next?”

“Hmmm.” I tapped my chin. “Hold on.”

After digging my phone out of my bag, I did a search for local events and found one nearby. My face split into a grin as I tucked my phone into my lap. “Perfect.”

“So?” Arya asked, her brows raised.

I pursed my lips. “Nope. It’s a surprise.”

Ashlyn sat back, folding her arms. “How about you give us a hint.”

I leveled a mischievous smirk at Ashlyn. “You like music, right?”

She nodded. “Yeah. What about it?”

I raised my brows twice, then sat back with a self-satisfied smirk.

“That’s it?” Arya asked, stirring her water with her straw.

A chime from my lap made me pause and look down. It was a picture from Julian. Too curious to resist, I opened the message.

It was a picture of him wearing the kitty sweater with Rainbow curled up on his lap. Entirely too cute! I couldn’t help but snicker.

“What’s so funny?” Arya asked.

I glanced up at her, feeling like I’d just been with a dirty magazine caught by my Gram. “Oh, nothing.”

Ashlyn snatched the phone out of my hand faster than I could react.

“Hey!”

“This one’s from Julian,” Ashlyn said, smirking at me as my face burned. “Oh, he’s hot. Apparently, he likes pussy.”

“What?” Arya exclaimed, jumping out of her chair and going around me to take a look.

Another chime sounded, and I squeezed my eyes shut in mortification.

“Ooh, and this one is from—who’s Professor Douche?” Ashlyn asked, scrunching her face in curiosity.

My heart leapt with panic. This was so not the way I wanted them to find out about my involvement with Caesar. And, fuck, what did he say?

I snatched my phone back like my life depended on it and shoved it into the front of my pants, crossing my arms over it.

“You know that won’t stop me, right?” Arya threatened, though she went back to her seat without putting up a fight. “Have you been holding out on us? Who are these guys?”

“Are you actually seeing a professor, or is that just some weird nickname?” Ashlyn asked.

I had never been so thankful that I didn’t use Caesar’s real name in my contacts. There’d be no explaining my way out of that, even with the truth.

I didn’t like lying to my only two friends, but I didn’t know what to say without knowing what Caesar had texted.

I cleared my throat. “What—um—what did he say?”

“I don’t know. You took it before I could read it.”

Oh, thank God!

“Come on, spill, Shea,” Arya insisted with a nudge.

“It’s nothing,” I blurted, my heart still beating a million miles a minute in my chest. “Just two guys who are kinda into me but don’t want to admit it. There’s really nothing to tell.”

Liar.

“That first dude looked older.” Ashlyn leaned over the table toward me, a spark of intrigue in her eyes. “You little minx. He’s my type.”

I snorted, even as possessive jealousy tugged at my insides. “Trust me, he’s super unavailable. They both are. Which is why there’s nothing to tell.”

They both gave me glances that said, “bullshit,” but I didn’t elaborate further. I wondered for a split second if I should just tell them. Keeping all of this bottled up was killing me, and I was sincerely desperate to get it out.

Finally, I decided that now wasn’t the right time. Coward.

“What about you, Arya?” I asked. She’d been notably quiet about her own love life, and I did want to know if there’d been any new developments in that area.

Even though I didn’t deserve to hear about it because I wasn’t willing to share…

Her cheeks colored and she bit her lip. “Well, all I will say is, what happens in the avian dorms stays in the avian dorms.”

I cocked my head at her with a frown.

“She and Tobias had sex,” Ashlyn whispered to me.

“Omigod!” I shouted, ignoring the few scoffs my outburst received from the patrons. “You banged the moody dragon and didn’t tell me?” Not that I had the right to complain, but it did sting a little.

Arya just shrugged with a coy smirk.

“How was it?” I asked.

“It was pretty damn great,” she said with a giggle.

“So, are you guys, like, dating?”

“They’re not putting a label on it,” Ashlyn interjected before Arya could respond. “Apparently, they’re just ‘hanging out.’”

Kinda sounded like my situation. Well, both of them.

“Will you stop it?” Arya chided even though she was smiling.

“Okay, you’re right,” Ashlyn agreed. “We’re supposed to be having a girls’ day out. No more guy talk.”

Arya said, “Great,” at the same time I said, “I’m good with that.”

We endured a moment of silence while we sipped our drinks and pretended there was nothing awkward about any of this.

The waiter came over then, balancing a full tray. He handed out the cheese curds first, placing steaming hot plates in front of everyone—shrimp and lobster ballerine for Arya, Manny's deli combo for me, and a green chili cheeseburger for Ashlyn.

“Let me know if you need anything else,” he said, his gaze lingering just a moment longer on Ashlyn than on anyone else.

We burst into giggles again as soon as he left.

“I’m sorry,” I wheezed between giggles, “but that dude is totally crushing on Ashlyn.”

Ashlyn scoffed. “Whatever, two-texter.”

I put up my hands. “I know. I know. I said I’m sorry.”

I popped a cheese curd into my mouth, feeling that satisfying crunch as the melted cheese oozed over my tongue. Heaven. On. Earth.

I lifted one side of the basket, angling it at my friends. “Peace offering?”

Our chatter dissolved as we all tore into our food. And as delicious as my sandwich was, I couldn’t quite enjoy it around my burning curiosity for what Caesar’s text might have said.

When I couldn’t take it anymore, I excused myself to the bathroom, both my friends too invested in their meals to notice my squirminess. As soon as I made it past the door, I pulled my phone out of my pants and swiped it open.

“I think we should talk. In person. Let me know when is a good time and I’ll try to get away.”

My heart thudded, my appetite thoroughly ruined by the pool of fear, curiosity and preemptive rejection that swirled in my stomach. When, in the history of human relationships, has the phrase “we need to talk” led to anything good?
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Chapter 17
Tobias

With my height, I easily found the book I was looking for high on the top shelf: Skye Boarding House - The Original Shifter School: A History. It was thick, which was both good and really daunting. At least the massive size meant the answer I was looking for was likely to be in it.

After finally giving in to Arya and this imprint that made her irresistible to me, I needed to know more about the damned Dracul curse and if there was a way to lift it. I knew he wasn’t in love with her, but my feelings were definitely getting increasingly more complicated, and if we continued down this path, it was only a matter of time before one of us fell.

I walked to my study spot in the center of the school library and sat among my notes, pushing them aside to make room for the large book. The edges were decorated with flowery, silver leaf borders that reminded me of the old shifter fairy tale book my mother used to read from. It took a lot of years, but I was finally beginning to understand why her favorite was the tragic romance of Dante and Calliope, the immortal mer and harpy who fell in love and were forbidden to be together. It must’ve reminded Octavia of her own tragic romance with Arthur.

Carefully, I lifted the cover and flipped through the pictures and text that depicted the history of the boarding house. Located in Washington state, the house became a haven for shifters, and then a makeshift school before it was destroyed by vampires. I wasn’t interested in the founding of the boarding house, since it housed only humans for the first several decades, but I flipped through the beginning photos anyway.

I stopped at a picture, an old black-and-white that must’ve been taken in front of the house. Four people were in the picture—all simply dressed and looking like they ran the place. A middle-aged couple stood in the center; the man had a smiling sort of face, but the woman’s looked forced.

A young girl, a teenager probably close in age to me and most likely the daughter of the couple, stood next to the man. She smiled, but I could tell she was the skeptical type. The sort of person who would require a person to prove their worth before she gave them her loyalty. It was funny that I could tell that about her in a picture.

On the other side of the couple was a young man, maybe in his twenties. His hair was dark and was pulled back at the nape of his neck. His expression was a lot like the man’s: easy going, happy, and kind.

I wondered what type of shifters they were and glanced at their names listed at the bottom. The young girl, the skeptical one, was Camilla Skye. Next to her were James and Jane Skye—definitely her parents. The man in his twenties was named Julian Asher. None of the names were familiar shifter names, or otherwise known, so I continued to flip through the book.

I was looking for a specific name: Claudette Dracul. I didn’t know if I was a direct descendant of Claudette or a distant relative, but she was the supposed reason for the Dracul curse. I called my older sister, Tamara, to verify Claudette’s name—claiming it was for a school paper because I didn’t want her to know the real reason for my interest—and according to her, Claudette committed some inexplicable crime. As retaliation for her misdeed, a curse—the curse—was placed on the entire family line.

The curse stipulated that if ever a Dracul fell in love—and by association, anyone who loved a Dracul—the love would be forever unrequited. My mother loved my father deeply, but I’d witnessed Arthur’s flippant attitude toward her since I was a young child. I suspected he was still in love with his former mistress—my half-brothers Adam’s and Alex’s mother—but she only came around when it benefited her, offering false affection to raise her status.

They both loved but were not loved in return, though I couldn’t quite find it in me to pity Arthur.

I stopped on a page picturing a young woman. Her clothing wasn’t simple like the people in the first photo, and even in black and white, I could tell her dress was probably expensive. She wore a traditional head wrap, much like the ones my Romanian ancestors probably wore, and her features were familiar. In fact, her nose looked almost identical to Tamara’s.

Scanning her name, my suspicions were confirmed: Claudette Elana Dracul.

I’d found her.

The book slammed shut, pinching two of my fingers.

“Studying on a Saturday?” Brett asked, plopping down across from me at the table. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you, man! And I swear half the student population has escaped to Christmas shop, so it wasn’t like I’ve had crowds to search through.”

“They’re letting students go topside?” I asked. Who would be stupid enough to go out after the attack?

“Yep.” Brett let out an exasperated breath and spun the book to read the title. Fortunately, it held no interest for him, and he turned it back with a raised eyebrow. “I’m bored. Wanna hit the sim?”

I almost asked Brett if he knew which students left the Dome, hoping he wouldn’t say Arya’s name, but he wasn’t that observant.

“Who’s still around?” I asked instead, attempting to sound only slightly curious.

Brett balked with an annoyed smile. “I didn’t take roll call, Tobias. But Niko’s not here.”

I flashed him an annoyed smile. “Yeah, I knew that, ya dumb bird.”

He flipped me off. “C’mon. You’re a straight-A student. I need to blow off some steam. Let’s go fight computer vamps!”

I packed up my books and notes like that was what I intended to do. And I would. I just needed to know that Arya was still at the Dome first.

“You know, that Ashlyn girl shifted for the first time that night we were attacked,” I said. “She might wanna practice on the sim. Should we go find her and Arya? See if they wanna join?”

Okay, so I knew I was being obvious, but part of me didn’t care.

“Umm...sure?” Brett replied while I carefully stashed the Boarding House book in my bag. “I haven’t seen either of them, but we can go find them.”

I shouldered my bag—I’d definitely need to take a closer look at the book later, now that I knew Claudette was in it—and followed Brett out, trying to hide the building dread that Arya and Ashlyn were some of the students who left the school. According to the science on imprinting, and my own past experiences, I’d know if she was in any kind of danger, right?

“That Ashlyn girl is pretty badass,” Brett said as we exited the library. “She really made Mr. Summers earn his keep yesterday in class. And he’s her dad!”

“Not getting the hots for Niko’s ex, are you?” I teased.

Brett shot an insulted grimace at me. “Of course, not! Bros before hoes, dude. But, I mean, it’s a shame he got to her before I did.”

I rolled my eyes. “You had every opportunity to ask her out before Niko finally got the balls to do it. You only think she’s hot now because she’s a better phoenix than you.”

He shrugged. “What can I say? She wasn’t hot before she was hot!”

“You’re an idiot,” I chuckled.

We made a quick stop at my dorm room so I could drop my bags and books before we went searching. I asked a couple of harpies in the common room if they had seen either of them recently.

“Sure, this morning,” one with long white hair said—I couldn’t remember her name. “I remember the dark lipstick Ashlyn was wearing.” She let out a low whistle. “It looked like she might be heading out for a hot date.”

Brett and I looked at each other, but I was certain we weren’t thinking the same thing.

“What about Arya?” I asked. “Dark hair with blue streaks.”

“Yeah, yeah, we know who Arya is,” the other one with more yellow hair said, rolling her eyes. I didn’t remember her name, either. “And no, we haven’t seen her today.”

I nodded a quick thanks, then shoved Brett out the door with more force than I meant to.

“Whoa, what’s up, bro?” he asked, hands raised in mock surrender.

“N—nothing, I just...” I trailed off. I wasn’t in the mood to be mocked for caring.

But Brett surprised me by sobering. “You’re worried they left.”

“Yeah,” I admitted on a grunt, taking long steps toward the stairs.

“Okay, then. We’ll find them. They’re probably just off watching one of those cheesy Christmas chick flicks somewhere. I’m sure they didn’t leave. They know it’s dangerous.”

I stopped to look at him. Brett was acting the way Niko would in the same situation, even though he didn’t have dating history with Ashlyn. Brett was worried because I was worried.

“I’ll check the dining hall,” he said, shrugging off the grateful expression I was giving him. “You check the training room.”

I nodded and rushed off. I checked the training room and pool, catching a few offended mer stares while I was there. I plastered on my go-to stoic expression when asking if any of them had seen Arya, then stalked away like it didn’t matter that none of them had since the day before.

As soon as I was out of the building, I practically sprinted to the greenhouses, but all of them were locked, so she couldn’t be inside.

My heart began to beat furiously with the exertion, coupled with my rising panic.

Arya had left the Dome.

I was almost certain of it, and the memory of the attack in the alley forced itself to the forefront of my mind. Ashlyn had been capable in that fight, but if she and Arya faced something similar, just the two of them, they wouldn’t survive.

Racing to the main part of the school, I yanked my phone out of my pocket and called Arya. She didn’t answer. Neither did Ashlyn. What the hell happened to them? And how was I going to find them?

An idea struck me, and I hopped on Instagram. Ashlyn couldn’t go anywhere without posting pictures of her escapades—the food she ordered, graffiti she thought was actually artistic, and the countless selfies! I had unfollowed her because I was tired of seeing it. If she went out today, there would definitely be pictures.

I navigated to her account, and sure enough, there were pictures of her and Arya in front of the Bean—and they were with the witch. My blood boiled so quickly it practically vaporized inside my veins.

As I glared at my phone, a new post appeared. A picture of a chili cheese burger. She tagged her location: The Grill.

Goddammit, Arya!

I found Brett in the Great Hall when I ran in.

“Did you find them?” he asked, combing his fingers through his shaggy hair.

“Yeah,” I said behind gritted teeth, holding my phone up with the screen facing him.

“Oh,” he said with a grimace.

“Let’s go,” I ordered, not waiting for his agreement as I stomped toward the front entrance.

I was so angry that the train ride was a blur of red in my vision, seeming to take only seconds. As soon as we got topside, I ordered an Uber to take us directly to the restaurant. I didn’t know what I would say or do when I found her. I only knew that I needed to find her.

My heart stopped beating for several breaths when I saw her coming out onto the street as we pulled up. My relief was powerful but brief as my anger renewed at the sight of her here, far from the safety of the school.

I shoved the door open and jumped out before the vehicle came to a complete stop, stomping toward them.

“What the hell?” I growled.

Several heads turned in our direction, then quickly away.

“Can we help you, Tobias?” Ashlyn asked, her voice calm but with an edge of a tease.

I was not amused.

“What the fuck are you doing here?” I demanded, my scales prickling just beneath the surface of my flesh.

Rage flashed in Arya’s eyes as she met my gaze, but her expression remained aloof and somewhat mocking.

“Girls’ day out,” she answered, lifting her chin slightly. “We needed a girls’ day.”

I clenched my fists at my sides, barely restraining my temper. “Are you two complete idiots? Don’t you remember our little incident only a week ago?”

Arya’s blue eyes narrowed dangerously. “You’re making a scene,” she hissed.

“And you’re being really fucking careless!” I shouted. “It’s not just your life you’re risking.”

She flinched at the volume of my voice, and a distant part of me inwardly cringed at the way I was clearly making her feel. But I couldn’t stop. I needed to make her see how dangerous this was.

“Look, dude, take a fucking chill pill,” the witch said, jutting a hip as she regarded me down her nose. “It’s only two o’clock in the afternoon, and I was going to have them back well before sunset.”

“You!” I seethed, my dragon’s growl rumbling up my throat. “This is your doing.”

“No, actually, it’s mine,” Ashlyn stated, inserting herself between me and the witch with a fierce scowl on her face. “I needed to get out because your asshole friend broke my heart. So if you want to blame anyone, blame him.”

“Oh, please,” I snapped. “Get over it already.”

Arya shoved in front of Ashlyn, her rage seeping from her eyes into her features and looking all the more dangerously beautiful for it.

“That’s enough, Tobias! Regardless of what you apparently think, I am not your property. There are no rules that say I am never allowed to leave the Dome. I’m not going to live the rest of my life in hiding. It’s broad daylight, and I am perfectly safe. Now, if you’ll excuse us, we have to make the best of our time before we return at four. Don’t bother checking in when we get back.”

She hooked her arms around those of the other two girls and stormed off without so much as a look back at me.

“Whatever!” I yelled after her, throwing my hands in the air. “Go and get yourself killed!”

I spun on my heel back to the car where Brett was still sitting in the backseat, gaping at me.

“Fuck ‘em. Let’s go home.” I entered the new destination in the Uber app, and we drove off, neither of us saying a word to each other.

I hated how much I cared, and that I was so angry I wanted to burn this whole city to the ground with my dragon fire. I hated that I’d lost my temper and probably ruined things again. And even worse, I hated how terrified I was that she hadn't come back with me.
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Chapter 18
Arya

“What the hell is his problem?” Ashlyn muttered, glancing at Tobias over my shoulder a few tables away as we sat in the dining hall for dinner.

I didn’t turn my head. I knew I would see that brimstone glower on Tobias’s face aimed at my back, and I wasn’t in the mood. I just remained hunched over the tuna sandwich I wasn’t eating.

“Who even does that? We were only out for a few hours, and we even had Caesar’s permission to do so. Talk about major control issues.”

I shrugged. “I mean, I guess I get it. He’s afraid that something bad is going to happen to me out there. But that’s no excuse to go all alpha-hole on me. What does he expect me to do, stay in this fish bowl for the rest of my life?”

“Alpha-hole, nice.” Ashlyn snickered. “I wish he would get over himself, already. He obviously has it bad for you, but rather than confess his feelings for you and make whatever this thing is”—she waved her hands in the air in front of me—“between you two official, he’s being a bossy, controlling dick wad.”

I dragged my hands down my face. “I so don’t care right now. I have enough to worry about with all my training.”

“How’s that going, by the way?” she asked, and I was immensely grateful for the change of topic.

“Actually, it’s going great. I feel so much more confident with the harpy stuff than my mermaid powers. It just seems to come so much easier.” I frowned. “Sometimes I think maybe I’m not really a mermaid at all, but then I don’t feel more at home anywhere but in the water. It’s...weird.”

“You never know. You might feel differently when you get to fly as a harpy,” she suggested with a shrug. “When are you going to try shifting?”

I snorted. “I’m not ready for that. As a mermaid, I don’t really have a choice. Saltwater gets on my skin, and shifting is automatic. I wouldn’t know the first thing about trying to shift into something totally new at will. Especially something that’s so completely opposite of a mermaid.”

“I know better than anyone else at this school what that feels like. I tried so many times to shift and failed. Little did I know all I had to do was die first.” Ashlyn laughed, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “But it’s what we are. It’ll happen for you eventually. After all, you’re the chosen one.” She winked.

“Ugh, don’t remind me.” I hung my head. “I have my first siren lesson after this. Yet another thing that I have no clue how to do.”

“Again, welcome to the club.” She raised her soda can in a mock toast. “As an ex-member, I have faith in you.” She offered an encouraging smile.

“Thanks.” I picked up my sandwich, deciding to eat it quickly so I wouldn’t have to feel the heat of Tobias’s scowl on the back of my neck.

***

My legs wobbled with uncertainty as I entered the music classroom for my first siren lesson with Celeste. The room was empty, of course, but I still felt strange about training for a skill that would assumedly bring about the end of a centuries-old war in the same place where my classmates and I sang choir songs.

Shouldn’t this be done in the gym? Or the mer training room?

Celeste was perched at the base of the theater-style steps, and when I looked her way, she patted the spot beside her. I swallowed nervously and walked toward her, taking a seat.

“Have you been drinking plenty of water today?” Celeste asked.

“Umm, yes?” I answered, unsure as to what that had to do with this lesson. I always drank a ton throughout the day, more than what was considered normal for non-mer.

“Good, that should help.” She laced her fingers and placed her hands in her lap. “Now, before we start, let’s talk about what happened in the alley, when you used your siren voice in front of Hadrian. Can you tell me how it happened? What were you feeling?”

I let out a shaky breath and replayed the incident in my mind. “Well, one of the vampires had gotten hold of Ashlyn and was going to hurt her. I felt so useless, being the only one of my friends who didn’t know how to fight, and when I thought she was going to get hurt, I... I refused to let that happen. So I yelled at the vampire to let her go. And he did.”

Celeste nodded. “I see. And were there any other times in your past that you might have used your siren voice without knowing it? Any time that you voiced what you wanted and the person did exactly what you said?”

Her question was one I’d been debating for several nights. There had been two other times in her life that I remembered hearing that voice come out of my mouth, that I’d felt that strange vibration throughout my core. The time in the Simulation Room with the fake vampire and the last time I ever spoke to my mother.

“Well, there may have been,” I answered. “The night that my mom...” I couldn’t finish the sentence. My throat tightened and closed, silencing me. I swallowed and skipped past it. “There was a party with the kids at my school. I had never been to a real party, and I wanted more than anything to go, but my mom, with her silly rules, refused to listen to me, to budge at all. I was so tired of being held back from normal things kids are supposed to do. So I told her to let me go to the party in a voice that wasn’t mine, and she did.” I looked down at my lap, self-hatred churning like storm clouds inside my gut. “It all seems so stupid now.”

I didn’t want to tell her about the other incident. It would mean coming clean about the prank, and I just didn’t want to deal with that.

Celeste put her hand on my shoulder. “I’m so sorry your last moments with your mother were so tremulous. I had no idea. No wonder you carry such sorrow. But you must learn to forgive yourself someday. Your mother wouldn’t want you suffering over it forever. Don’t you think?”

I nodded, knowing that forgiving myself wasn’t something that would happen any time soon. Shoving it into a box deep inside and ignoring it? That was something I could do, and I was getting damn good at it.

“I’ve never met a siren,” Celeste continued. “In fact, I haven’t heard of one in our history for centuries, so little is known about them. About you. But from what you’ve told me, it seems that your powers stem from your will. The two times you’ve used your siren voice, you truly wanted the things you asked for. So I think if we want to harness this power of yours, we need to focus on exercising your will.”

“Forgive my ignorance, Celeste, but what can my powers even do?” I asked. “So far, all I’ve seen them do is control people, make them do things against their will. I don’t know if that’s something I really want to practice on other people. No one should be forced to do anything they don’t want to.”

“I’m sorry to say that I know little more than you,” she admitted with a shrug, forcing her brilliant red locks to spill over her shoulders. “Yes, they can be used to control people, and that is what they are most known for. But it is said that, at least in the ocean, the siren call can be used to beckon sea creatures. There are some legends that say a siren’s voice can even bring back the dead.” She snickered at the sight of my eyes bulging. “But we won’t bother with such dark magic, I promise you.”

“So...how exactly are we going to practice using my siren voice?” I asked, biting my lip. I wasn’t at all comfortable with the idea of trying them on Celeste.

Her smile widened, a mischievous twinkle in her emerald eyes. She turned toward the storage closet door and called, “Cora, we’re ready for you now.”

Cora? What the fuck?

The door opened, and Cora entered the room with her arms crossed under her chest and a scowl on her face. My heart fluttered as Cora came closer, worrying about what was expected to happen.

Was Celeste going to pit us against each other again? As much as I hated Cora, I was not prepared to fight her right now. The next time I sparred with her, I wanted to make sure I could completely kick her Barbie ass.

“Cora is still serving detention for kicking you out of your room in the mer wing,” Celeste explained, waving her delicate hand toward Cora. “As one of her sessions, I thought she’d be the perfect person to practice your siren abilities on.”

“Wait, what?” Genuine surprise loosened Cora’s default nasty expression, and she dropped her arms to her sides.

“Seriously?” Wicked delight shot through me at this new prospect. Not that I had a clue how to activate my siren voice, but I couldn’t ask for a better guinea pig than my bully.

“I foresaw this exchange, and it works out perfectly.” Celeste winked at me, ignoring Cora’s resistant comments and obvious growing apprehension. “There’s something you want from Cora, very much, I should think. Something she owes you.”

“I owe her nothing,” Cora sneered even as fear darkened her mascaraed eyes.

I couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across my face. Cora had been the root of every social problem I had since coming here, and what I wanted deeply was for all her hazing bullshit to stop. Celeste was giving me the opportunity, and permission, to make that happen.

Having made my decision, I rose from the step and approached Cora, concentrating on what it was I wanted. With each step I took closer, Cora tripped backwards, shrinking little by little in fear, until she was backed up against the wall.

Now we were face-to-face, and the vengeful desire was so potent, I could feel the power welling up inside me. My doubts vanished. I knew this would work, and it filled me with impish confidence.

“Apologize to me for the awful shit you’ve done,” I commanded, that familiar yet foreign voice vibrating through my body as it flowed mellifluously past my lips.

Cora’s beautiful doll face went blank as the command worked its magic. Then her brows puckered, and she said with full sincerity, “I’m sorry, Arya. I’ve said so many horrible things about you. I kicked you out of your room. I’ve turned as many people as I could against you. I even tried to get you severely injured by locking you in the sim room. I blamed you for Letti getting hurt, and even after she woke up and said you were innocent, I still hated you. You didn’t deserve any of it. I’m so sorry.”

Hearing those words was more satisfying and more healing than I could have ever imagined. I could do so much more. I could destroy her. And for a very tempting moment, I considered doing just that.

But I wouldn’t stoop to her level. I was better than her in every way that mattered.

“Forget this apology and return to life as you know it,” I ordered with my siren voice. “But the next time you try to hurt or spread rumors about someone, imagine those same things are happening to you.”

Cora’s eyes remained blank for a few seconds after I stopped talking, then she came back to her senses.

“Please don’t hurt me,” she begged, wincing, having forgotten the whole ordeal just as I decreed.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” I said, taking great satisfaction in her fear of me. “You can go.”

Her eyes widened, and she looked over my shoulder at Celeste, who nodded. That was all she needed to scramble out from under my shadow and scurry out of the room.

Celeste stood and looked at me. “You surprised me. You could have ended her hazing once and for all.”

“Oh, I wanted to,” I confessed. “But I knew it wouldn’t mean anything if I forced her to change. This way, she’ll have to actually reflect on her actions before she bullies anyone, not just me.”

She beamed at me and put her hands on my shoulders. “You are exactly the right person to have the powers of a siren, and I am so proud of you for making a choice even I would’ve been too selfish to make.”

My heart swelled with unexpected pride. Celeste was the only mother figure I had left. That the head mer would say such a thing to me... I almost wanted to cry with joy.

“For our next lesson, I think we’ll try using your siren voice in the lake. See if we can’t have some fun with our aquatic neighbors,” she said with girlish excitement.

“I can’t wait,” I said honestly.

Now that I knew I could use this voice for good and not just for self-gain, I was eager to see what else it could do. And I couldn’t wait to see how well it worked on Cora in the coming days.
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Chapter 19
Julian

It was late and it was cold, but neither bothered me. Time was just as irrelevant as the weather. A snowstorm had passed earlier in the day, but a bitter wind had carried it away from Chicago, leaving the city even colder and the sky open.

I played the part, wearing a puffy gray coat and jeans, although my body needed no insulation. My flesh was as cold as the air, anyway.

As Hadrian ordered, I was within close proximity to the subway station that led to the shifter school. I sat on a park bench with a good vantage point of the staircase that led down to the station. The park was far enough away that I felt confident I wouldn’t look too obviously camped out and stalker-ish. Over the past week, I’d seen police officers go by, their sights not dwelling on me for too long. It was Chicago—there was a lot going on to keep them busy.

As it was late and the city was mostly quiet, I doubted that any shifter would come crawling out of the subway station. Every night had been the same: nobody resembling Hadrian’s daughter had come out.

I turned another page of the book I was reading. For all the music I’d memorized from my favorite composer, I had relatively no idea who Ludwig van Beethoven was. For the past few evenings, I’d read about the prodigy’s abusive childhood, and how he’d been scorned by his father for his “playing by ear” methods with the violin, telling him that he’d never amount to anything.

My own childhood was remarkably similar. My father had been abusive, both physically and verbally, and while I hadn’t spent any time with music as a child, I’d been told enough times that the trees in the orchards would produce just fine without me.

The camaraderie I felt with Beethoven increased, and I knew that the sonatas and marches I’d studied over the years would only have more meaning for me now.

Being so enveloped in the composer’s history, I hardly noticed the soft footsteps in the snow behind me. Snapping the book shut, I whirled around to mark whoever it was daring to sneak up on me.

It was Piper. I barely recognized her underneath all the layers she wore. Her hands were shoved into the side pockets of a padded dark royal purple overcoat that hung down to her shins. She wore tan boots that looked fashionably feminine, and her blonde hair was scrunched under a lavender beanie. A green scarf wrapped around her neck and trailed down her front.

Piper stopped as soon as our eyes met.

“What are you doing here?” I demanded, getting to my feet. I immediately regretted it. Piper had never shown any ill-will toward me. Sure, she had her quirky moments, but she’d always been kind.

She pulled her white-gloved hands out of her pockets and shrugged awkwardly. “Hadrian sent me.”

I stepped toward her. “Hadrian sent you? At this time of night? Piper, you’re going to freeze to death.” I could see her teeth chattering.

“I guess you’d have to turn me into a vampire to save me if that were to happen,” she said, a small smile creeping across her face.

I didn’t see the humor and set my jaw. She knew how I felt about her desire to be turned.

Her grin disappeared. “Hadrian’s waiting in your apartment. He sent me to gather you.”

“Hadrian’s here?” I said with disbelief.

Piper nodded.

“Why in the world did he come? I’ve only been away from Heritage Prep for one week.”

Piper shrugged, then wiped at her nose with her sleeve. She was shaking uncontrollably.

Her condition pushed away my frustration momentarily. I couldn’t let her stay out in the cold like this.

“Let’s get back to my apartment and get you warmed up,” I said. “I’m afraid I don’t have fixings for coffee or tea, but you can at the very least take a warm bath.”

Piper nodded ever so slightly, little puffs of air releasing from her mouth as she breathed quickly. “That sounds lovely.”

I put my arm around her shoulder, knowing that my own lack of body heat would do little for her, but I hoped she’d at least take some comfort in the gesture.

I never thought I’d see the day I’d be walking a vampire Initiate back to my apartment, but that was precisely what I was doing.

***

I opened the door for Piper, and we walked into the apartment complex.

“Thank you,” she said through chattering teeth as she quickly entered the warmth of the lobby.

I watched as she eyed the large gas fireplace with several couches and chairs surrounding it.

“I’ve got a smaller fireplace in my apartment,” I said. “You can warm up there.”

She nodded, and together, we walked through the lobby and past the restaurant that was closed for the evening.

I took long strides as I passed my neighbors’ doors. I didn’t know them—I generally kept to myself. Getting to know humans was dangerous. All it took was for one of them to find out I was less than human, then suddenly, a group of hunters would be forcing their way through my door. Because I was a threat to the community. Yes, it had happened once, but before I’d moved to Chicago.

We finally arrived at my place. Judging by the door being intact, it was obvious that Hadrian hadn’t forced entry.

“Should I be concerned that Hadrian could so easily enter my apartment?” I muttered as I tested the doorknob. The door was unlocked, and I threw Piper a hesitant glance.

She shrugged. “Hadrian’s the most powerful vampire in the world. I’m not sure there’s any place that could keep him out.”

I snorted. “Except for the shifter school.”

“For now.”

I pushed the door open, the dim lamp in the far corner of my apartment shining through and revealing a woman with black hair styled in a pixie cut lying unconscious on my authentic Kashan rug. I recognized her immediately as my neighbor from three doors down. I’d never spoken with her before and didn’t even know her name. Her head was tilted to the side, revealing a vampire bite in the softness of her pale neck.

The slow and subtle beating of her heart told me Hadrian hadn’t drained her completely, and I was relieved to know that she was still breathing—at least for now.

Stepping past her, I found Hadrian sitting in the only heirloom I’d salvaged from the Skye Boarding House a hundred years before.

Anger rose within me seeing him sitting smugly in the chair that had survived the destruction of vampires, but I didn’t let it show. Hadrian was staring at me with disinterest.

“There’s our Winter Watcher,” Hadrian said softly.

“You left a mess on my rug,” I deadpanned.

“Her name was Jolene,” he said, crossing one leg over the other as he sat up straight. “And it appears your pet is doing a fine job cleaning things up.”

I shooed Rainbow away, and the cat meowed in frustration as it hid behind the curtains. It was one thing to see a vampire guzzling blood, but it was beyond unsettling seeing a cat lick the bloody remnants as if they were the spills from a bowl of milk. Was Rainbow showing vampiric tendencies? After all, the thing had died, and I had noticed the small creature pawing at the blood bags I’d been drinking the past few days.

I made a mental note to talk to Shea about it.

Hadrian chuckled. “She sacrificed a date with a doctor to spend the evening with me.”

Disgust bubbled in my throat. “You hypnotized her to gain entrance into the apartment complex?”

Hadrian nodded, his eyes flashing back down to the sleeping form on the rug. Tapping his head, he said, “She wasn’t endowed with much up here. Really, it was far too easy to control her mind. But her blood was remarkably sweet. I’d highly recommend drinking from her at some point, if you get the chance.”

I didn’t even entertain the idea. “Why are you here?”

He smiled as he leaned forward. “I came for an update, of course.”

I blinked a couple of times. “An update? On what?”

“You’ve been silent since you started your mission a week ago,” he replied. “I thought I’d visit you personally to discover your progress.”

“About finding your daughter?” I snorted. “You don’t think I’d contact you the minute I capture her?”

He chuckled, then snapped his fingers. “Oh, I know you would. But it would be difficult to catch Arya if you weren’t around the subway station when she emerged from her underwater home, wouldn’t it?”

I wondered at the vampire leader’s irony. Hadn’t I just been pulled away from my post to have this conversation? Still, alarms were going off in my mind. Hadrian suspected something. He was trying to catch me in my words.

“I haven’t seen Arya appear, and I’ve kept my eyes on those stairs nearly the entire time I’ve been back in Chicago.”

Raising a finger, Hadrian said, “‘Nearly’ being the keyword, right?”

I shrugged. “I’m a vampire. Even I must step away for a drink from time to time.”

“And how long does it take you to gain your fill of blood?” Hadrian questioned.

I was falling deeper into the vampire leader’s snares. To be honest, I’d been running particularly low on the stash of blood bags in my refrigerator. After Shea’s visit, I’d headed for the nearest blood bank to keep from taking her up on her offer. Resisting her was hard enough even with an ample supply of the next best thing.

The place had been busy, and my attempt to steal a box of blood bags had very nearly failed because of the amount of staff there. In the end, I’d been successful, but it had taken a lot longer to obtain my precious blood bags than I’d anticipated.

I tried not to let my increasing anxiety show. “I suppose that depends on how thirsty I am.”

Hadrian rose from the chair, keeping his untrusting eyes on me. “Let me change the question to something a little more direct, then. What were you doing on Saturday morning?”

I shifted my gaze to Piper, who was standing close to my unconscious neighbor, stuck in an awkward posture as she was forced to listen to the tense conversation.

Looking back at Hadrian, I said, “I was keeping watch over the subway station, just as you’ve asked.”

Hadrian sighed as he slipped a hand into his left pocket and withdrew a small tablet. “Julian, Julian, Julian. You should know me better than this.” The vampire leader handed me the device. “Go ahead and hit play whenever you’re ready.”

I looked down and saw the Play button hovering over a still of the stairs leading down to the subway station, with me in the foreground on my favorite park bench.

“You’ve been watching me?” I asked, feeling a surge of fear and anger. Most of all, I felt stupid.

Of course, Hadrian would be keeping an eye on me. This task to kidnap his daughter was extremely important. He wouldn’t just let things fall by the wayside. The question was, how? Maybe there’d been a drone or another piece of tech in the air—something I had completely missed. Or perhaps a hidden camera in a tree.

“I merely tapped into the city security camera system,” Hadrian informed, spinning a finger in the air. “Surely it doesn’t hurt to have multiple eyes on the subway station. You know, just in case one of us misses something.”

I hit the Play icon with a mildly shaking finger, and the camera footage showed 11:55 a.m. as the recording time.

“As you can see,” Hadrian said, “you’re on the phone. After verifying with Piper, it is confirmed that you were not talking to her. Marguerite also verified that you weren’t speaking to her, either. And you were definitely not on the phone with me.”

Shea, I thought with a grimace. How well would that revelation go over with Hadrian? Yeah, I was on the phone with a witch who was eager to show me some of her magic...

I blurted out the first thing that came to my mind. “I was following up on a lead about a certain dragon shifter line.”

Hadrian’s eyes widened. “You’ve located the Draculs?”

I bobbed my head. “I have a source that has seen one known as Arthur here in the city.”

He rubbed at his permanent five o’clock shadow. “That’s fascinating. Especially when you see what happens after you leave the premises.”

Looking back at the screen, I saw myself quickly walking out of the camera frame. At the 1:01 pm marker, several people climbed the steps out of the subway station, including two teenage girls. One was clearly Arya. My heart plummeted.

Hadrian tapped the screen, pausing the video. “In case you couldn’t tell, one of those disembarking passengers is my daughter. The other one—according to Kendall Green—is the same phoenix shifter we fought against in the alleyway. Her name is Ashlyn Summers.”

Summers. The face of another phoenix with the same last name surfaced in my mind—Evandrus. It had been over a hundred years since I’d seen Evandrus Quinn. But back then, Camilla Skye—whom I loved like a sister—had begun a relationship with him. Could this Ashlyn have any relation to Evandrus?

“Don’t you find it at all coincidental,” he continued, tearing me from my thoughts, “that not long after you left your watch, my daughter appeared from the subway station?”

“I had no idea,” I sputtered.

“Indeed,” he replied. “What’s even more convenient is that, if you skip ahead to 3:55, you’ll see that Arya and her friend return to the subway station, and ten minutes later, you return to your watch.”

A spike of panic shot from my stomach, and I fast-forwarded the video to that point in time to validate Hadrian’s claim.

To my horror, the vampire leader was correct. But even more shocking was that there was a third girl walking back to the station, and I recognized her immediately.

Shea.

“It makes me wonder, Julian, just how many times could you have missed my daughter coming out of her hiding place over the past week? How many times could you have missed snatching Arya?”

Shrugging, I said, “You’re the one with a video feed. Have you seen her come out before or after that time?”

He gave me a serious look. “I don’t have time to monitor video surveillance, Julian. That’s why you’re here.” He sat up again, relaxing a bit. “But upon a fast-forward viewing, no, she hasn’t stepped out of the subway station besides this one time.”

I shook my head, completely shocked at what this footage meant. “I can’t believe it. I can understand your distrust, Hadrian. But believe me when I say that I had no idea your daughter would come and go during that one window of time.”

“I want my daughter,” Hadrian stated, pointing a finger right under my nose. “You’ve missed at least two chances. Your lack of productivity is grinding away my patience.”

“She’s bound to make another appearance during Winter Break,” I said quickly. “Chances are, Arya will surface again then.”

He shook his head. “That’s not good enough. If you’re incapable of capturing Arya, you’ll have to be on the lookout for her friends. If you can successfully kidnap one of them, we can use them as bait.”

Friends? Shea was friends with Arya. Did that put her in jeopardy? I’d have to talk to her after Hadrian left.

“That could upset the entire school if students start going missing,” I warned.

“Why should we be concerned about upsetting a school of shifters?”

This mentality was one of the things that had pushed me away from Hadrian fifteen years ago. His complete lack of empathy for other living beings was so abrasive. The vampire leader was so focused on his goals, he didn’t care who he stampeded over to get to them.

Hadrian snatched the tablet from me and made a few quick motions on the screen, then handed it back.

“Thanks to our mer friend, Kendall, here are a bunch of snapshots of Arya’s friends, with their names.” He placed his hands on his hips and smiled broadly.

I looked down to see a close-up of the girl, Ashlyn Summers. She had fiery orange hair, tan skin, and yellow-green eyes. Her name was bolded at the top, and once again, I wondered if she had any relation to Evandrus Summers from the boarding house long ago.

“The next picture will be of particular interest to you,” Hadrian said, smiling slyly.

I swiped my finger to show the next friend. The picture was of a young man with thick, dark hair and serious amber eyes. I could tell right away which family this boy came from without even looking at the bolded name.

“Tobias Dracul,” Hadrian declared. “If you were to catch him, you’d be able to satisfy your own personal vendetta as well as help me. You know, the whole ‘kill two birds with one stone’ concept.”

I held no enmity toward the boy with sharp features staring at me from the tablet. He’d done nothing wrong. Tobias had nothing to do with Alice’s murder.

But I played the part, gritting my teeth and flaring my nostrils. I pretended, instead, that I was looking at the face of Claudette Dracul, which wasn’t too difficult. The boy resembled her in so many ways.

“Before you break my tablet,” Hadrian said, still grinning at my reaction, “move on to see the other two boys that could potentially draw Arya out.”

Doing as Hadrian said, I swiped to find the next boy, Nikolai Candida, his short, dark hair shaved with unique patterns. Like the Dracul boy, this one was labeled as a dragon shifter.

Swiping one more time, I found a boy with longer, blond hair, as well as blue eyes. His appearance screamed California Surfer, but the young man was labeled as a phoenix shifter, so I doubted the boy spent much time in the water.

“Most of these students happen to be the same shifters who fought us in the alley near the subway station,” Hadrian said. “Kendall says that Arya is closest to Ashlyn Summers and Tobias Dracul, so our best chances are kidnapping one of them to draw Arya out.”

I nodded, swiping back to Ashlyn and then to Tobias. “I’ll start looking for them.”

“Good,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “You’ll notice that the other girl who was accompanying Arya was not in the group of individual photos. I have an agent attempting to learn more about her as we speak.”

A stab of panic struck me like a knife to the back. Shea, you’re on his radar now.

“But if any of the others come out, you’re to grab them. To make sure that you do, your Initiate, Piper, will be by your side from now on.”

I did my best to hide my disappointment. Now, I not only had to worry about security cameras watching me. Piper would be keeping an eye on me, too. But maybe that wasn’t so bad. In the last conversation we’d had, I told her about some of the not-so-great things about being a vampire, and they seemed to have an effect on her. Perhaps I could pursue that some more?

“I’ll be glad to have her help.” I nodded toward my Initiate, who was still standing awkwardly, looking out of place.

Hadrian kept his hand firmly on my shoulder and looked at me for a long moment.

“I need my daughter, Julian,” he said with a cold seriousness that sent chills down my spine. “She’s the key to a locked door full of answers.”

I nodded. “We’ll get her.”

“Keep my tablet,” he said, glancing down at the screen, then brought his light blue eyes back up to meet mine. “I’ll be watching.”

The vampire leader moved away, stepping past my still unconscious neighbor, and headed for the door.

“What about my neighbor?” I called, stopping Hadrian as he was reaching for the doorknob.

He threw me a cold look. “She’s your problem.” With that, he swung the door open and stepped out. The door closed, and I found myself alone with Piper and my inert neighbor.

Sighing heavily, I stared at the unconscious woman, shaking my head. “He leaves messes everywhere he goes.”
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Chapter 20
Caesar

“Watch and be amazed!” Kai touted.

It was our lunch hour between classes, and I had been pulled into the glass-partitioned research lab in the section where the heart of engineering took place for the school. There were all sorts of machines and devices of every size and shape pushed to the sides. Only a handful of them were out, as a few dedicated students were working on projects for Kai’s class.

“Would you get on with it already?” I groused. “Having to see you in your smart clothing isn’t exactly what I’d had in mind when you said you wanted to show me what you’ve been working on.”

Kai gave me a sly grin, snapping his fingers. “You’d rather see me in no clothing, then?”

I rolled my eyes. “Kai, that is hardly—”

“Trust me, that’s precisely what you’re saying,” Kai cut me off.

He brought the hand he’d held behind his back forward. Clasped between his fingers and palm was a skinny, tubular object that had a cable sticking out at the top.

I glanced at the device, then back at Kai. “It looks like a stick of dynamite.”

His sly grin broadened. “In a way, it is. You know why? Because it’s going to blow your mind.”

Before I could complain about the corny joke, Kai slid the cable into one of the inputs on his smart clothing. In an instant, the parts of the kitsune covered by his clothing completely disappeared, leaving only Kai’s head and neck, his arms from his biceps to his fingers, and his legs from just above the knees down to his toes, visible.

“Whoa!” I breathed.

Kai looked down at his missing body parts, then made eye contact with me again. “Mind blown?”

“Sufficiently,” I mumbled in agreement.

“Can you imagine what we could have done back in our glory days with this kind of tech?” He held the device in front of him. “Jade would still be alive.”

I stiffened at the mention of our fallen comrade, my heart melting at the look of grief that passed over Kai’s features. Jade had been my friend, but she had been Kai’s lover. He had lost more than I did when she died.

Kai cleared his throat, his expression returning to its usually playful demeanor. “Remember our infiltration of the theater in Pierre? Hadrian wouldn’t have even known what hit him. We could’ve stopped him in his tracks back then.”

“If only,” I said with a sigh. “This invisibility tech is a masterpiece and will be extremely helpful. The military will be particularly overjoyed to put it to use.”

“What new useless trinket will we be overjoyed to use?” a skeptical voice sounded from behind us.

I closed my eyes and let out a heavy breath through my nose. Now, of all times?

Opening my eyes again, I gave Kai an annoyed look, then turned around. Arthur Dracul was approaching, Nikolai Candida awkwardly trailing him, looking like a mer out of water.

“General Dracul, what a pleasant surprise,” I greeted as nicely as I could without sounding too fake. I gave Nikolai a warmer expression. “Welcome back to the Dome, Intern Candida.”

Niko sent me a grateful smile while Arthur nodded his head in acknowledgment, looking past me and observing the various parts of Kai that were visible.

“Is this some new phasing technology?” he asked with exasperation. “Don’t tell me you’re in two places at the same time. I’m not quite sure how useful it is to have your body in one place and your head, arms, and legs in another.”

Kai snorted. “If I’ve made the brilliant Arthur Dracul believe that this trinket is a phase-inducer, then I’d say the invention is quite a success. Wouldn’t you, Caesar?”

A scowl formed on the general’s face. “It must be a sad life, trapped in this prison you helped form, unable to fight the real battles that are waging in the real world every day.”

Kai opened his mouth to give a retort, but I stepped in.

“Is this how the military trains their recruits and interns?” I asked. “To be belligerent and disrespectful?”

Arthur’s scowl darkened as he shifted his gaze to me. “We train our recruits and interns to show respect to rank—something I hold, and the lowly engineer does not.”

Electricity crackled behind me, and he knew Kai was about to make a grave mistake. In front of me, Arthur held a dancing flame above an outstretched hand.

“That’s enough!” I shouted. “We already have enough enemies—we don’t need to start attacking each other.”

The static behind me slowly fizzled out, and the flame before me extinguished.

“That’s better,” I said, feeling like I was dealing with a couple of juveniles. “Now then, the device that Kai has invented integrates with smart clothing that has cloaking capabilities.”

Kai patted his stomach, and for a moment, what seemed to be a ripple hung in the air, then went back to the emptiness it held before.

Arthur’s hard features softened as he looked Kai up and down again. At last, he straightened his stance and pulled his uniform down at the stomach, removing the bunching that had formed during his heated moment. “Forgive my harshness, Mr. Inari. Your latest creation is quite remarkable and useful.”

Kai’s scowl was replaced with proud humor. “Apology accepted.”

After pulling the camouflaging device free from his smart clothing, his whole form reappeared.

Arthur’s eyes stared greedily at the cloaking gear. “When will it be prepared for field testing?”

Kai looked up, as if in deep thought. “Well, it’s only in the prototype stage right now. And we’d have to get Celeste to approve bringing in more resources—which won’t be cheap.”

“I’m sure she’ll be just as impressed with your research as I am,” Arthur replied.

Kai raised a finger. “I should mention that the invisibility has a few limitations.”

The general nodded. “Technology usually does. What sort of limitations are we talking about?”

“It works great when a shifter is in human form, but it doesn’t work at all once the user has shifted.”

Arthur’s expression solidified like a rock. “You call that a limitation? It sounds useless! What are we supposed to do? Fight vampires while in human form?”

The dragon shifter’s tone brought forth another scowl from Kai. “At this point, Lord Dracul, I would categorize the cloaking device as reconnaissance hardware. It’s great at getting your soldiers in and out of dangerous places undetected.”

No retort came from Arthur, which I was quite grateful for.

“Technically,” Kai added, “this isn’t a limitation of the cloaking device. It’s a limitation of the smart clothing. I’m not going to go into the nitty-gritty of how the smart clothing works, but it should be noted that smart clothing doesn’t rip and tear like normal clothing because it essentially tricks the shifted body into believing that it doesn’t exist. It phases until the body is returned to human form.”

I nodded in understanding. “So the cloaking device phases along with the smart clothing.”

Kai smiled and snapped his fingers again. “Harvey, we have a winner.”

Pulling at his already-straightened uniform again, Arthur said, “The military would benefit from having these. I’ll inform Celeste that we have requested your latest creation.”

“Outstanding,” Kai replied with an unamused tone.

I subdued the smile that was trying to cross my face. “Well, Arthur, I can’t imagine you came all the way to the Dome just to check in on Kai’s inventions. Is there something I can do for you?”

The general eyed Kai before returning his gaze to me, likely debating with himself whether or not to speak in front of the kitsune.

“It’s about the siren,” Arthur said at last.

I should have guessed.

“She has a name, Arthur,” I corrected. “I presume you’ve come to check on Arya’s progress?”

“On the contrary, I’ve come to give her one-on-one training,” Arthur replied.

I shouldn’t have been shocked by his abruptness, but I was. “It’s been just over one week since your last visit. We’ve escalated her combat instruction, but Arya is not ready for military training.”

“No one ever is,” Arthur said, looking over his shoulder at Nikolai. “Are they?”

The Candida boy straightened his back. “It’s hard, sir, but it’s worth it.”

Arthur turned back to me and raised his hands to the sides, as if they were a weighing scale. “We could wait weeks, months, even years before you feel like the girl is ready. But you know as well as I do that time is not on our side.”

“I can’t deny the urgency,” I replied. “But at the same time, if you try to force somebody to wear shoes much too big for them, you can guarantee there will be tripping and falling. And if those shoes are even bigger than we believe them to be, Arya might not be able to get back up.”

Confusion splashed across Arthur’s face.

“We might break her,” I clarified.

The general tilted his head. “If the girl is the prophesied siren, she will not break.”

It was apparent that Arthur wasn’t going to be swayed. He hadn’t come to the Dome to ask permission, but he’d at least had the decency to talk to me before going straight to Arya.

I set my jaw, momentarily looking at the students working hard on their projects, a few more trickling in. Thankfully, the glass walls were soundproof, and the commotion that had occurred between Kai and Arthur hadn’t drawn their attention.

I wondered if I’d done Arya a disservice, bringing her to the Dome. Her life had been in constant flux since the day she’d arrived. Throwing the military at her now would be another whiplash.

At the same time, the military general brought up a good point. When would Arya be ready? If the vampires did decide to lay siege on the Dome, the school would be in grave danger. No training I could provide would help Arya—or the school for that matter—if such a thing occurred.

I need an update from Julian. See if he knows what the vampires are planning.

Sighing, I brought my eyes back to Arthur and raised a single finger. “You can have one session with her. This afternoon. In lieu of the exercises I had planned for her. She can show you her progress.”

This small victory showed on the strong features of Arthur Dracul.

“But I will be there to monitor everything,” I added. “As will Celeste. If I find anything to be...excessive, I’ll put the session to an immediate end.”

Arthur nodded. “I am amenable to those terms.”

I had an extreme desire for Arthur to leave the research lab. His authoritative presence was exhausting.

I cleared my throat. “In the meantime, feel free to visit the dining hall if you’re hungry. If food doesn’t interest you, I’m sure somebody is in the simulation room testing their abilities. You could always go and observe potential recruits.”

Saying those words made me sick to my stomach. The last thing I wanted to do was have more students pulled early from the school. But I would’ve said anything at that point to rid myself of his presence.

“Thank you, Director,” Arthur said, bowing slightly. “My intern and I could use a bite to eat.”

Niko anxiously shuffled his feet behind the general. Perhaps being back in the Dome was an uncomfortable experience for him. He hadn’t been gone that long.

“Come, Intern Candida,” the general instructed. “Show me the way.” Looking once more at Caesar, he said, “I’ll see you this afternoon. And Kai? Good work on your latest creation.”

Lord Dracul turned around and made for the exit of the research lab, and I gratefully turned my attention back to my kitsune friend.

Kai folded his arms proudly. “You know, I think that’s the first time he’s ever called me by my name.”

I chuckled dryly.

This day was not going the way I expected. I hadn’t heard from Shea since I texted her that we should talk, which was making me more anxious than before. Had something happened to her? Should I check on her?

And now I had Arya’s safety to worry about. She didn’t deserve this life we’d handed her. She was young and innocent. Her biggest worries should be her grades and boy problems, though hopefully not even those. I didn’t want Arthur digging his talons into her, but seeing as she was our greatest hope against Hadrian, none of us had that choice. Not even her.
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Chapter 21
Tobias

“Tobias!” a deep voice called from behind as I walked toward the dining hall.

My first thought was that my father was at the school, but the timbre of the voice was off.

I turned, a scowl forming on my face as Niko strutted toward me with a wide grin.

“How’s it going, man?” Niko asked, easily dodging my attempted punch to his shoulder. It was a half-hearted attempt, anyway. I was glad to see him.

I rolled my eyes and stepped back to lean against the wall with one foot hitched behind. “Not practicing my Arthur impersonations, that’s for sure.”

“Well, when you spend every waking minute with the general, it’s almost expected.”

I couldn’t tell if Niko was joking or if he was merely pointing out the irony of his unhappy situation with sarcasm. “How’s that going?”

Niko shrugged. “I’d rather be here, if I’m being honest.” He moved to lean against the wall next to me, as if the action proved his words.

“You don’t have to tell me,” I said. “I wouldn’t want to spend every waking minute with the general, and he’s my father.”

“It’s not too bad, and my mom’s happy,” Niko offered. “Especially when I told her that I’m basically Arthur’s assistant. And since Arthur just travels around having secret meetings, I’m a glorified coat rack and coffee runner.”

“Well, I’m glad it’s not me,” I said, clapping a hand on Niko’s shoulder.

Niko ran a hand over his near-shaved head. I knew this was his way of prepping himself to ask an awkward question or say something that caused trepidation, so I waited.

“How’s Ashlyn?” he asked after a moment.

The mention of her name angered me. “Being reckless.”

Niko’s head snapped to me. “Reckless?”

“She and Arya snuck out to the city yesterday.”

“They left the Dome?” His tone was incredulous.

I nodded. “They said they needed a girls’ day. Whatever that means.” I scoffed.

“It’s probably my fault,” he said quietly after a moment.

“How so?”

“Well, I broke up with Ashlyn before I left. Brett texted and said Ashlyn’s been mopey.”

I clapped a hand on his shoulder again in a mock gesture before saying, “You’re giving yourself too much credit. When have you ever made a girl mopey?”

Niko shrugged off my hand and punched me in the shoulder, knocking me off balance so I had to plant both feet on the ground again. “Thanks, jerk!”

But we laughed it off.

“How about you? How are things with Arya?” Nick sang her name.

I stared at the opposite wall, feeling the heat rise in my neck. “We may have hooked up a few days ago.” I looked down at my feet, not wanting to meet what I was sure was a surprised expression on his face. “But I haven’t spoken to her since Saturday, when I pretty much told her she could go and get herself killed.” I blew out an exasperated breath.

“I thought she was different than the others?” Niko only sounded half-surprised. It made me want to crawl into a hole.

I chose anger instead and gripped a fistful of my hair. “She is!” I let go and smacked the wall behind me. “But I was so angry that she could be so stupid and go topside, the words just came out.”

“You really care about her,” he said slowly, making me cringe inwardly even though it was more true than he knew.

“Her safety is important, yes. If she’d been captured...” I let the gravity of those words hover in the air in front of us. “It would be disastrous for all of us. Every shifter would be in danger.”

I would be in danger. If she died, I would die, too. But it wouldn’t be a quick death. It would be a long, slow, agonizing torture. It was bad enough not having spoken to her since our fight. But if I never got to see her ever again… The terrified pain that consumed my entire body and soul at the thought was too much to bear.

I needed to change the subject.

“What are you doing here, anyway?” I asked, shoving my angry, panicked feelings toward Arya aside. “Is my father here?”

“Yes,” Niko said, snapping to a more business-like demeanor that was so unlike him. “He’s asked me to fetch you. He’s in Ms. Tanis’s office and wants to speak with you.”

I paused for a few seconds before answering. “Alright. Let’s get this over with.”

***

Arthur sent Niko to the kitchen for our lunches when we arrived, proving that Niko really was Lord Dracul’s errand boy. Niko probably felt it was demeaning, but I was grateful. It meant my friend was safe and not in the line of battle.

I had only been in Ms. Tanis’s office a handful of times, and most of the space was not particularly interesting. A few feminine touches that were typical in any of the female faculty offices decorated it, such as a purple orchid on the edge of her desk, a knitted blanket hanging over the chair in the corner, and a framed watercolor on the wall of what looked like a harpy woman with golden eyes and a white braid talking to a partly submerged merman with jet-black hair hanging on the wall.

What was interesting about her office was the framed painting on the back wall. The one Ms. Tanis could see from her chair as she graded essays and scored tests. It was an enlarged print of the oil painting I had once seen hidden away in one of the undisturbed, dusty rooms at home.

The painting was of a fearsome dragon with iridescent, purplish-blue scales. Its wingspan filled the canvas from edge to edge, and the icy blue eyes reminded me of Tamara’s, which led me to believe that it must be the portrait—the shifted portrait—of one of the Dracul line. I couldn’t help but turn as I entered the room to gaze at the painting. It wasn’t the original, but it still conveyed the power of the beast.

“Isn’t she magnificent?” Arthur asked. He was perched on the edge of Ms. Tanis’s desk.

“Who is she?” I asked without turning his way. “Do you know her?”

I heard him move toward me, stopping at my left side. “She was our relative. A famous one, at that.”

I did look at him then, waiting for him to elaborate.

Arthur’s smile was knowing. “Claudette Dracul,” he said, then crossed his arms and turned away from the painting. “The original is at the manor, but your mother detests it and demanded it be moved somewhere she was less likely to see it every day.”

“Claudette Dracul? The one who—?”

“Yes, yes.” He cut me off, waving a hand in a gesture that demanded we get back on topic. “The woman who brought the curse upon the Draculs. That’s probably why your mother hates it. But we don’t know her story. Whatever she did to bring on that loathed curse couldn’t have been as bad as the curse itself.” He eyed me with a hint of a smirk. “Perhaps we should track down those witches someday and make them pay for over a century of Dracul misery, huh?”

I was at a loss for words. It was the most I’d ever heard my father talk about the curse. Most of the time, he acted like it was a myth or that it didn’t exist. So I merely nodded.

“But that’s not why I wanted to speak with you.”

I situated myself internally, if not physically. I never knew what grandiose task or chastising conversation Arthur had planned.

“Now that it’s confirmed that Arya Walker is indeed the siren of the prophecy, we no longer need you to acquaint yourself with her.”

I swallowed. I wasn’t sure I’d heard right.

Arthur walked toward the watercolor of the harpy and mer. “We have the information we need, and now it would be best if you no longer have contact.”

“Just like that?” I asked.

He turned back, his arms clasped behind him. “Just like that.” His eyes suggested he was not pleased with my response. “You were not thrilled with the assignment in the first place. I thought you would be happy to be relieved of it.”

“It’s just... I...”

“Listen to me, Tobias,” Arthur said, positioning himself in front of me so we were only a foot apart and nearly eye-to-eye. “The girl is dangerous. You almost got yourself killed when those vampires attacked, and they weren’t there to attack you. Being near her puts you in danger. I will not lose my son in such a wasteful and pointless manner.”

It shocked me more than warmed me to hear that my father cared whether I lived or died. It was obvious that he would—Arthur was not completely uncaring of his children. I just couldn’t remember ever hearing the words spoken aloud.

“You are released from seeing the girl. You will break your ties with her immediately.” His words were final. The syllables clipped to emphasize the point.

I felt my mouth turn dry. I couldn’t do what he was ordering. I’d be in more danger if I did. But I couldn’t tell him that. He would find some way to turn my imprint against me, make it my fault, accuse me of being weak because of it. So, I did the only thing I could do—I nodded obediently.

“And if things go according to plan, Arya will be leaving the Dome shortly.”

“Leaving?” Panic blazed through my chest—a white-hot fireball just beneath my ribcage.

“With me,” Arthur explained. “Leaving under my direction and protection.”

Just like that.

My every nerve-ending sizzled with horror and dread. Not only for myself, but for her. Arthur was a force no one could reckon with. Even if Caesar or Celeste were against the plan, I was certain he would find a way to have them overruled. There was nothing a seventeen-year-old student of the Dome could do to stop the inevitable. He would beat her into submission, take everything good and pure about her, and make it ugly and hardened.

He would take her away from me.

I couldn’t allow that to happen.

After a few more formalities, Arthur dismissed me, and we parted outside Ms. Tanis’s office in under five minutes.

Without seeing where I was going, or having a destination in mind, I half-stumbled, half-jogged down the hallway. I ran on pure instinct, tugging on that invisible tether that bonded me to her.

As if I’d conjured her from a dream, the dark-haired, heart-stopping wonder of a girl manifested herself in a secluded hallway, and all the anger and fear I’d been harboring dissolved.

She glowered at me when our eyes met, then kept walking toward the dorms.

“Wait, Arya,” I called. My voice sounded more normal than I expected. “Could we talk?”

She stopped but didn’t turn right away. Perhaps she was debating whether to allow the conversation?

Finally, she turned. Her blue eyes lifted to mine as I slowly approached, but I stopped just outside her invisible personal bubble. Giving her space.

“I’m sorry.” The words flew from my mouth.

She folded her arms. Her mouth pursed, and an eyebrow arched.

“I had no right to explode at you like that. You should be able to make your own choices.”

Her eyebrow relaxed. Her lips, too.

“Even if they’re stupid and reckless ones.” That flew out, too.

Her glower, which was more of a scowl now, returned. “Look, Tobias, whatever—”

“Just let me get this out,” I pleaded. “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.” I held my hands up in surrender and took two more tentative steps toward her.

Her face softened. “You have no right to try to control my life.”

“Yes,” I agreed. “Like you said, you’re not my property, and I never meant to treat you like you were. It just scares me how much I care about you, and that causes me to act stupid and reckless.”

Her face softened more, and she unfolded her arms. “That’s the most honest and real thing you’ve ever said to me. But I’m tired of this game, Tobias. You either want to be with me or you don’t.”

“Yes!” I blurted, surprising both myself and her.

“What?” she asked, a look of pure confusion on her face.

I let out a heavy breath, sagging my shoulders and taking a step closer. “I’m just as tired of this game as you are. I’m tired of trying to fight this thing between us, and I just can’t do it anymore.”

She stared at me with wide, unblinking eyes that sliced right to the center of me, cracking every defensive wall I’d ever put up.

And then, without a second thought, more words flew from my mouth, words I never expected to say. “I want to be with you. Will you be my girlfriend?”
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Chapter 22
Arya

For several painfully long seconds, I couldn’t respond.

Tobias had never looked more vulnerable or sincere the entire time I’d known him than he did right now, looking at me with pleading, puppy-dog eyes. The silence seemed to be physically hurting him, but I couldn’t make my lips open.

I wanted to say yes. Every part of my heart, body, and soul wanted this damaged but beautiful man. But there would absolutely need to be some rules. He couldn’t keep dominating me—except for in the bedroom—and then flying off the handle when I did something I didn’t like. That would need to end once and for all.

“Ah, Arya, just the girl I was looking for.”

Caesar’s deep voice broke the staring contest Tobias and I had been unwittingly playing, and we both turned to him. The expression on the director’s face was more grim than usual, and it instantly caused my anxiety to spike.

Did vampires attack again? Is someone else hurt?

“What is it?” I asked, torn between not wanting to leave Tobias hanging and worried about the reason for Caesar’s sallow face.

“The military has taken a...special interest in you,” he said, his jaw clenched as he spoke. “General Dracul is here and expects to see a demonstration of your skills this evening.”

The words themselves didn’t sound too upsetting, but by the tone of Caesar’s voice, it felt like he was delivering a death sentence.

“Wait, wh—what?” I stammered.

I looked from Caesar to Tobias, whose facial muscles were now very tense. General Dracul was Tobias’s father. Did he know about this?

“We’ll continue this later?” Tobias asked with a hopeful lilt in his voice. Then he spun around and disappeared down the hall, his absence leaving me feeling oddly cold and vulnerable.

I watched him walk away, hating that this unfinished conversation hung between us, then turned back to Caesar. “Why does the military want to see my so-called skills?”

“Because General Dracul knows about the prophecy, and to him, you are the key to winning the war he’s been fighting his whole life.”

“But...is it too much for them to give me a little warning? Or some time to practice more? I’m completely unprepared for this.” My voice had reached a high pitch and now echoed through the hall.

Caesar put his hands up in a calming gesture, and I took a long, steadying breath.

“I know,” he said, his voice much softer than before. “I’ve tried to hold him off, tried to make him understand that you’re a student, and one who’s still learning. If he had his way, you’d be at his base training night and day. My hope is that if we show him your progress, that will be enough to keep his claws out of your life, at least for the time being.”

My chest rose and fell in quick repetition. I hadn’t even been aware that the military knew about the prophecy or that I was the siren of which it foretold. Now, come to find out, the general had a keen interest in me. I’d heard enough rumors about Tobias’s father. Hell, I’d watched him on the Real Shifter Housewives! Cold, heartless, brilliant in strategy. I wasn’t exactly thrilled to ever meet the man, let alone be his personal soldier.

“You’ll do just fine,” Caesar said, all traces of his earlier tension gone. “He’ll want to see you demonstrate your water and light manipulation, as well as your siren voice. But I don’t want you to stress about it. Just think of it as a talent show with a very small audience. Take the rest of the afternoon to practice, and arrive at the gym at six o’clock before your session with Maya.”

He offered me a reassuring smile, then nodded once before going back the way he’d come.

Flustered to a disorienting degree, I stood in place for a long moment, unsure which way to go.

The military wanted to see what I could do. They were about to be gravely disappointed. I had only just started manipulating light, and my water manipulation was sloppy at best. As for my siren voice, I’d only used it once on purpose. I had to do my absolute best this evening.

What would it mean for me, for Caesar, for the world, if I failed?

* * *

Five-thirty.

I had watched every single minute pass since the start of the hour. As Caesar advised, I spent the afternoon practicing. As Caesar specifically advised against, I had stressed about it the entire time.

Maybe I wouldn’t have been so worried if Caesar hadn’t seemed worried. Anything that upset Caesar didn’t bode well for anyone. This was a big deal, and I couldn’t afford to mess it up.

But I couldn’t focus. The fact that monumental issue was left unsettled between me and Tobias was eating me up. Tobias was such an emotionally skittish creature that I feared he’d retract his offer if I didn’t accept it soon.

Which I was totally fine with. Yep. To-ta-lly fiiiiiine.

As I watched the zero on the clock turn to a one, I knew that I’d never be able to focus on the upcoming presentation if I didn’t at least talk to Tobias. I simply could not perform with that hanging over my head.

I left the mer training room and bolted for the gym, some unknown sense telling me that Tobias would be there. When I entered the gym, I looked all around for him, but he was nowhere in sight.

Just as I began to doubt my new and confusing ESP, out of the corner of my eye, I saw the display of the sim room revert to a blank wall. Sure enough, the door opened, and Tobias emerged, glistening with sweat and gripping a towel around the back of his neck on either side. Did he always have to look so lickable?

My heart galloping, I practically sprinted toward him. When he looked up and saw me coming his way, that same hopeful glint I’d seen earlier returned, and a smile tugged at the corners of his lips.

I grabbed his wrist and pulled him back into the sim room, closing the door behind them.

“Okay, if we’re going to do this, there have to be some rules,” I said.

“Rules?” he asked, even as his face split into a grin.

“Yes. Rule number one: no more tantrums. You don’t get to angrily explode at me when I do something you disagree with. It’s going to happen. I have my own mind, and I will not be told what I can and can’t do. If we disagree on something, you have to calmly talk to me about it like a normal person. Got it?”

He shrank slightly under my authoritative tone, his grin fading into an adorable smirk. He nodded. “Okay. I can do that.”

“Good,” I said with a satisfied nod. “Rule number two: no more ghosting me for any reason. If you go even one day without some type of communication with me, that’s unacceptable. I understand that you’re a little emotionally stunted, and it’s perfectly okay for you to need time to process your feelings sometimes. If that’s the case, just tell me you need some space, and I’ll be fine with that.”

He nodded again, still smirking. “That sounds reasonable.”

“Great. And rule number three—well, not a rule exactly—but basically you get one chance,” I continued, getting off a little on being the one with the power in this relationship for once. “If you ever break either of the rules even once, that’s it. I’m not coming back. There are no third chances.”

I watched his throat bob as he understood the gravity and irrefutable truth of my warning.

“Those are my terms,” I said when he didn’t respond. “Do we have a deal?” I extended my hand in an offer to shake on it, like we were having a business discussion.

His lips spreading back into a grin, he took my hand, and before I knew what was happening, he pulled me against him and pressed his lips to mine.

I melted against him, happily relinquishing my brief moment of authority over to him as I opened my mouth for him.

Bliss! This was pure, unfiltered bliss. Knowing he was mine and I was his, in the midst of all the serious, life-threatening danger that surrounded us, made me happier than I’d been in months.

My joy consumed me, filling my limbs and spreading out through my fingers. Suddenly the fluorescent lights on the ceiling shattered with an alarming pop. Oops.

In the darkness, our lips parted and we laughed heartily, still clinging to each other.

When our laughter subsided, his hand caressed my cheek, and even though I couldn’t see him, I could still feel his eyes on me.

“Even in darkness, you’re still so beautiful,” he said softly.

I nestled my face into his hand, savoring his touch. I didn’t want this moment to end, but I knew it had to.

“I, um... I have to go,” I all but whispered. “I’m supposed to present my skills to your dad.”

“I know,” he said behind audibly gritted teeth.

“But I’ll come see you after. We can do more of this.”

I lingered against his broad chest for a moment longer, then pulled away and reached for the door knob. The door opened just a crack, but Tobias put his hand on my upper arm, gently stopping me.

“Wait. About the presentation... Don’t show him your siren voice.” In the half-light the cracked door cast on his face, he looked dead serious.

I didn’t ask why. Tobias knew his father better than I did. If Tobias was asking me to fail at that task, there must be a good reason.

I nodded. “Okay.”

Relief smoothed his face, and he dropped the arm that kept me in the room. “See you tonight.”

My senses still tingling from kissing him, I skipped to the private training room where I was due to meet Caesar and General Dracul, my steps getting smaller and slower the closer I got.

I opened the door. Along one wall of the small room was a row of chairs in which sat Caesar, Celeste and the intimidating man I’d only seen on screen before.

He was a large man, not just in height like Tobias, but also in girth. He looked like a tank. He had Tobias’s same char-black hair, the same serious look in his eyes, even if his were a darker shade of amber than his son’s. He radiated the same sort of aura, hot and powerful, like authority and pride and smoke merged together.

Next to them stood Niko, dressed in a military uniform and standing upright and stiff like a statue. Although, he did smirk and wink at me when I entered.

Along the opposite wall, standing on matching pedestals, were two steel bowls, one full of water and the other cradling blazing embers. I knew what those were for. And against the adjacent wall  stood a rubber sparring dummy. I knew what that was for, too.

Upon my entry, all three rose from their chairs. General Dracul stepped forward and offered his hand.

“Pleasure to meet you at last, Miss Walker.” His smile was all charm, of which I’d seen whispers of in Tobias. The smile was immediately disarming, but my intuition told me not to drop my guard.

I shook his hand, surprised by the strength of it. “Thank you,” was all I could think to say.

“I have never met a chimera, so this is indeed a great honor,” he said, laying it on thick. “It would please me beyond words to see you demonstrate your skills. After all, our future lies in your lovely hands, and the soldiers I represent need to know your education is on track to help us win this war. If you’d be so kind.” He held out his hand toward the pedestals.

I nodded and stood in the space between the two. I stole a glance at Caesar and Celeste, both giving me nods of encouragement.

Light was the element I was most comfortable with, and with Tobias’s hot kiss still fresh on my lips, fueling it would be easy. I allowed the memory of seconds ago to fill me up, inviting the sheer jubilance of being his to overwhelm me. Then I turned to the flames and beckoned their light toward my open hand.

Just as countless times before, the light slithered out of the flames, as if being sucked through the air, and swirled into my palm. Turning toward the dummy diagonal to me, I tightened the light into a ball and hurled it. The orb shot through the air like a bullet and smashed into the dummy’s rubber chest, sending it crashing to the floor.

I turned to my audience to gauge their reactions. Celeste wore a pleased semi-smile, but both Caesar’s and General Dracul’s faces were unreadable. My eyes flicked toward Niko to see his brows were as high as they could go and his jaw slack.

When no one spoke, I turned toward the bowl of water. I wasn’t as confident with this skill, but I knew I could do simple tricks with the water, which would have to suffice. Closing my eyes, I focused on the water in the bowl and imagined that it was a part of me, just as Letti had taught me.

Then, as if I was raising my own hand, I willed the water to lift out of the bowl. I didn’t have to look at it to know that it had pulled into the air. I could feel it like a limb. I commanded it to stream like a mercurial banner, flying above our heads in a circle before returning to pool in the steel bowl.

Again, when I was finished, I looked at my audience of four. The water trick was obviously less entertaining than the light attack, but it was the best I could do, and though the faces of my superiors were masks, Niko didn’t look impressed. Then again, he was a dragon, and water rarely impressed them.

The general leaned forward and looked at Niko.

“Candida, approach Miss Walker,” he ordered.

Niko frowned in confusion, but he did as he was told. I felt as questioning as Niko looked.

“If you would, please demonstrate your siren voice on young Candida here,” General Dracul requested.

Oh.

Niko’s eyes nearly jumped out of their sockets, but his posture betrayed none of the alarm his eyes so clearly screamed.

Now was the moment. Tobias told me to fail at using my siren voice. I didn’t know what repercussions would follow for doing as Tobias said, but I trusted him enough to believe the outcome would be worse if I didn’t.

I stepped toward Niko, who looked as though he might soil himself if I came any closer. Niko was directly between General Dracul and me, blocking my face from the general’s view, so I thought it safe enough to wink at Niko.

Then I took a deep breath in and out as if preparing myself and said, “Stand on one foot.”

Of course, nothing happened, and Niko’s brows creased in uncertainty as he stared at me.

I cleared my throat and repeated the words. Again, my tone sounded like my voice, nothing musical or magical about it, and Niko continued to stand there with both feet planted firmly on the ground.

I coughed a few times and then stepped around Niko to face the three in chairs. “I’m sorry, I can’t seem to access it right now. I’m still learning.” I feigned bashfulness and looked away.

The look of disappointment was clear as red letters on General Dracul’s face, but he stood and said, “That’s alright, Miss Walker. These things take time. I trust your teachers will make certain you master these skills.” He forced a fake smile, then strode past Niko. “Come along, Candida. Until we meet again, Miss Walker.”

With Niko in tow, the general marched out of the small training room.

Now alone with Caesar and Celeste, I let out a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding.

“You failed on purpose,” Celeste said with a coy smile. “Why?”

I shrugged, thinking it best not to say I did it because a guy told me to. “I just sensed it was the smart thing to do.”

“We can only hope,” Caesar said, looking distantly at the floor. Then he looked up at me. “You did very well, and now you deserve some rest. Why don’t you head off to dinner?”

I nodded.

“And I’ll see you bright and early tomorrow to work on that siren voice, as you clearly need the practice.” Celeste’s smile was crooked and jocular, making me smile wide in return before I left the room.

I could only hope that I’d made the right choice in following Tobias’s advice.
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Chapter 23
Ashlyn

The gym had become my new favorite place. It was the only place where my mind could be completely clear. And as long as I didn’t incinerate an unwitting student, Dad was thrilled by my new obsession.

With my headphones plastered on, I felt like my old self again, pre-Niko. Only now, I knew how to tap into my phoenix form. With enough focus, I could use my phoenix vision to hit my target without shifting. I even felt more balanced, as if my wings were always out, making me lighter on my feet.

Training was addictive. I looked forward to the rush I felt every time I entered the gym. But most importantly, it kept me secluded. If I had my headphones on, everyone knew to leave her alone, which was exactly what I wanted. How ironic that I had once been shunned because I couldn’t control my powers, and now that I could and everyone liked me, I wanted nothing to do with any of them.

Luckily, the gym was empty this evening, so I could enjoy my blaring rock music and physical exertion in peace.

After an hour of sparring with a dummy, I jogged to the target range on the other side of the exercise equipment. There were different levels to choose from, but I had only gotten through one of the medium stages. I’d tried the hardest difficulty once, but it kicked my ass. So I’d made a goal: I wouldn’t try my hand at testing out of the sim until I mastered the hardest stage—more than once.

“Down with the Sickness” by Disturbed began rocking in my headphones while I stared at the panel. I navigated the options on the screen to choose the type of targets I wanted—too bad the faces of certain ex-students weren’t an option. I picked the default clay pigeons, and feeling ambitious about my speed, I entered in seventy-five miles per hour. And difficulty? Medium-hard.

I went to the starting spot and jogged in place as the screen counted down from ten, steadying my breathing.

I moved along to the beat and cleared my mind, thinking only of my fire. The heat came to life in my stomach, and I brought it to my fingertips in record time. When the number hit three, I prepared myself, holding the balls of fire like they were baseballs. The panel went blank, then a target flashed on the screen with a bullseye.

I blinked to focus my phoenix vision. With it, I could easily track my moving targets. Clay pigeons shot out at a dizzying speed, but I hit every single one. I ducked and jumped to catch my marks, adrenaline rushing through me, forcing my heart to race. I used to be afraid of losing control, but now I was on fire!

The panel finally blinked to inform me that the drill was over. I pulled off my headphones and was startled by the group of shifters who stood watching me. I hadn’t even noticed their arrival. My classmates awkwardly clapped, which made me want to bolt from the room. With a few nods of acknowledgment, I brushed past the onlookers to grab my bag.

I didn't bother to wipe the film of sweat off my face, and I was sure that my hair was no longer tight in my ponytail. I couldn’t care less, though. I only wanted to get back to my room to shower and get ready for dinner.

The second I rounded the corner toward the gym’s exit, I spotted the last person I expected to see on this campus leaving a private training room. Niko?

I froze, the fire inside me extinguishing as if blown out by a rude gust of wind. He looked the same. His familiar short-cropped hair had a negative image of flames shaved into the sides. But now he wore a military uniform.

I hadn’t realized how much I’d missed him until this moment. I wanted to rush into his arms and kiss him fiercely just as much as I wanted to punch him in the face.

But I didn’t do either of those things. I just stood there, unsure of what to do. If he showed even the slightest interest in speaking to me, I would have. But once our eyes met, he averted his gaze, looking everywhere but at me.

He made my decision for me.

The adrenaline in my system amplified the burgeoning fury in my chest, and I decided to finally follow Arya’s advice.

With a quick sweep around the room, I spotted only one guy I found the least bit attractive. Jackson, the hound shifter with a temper—the perfect rebound. With more confidence than I actually felt, I sauntered over to Jackson and tapped him on the shoulder.

He was tall, towering over me as he turned to look at me. “Uh, hi? What’s up?” His eyebrows scrunched together as he stared at me.

“Hey, Jackson. Wanna go out with me? Get some food? Have some fun?” Again, confidence radiated off me, and I had no idea where it came from.

The group of hounds behind Jackson teased him and playfully patted his back, and though my cheeks heated, I held my sassy stance and waited for his reply with a coy smirk.

Jackson's eyes grew as wide as did his smile. “Hell yeah! Anytime, anywhere.”

His smooth response made my stomach turn into knots. For a second, I wrestled with guilt over my intentions, but I wasn’t done putting on a show for everyone—especially Niko.

“Alright. Friday, Christmas Eve?” I suggested, brimming with domineering authority like a diva.

“Sure!” he burst with a nod and an acceptably handsome grin.

“Cool. I’ll text you the details.” I spun on my heel and sashayed toward the exit, barely sparing a glance at Niko as I passed.

He did meet my gaze then. And he looked broken.

Now, it was my turn to ignore him. I swept my eyes away from him with disinterest, only for them to land on Arya, who, oddly enough, came out of the training room shortly after him. I had expected to see respect or approval on her face, but instead, I only found disappointment.
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Chapter 24
Arya

I watched as Ashlyn sauntered past us out of the gym, feeling incredibly awkward standing next to Niko after that little display.

Sheepishly, I turned to look up at him. His facial features had hardened as he stared fixedly down at the floor.

“Niko, I—” I started to say, but the general stole my opportunity to offer any sort of comfort.

“Come, my boy,” he bellowed with a hearty pat on Niko’s shoulder. “We have much to do. Good day, Miss Walker.”

The general headed for the exit, and Niko obediently followed, his footsteps heavy with anger.

I hung behind long enough to make sure they were far enough away before exiting the gym in search of Ashlyn. I found her leaning against a tree on the lawn, no doubt hiding out to wait for Niko and the general to pass out of sight.

“So, what was that little scene all about?” I asked as I approached her.

She jumped at the sound of my voice but quickly recovered, crossing her arms and adopting a confident stance. “Just taking your advice.”

I arched a skeptical brow at her, matching her stance with a little more jut to my hip.

She scoffed. “Don’t look at me like that. You’re the one who said I should get a rebound guy.”

“I thought you weren’t ready for a rebound,” I countered.

“Yeah? Well, now I am.” Her cool exterior buckled slightly under the weight of my judgmental gaze, her eyes falling to the grass as she kicked at it.

“Ash, this isn’t really what I meant. You did that for Niko’s benefit, not yours. Do you even like Jackson?”

She shrugged and flashed me a challenging grin. “Only one way to find out.”

All I could do was shake my head. I couldn’t really condemn what she’d done. I’d done practically the same thing with Kendall a few weeks ago to get over Tobias. And even though the circumstances were different, I could understand how our hormones and emotions could lead us to do questionable things. So I just swallowed my opinions and sighed.

“Good luck on your date. I have one more training to get to. I’ll see you later.”

Her brows puckered slightly, like a child who’d been chastised by a parent, but she just nodded. “Yeah. Okay. Later.” Then she ducked her head and made her way across the lawn.

I didn’t like leaving things like that, but I really wanted to get this last lesson over with so I could return to my own love life. God knew I had my hands full with that.

I turned and headed for the Avian Training Room.

“Go ahead and put your bag in your locker, dear,” Maya said from next to the fire when I entered, a warm smile on her face. “We’re going to try something fun tonight.”

I raised a skeptical brow but shuffled over to the wall of lockers anyway. I pressed my finger to the pad, and my door popped open with its usual digital greeting. I stuffed my bag inside, then turned back to Ms. Heather.

“So, what are we doing today?” I asked.

“I thought it was time you tried to shift.”

I sighed. The thought of failing at another type of shifter form terrified me. I didn’t feel ready. I’d only known I was a harpy for just over a week, and I didn’t have the best track record with shifting in general.

“It’s okay,” Ms. Heather said. “No one expects anything from you.”

Well, that’s just not true. Everyone expected something from me. Caesar, Hadrian, the shifter military. It was hard to shake the weight of those expectations, even in Ms. Heather’s sweet presence.

But I nodded. I hadn’t given up against a challenge yet, and I wasn’t about to start now.

“So, how do I do this?” I asked, kicking off my shoes and peeling off my over-shirt so my smart suit could do its job more effectively.

“Try to relax your shoulders. I always feel so tensed up when my wings are furled. And just like manipulating light, you’ll want to fuel the change with an emotion.” She gave me a wink and a knowing smile.

I took a deep breath and shook out my shoulders. Finding emotion wasn’t going to be a problem. There was my awkwardness with Ashlyn, the slow-burn grief over Kendall’s betrayal, the anxiety over the pressure from the military, and let’s not forget the fact that the most powerful and dangerous vampire alive wanted me captured—and he was also my father.

But none of those things would help me relax. If joy was what harpies used to access their power over light, then I suspected it played a role in shifting as well. I was tired of dwelling on the negatives in my life, so I decided to focus on the latest positive.

Tobias.

Closing my eyes, I rolled my shoulders and breathed in. As I exhaled, I imagined letting all the stress release from my back. I thought of Tobias. His smoldering eyes, the feel of his lips, the way just being around him made me ache.

I got so lost in the emotions that I almost didn’t notice the tingly feeling tickling beneath the bones of my shoulder blades. I latched on to that sensation, willing it to grow and stretch.

At last, there was a pop, coming in time with a small explosion of joyous sensation in my belly, and a soft rustling from behind me. At the same time, I felt my toes fuse and lengthen, the bones sliding into place with ease. Hard talons uncurled out, gripping the smooth floor.

“Beautiful,” Ms. Heather murmured.

I opened my eyes to look and was astonished at the soft, pearlescent white feathers framing my peripheral vision. I turned my head to get a better glimpse, and my wings spread to their full range. My talons clicked against the floor as I turned around, and I looked down to see gray feet with deadly black claws glinting in the firelight.

I stared down at them, dumbfounded. My stomach did cartwheels as realization dawned, bringing with it a thrill that sizzled through me. I actually did it! I shifted into a harpy. And it was easy!

“That was excellent, Arya,” Ms. Heather said, resting her hand on my shoulder. “Would you like to test those wings?”

“A–as in f–fly?” I stuttered.

She smiled.

I floundered for a moment. Could I really fly with these wings? Would I crash?

“It’s okay, dear. How about I take a moment to show you something else about your new form first.”

I nodded, releasing a forgotten breath. “That would be good.”

She nodded. “I want you to stretch out your fingers, making sure to point them away from yourself or anyone else.”

I did as instructed, nervous anticipation coursing through my veins.

“Now flick like you’re flinging off some water, and imagine your fingers are getting longer.”

I did, and razor-sharp talons extended from my fingernails. I turned my wide-eyed gaze on her.

“Unlike your feet talons, your finger talons come out at will. You can do one at a time or all at once. Like this.” Ms. Heather lifted her pointer finger, and a talon sliced upward. She relaxed her finger, and it retracted just as quickly. Then she flung her hand as she’d instructed me, and all her talons flew out. She wiggled her fingers, and I could imagine how deadly those glinting blades would be in a fight.

A pang of regret hit me as I remembered my helplessness during the fight in the alley. If I’d only known...

I shook off the thought. I couldn’t change what happened. I could only work on not being helpless going forward. And I was making some progress in that area—now I actually had a weapon at my disposal.

“That was so easy,” I said, looking at Ms. Heather with awe.

Being a harpy was so different from being a mermaid. It felt natural, freeing. While being a mermaid made me feel more myself than I’d ever remembered before, it was just so much harder to access than my harpy form.

“And flying will be easy, too. Here.” Ms. Heather stepped back, shaking her head as her wings released and unfurled in their full glory. The angelic sight still caught me by surprise.

She smiled as she crouched, then leapt into the air, her wings sweeping downward. With a few quick beats, she was aloft, taking full advantage of the height of the room. She rolled onto her stomach and tucked her wings in, darting through one of the rings that hung from the ceiling, then under the second and spreading her wings to buoy upwards before diving through the third.

It was elegant, effortless. I doubted I could even come close, but I was beyond eager to try.

I waited for Ms. Heather to land, my heart drumming a frantic beat.

“Alright, your turn,” she invited, folding her wings but not retracting them. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

I nodded, then took a step back from her to give myself launching space. I crouched like I’d seen her and took a deep breath. Here goes nothing.

I leapt and pressed down with my wings, but the timing was off, and I ended up flopping down on my hands and knees. I quickly scrambled back to my feet and brushed myself off.

“That was an excellent first try. Why don’t you extend your wings first this time, so you don’t have to coordinate as much for your lift-off.”

I gave a brief hum of agreement, then crouched again, this time lifting my wings as instructed. When I jumped, the timing was perfect. I felt a pocket of air catch under my wings, and I beat them frantically to continue to lift.

My chest tightened as my wings began to tire. But a rogue breeze ruffled my hair, and a moment later, I caught the draft from the vents in the walls. I spread my wings to glide, marveling at the ingenuity the Dome was built with. I’d been in this room so many times and had never once wondered what the giant vents were for.

A smile spread across my face as air flowed through my feathers and hair. I’m flying! This must be how Tobias felt, and I had the sudden urge to go for a flight with him.

“Excellent job, Arya! You’re a natural.” Ms. Heather crouched again and was soon in the air, gliding beside me. “Would you like to attempt a few tricks?”

I laughed and shook my head. “I’ll consider it an accomplishment if I can land without falling on my face.”

She chuckled. “You’ve done exceptionally well. Why don’t you take a few laps while I show you how to land?”

“That would be great.”

I circled around the upper reaches of the transformation room as Ms. Heather tucked her wings in and fell away. At the last minute, she spread her wings wide, and her feet readied in front of her, talons and bent knees absorbing the impact of her landing.

Standing again, she retracted her wings, leaving behind the simple, unassuming nurse I knew so well. “Feel free to stay aloft as long as you’d like,” she called to me.

As much as I was enjoying myself, there was one place I wanted to be more.

I tucked my wings like Ms. Heather had done and flared them again as I neared the floor. My landing wasn’t nearly as graceful, but I managed to stay on my legs, my wings helping to compensate for my stumbling talons.

I beamed at her once I’d found my balance. “I did it!”

“Very good!” She clapped. “Now, it’s time for your final lesson of the day.”

I cocked my head at her.

She winked. “Putting the harpy away.”
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Chapter 25
Shea

I tapped my toes as I sat in the kitchen, my legs bouncing with the nervous movement. I kept glancing at the clock, at my phone, and then picked at my nails for something to distract me.

I finally responded to Caesar’s text an hour ago, and he immediately replied, asking to come over. Seeing as Gram was having dinner at Aunt Jeanette’s to meet her new boyfriend, I figured I had a long enough window for him to say whatever it was he wanted to say.

But what could it be? If he wanted to end this…whatever we were, he didn’t have to do it in person. And I doubted he’d be so eager to end it in person that he would immediately leave the school and come right over. No one was ever that determined to dump someone.

Maybe it was about getting me into the school. Maybe he had news. A new ally among the professors, perhaps?

Or…what if he was coming to tell me that he had spoken to them, and the answer was a big fat fucking no?

Ugh, my stomach wouldn’t stop churning and twisting into knots! Why couldn’t we just do a phone call? Save me from all this agonizing catastrophizing?

The doorbell rang, making me jump so high that I practically fell out of my chair at the table. Even though no one saw it, my cheeks still burned with embarrassment as I righted myself.

I shook my head and stood, smoothing my hands down my shirt as I straightened my posture.

Keep it cool, Shea. This is no big deal. Just another Monday evening.

With slow, casual steps, I made my way to the front door, taking my time like I had better things to do. He didn’t need to know that I didn’t.

When I opened the door, the sight of him made my heart flutter even faster. The stubble on his jaw looked even darker in the shadow of the porch light, and even against the dim backdrop of the night sky, I could clearly see the outline of his sexy, cut-from-stone figure.

“Are you going to invite me in?” he asked after I’d apparently been staring at him for a beat too long. There was a hint of humor in his voice.

“Why, you’re not secretly a vampire, are you? You need an invitation to cross the threshold?” I teased.

My joke did the opposite of my intentions, his facial features hardening into an unreadable mask. He must really hate vampires. Oh well, I still thought my joke was funny.

With a frown, I stepped to the side and waved him in. He trudged past me with almost angry steps, and my stomach did a weird somersault as I closed the door and followed him to the living room.

He perched on the left side of the couch, his rigid posture making him look very much the douchey professor I’d nicknamed him after. Maybe he was here to break up with me.

Clearly reading the “don’t get too close” sign his aura was giving off, I sat on the armchair across from him.

“Okay, what is this all about?” I asked when I couldn’t take the tense silence or his intense stare any longer.

He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees and lacing his fingers in the air between them. “That night I saved you in the alley—”

“Umm, you mean the night you assaulted a poor old homeless man who was probably just going to ask me for spare change?” I interrupted because I was not about to let him think I needed saving that night.

He scoffed. “Whatever. That night, you mentioned having an encounter with a vampire.”

My heart thudded in my chest. I definitely didn’t expect this conversation to take that particular turn.

I swallowed but shrugged like his non-question was a non-issue. “Yeah. So?”

He bristled, and I could practically see his gryphon feathers flaring beneath his skin. Where was he going with this? Had I been right about him and Julian? Was this just part of some twisted game?

“What happened with this vampire?” he asked.

I didn’t see the point in lying about my involvement with Julian. He obviously already knew, and I was tired of worrying about it and second-guessing myself.

“It was a few weeks ago, after that shifter party I got kicked out of,” I began.

“Wait, you got kicked out of a shifter party?”

“Yeah. Arya had invited me to see if I could shmooze up to some of her friends, but when they found out I was a witch, they threw me out,” I explained quickly, not wanting to relive that particular disaster. “Anyway, I was walking home and realized I was being followed by a vampire. So I led him into an alley and then used this snaring spell my Gram taught me. Like I said, I can hold my own against a vampire.”

He nodded, seeming unwilling to argue about that fact. “Okay. Then what?”

I let out a sigh, eager to spill the truth and get this whole ordeal over with. “This vampire actually seemed more man than monster. He said he followed me because he could sense my magic and wanted to offer me a deal. I could use the grimoire he had in his possession if I agreed to use it to bring his lover back from the dead.”

I watched his face as I spoke, carefully gauging his reactions. Surprise never crossed it. Which made me wonder, if he already knew, why were we having this conversation?

“I didn’t immediately take him up on it,” I continued. “Even when he said he had connections to the Dome and could try to get me in. I was raised not to trust vampires. When I turned to leave, he told me about a spell where I could reach out to him if I changed my mind.

“And a few days later, I did. You don’t know what it’s like to have magical potential and no one willing to teach you how to use it, Caesar. The possibility of finally being able to practice my magic was too tempting to pass up. So I took him up on it. But you already know that, don’t you? You’re Julian’s connection at the Dome.”

He nodded, the confirmation of what I already knew satisfyingly validating.

“If you already know all of this, then why are we here?” I asked, wondering if he also knew about the blood drinking. Was that what this was all about? Was he going to accuse me of cheating or something, because, as far as I knew, we weren’t exclusive. We weren’t anything with a label.

He rubbed his chin, seeming to debate his next words. When he finally looked back into my eyes, his were full of suspicion. “Do you have any other affiliations with vampires?”

I blinked at him, confused by the question. “What?”

“How likely is it that a witch would just happen to befriend the most powerful siren in centuries and be with her on the very night that her mother gets murdered?” he asked, the distrust in his eyes stinging me more than his accusation. “How likely is it that the same witch would form a connection with the director of the best-kept secret in the shifter world and the vampire double agent he’s affiliated with?”

The hurt inside me quickly turned into insult and anger.

“You think I’m a spy for the vampires?” I snapped. “You think I orchestrated all of this? Befriending Arya? Sleeping with you? Making a deal with Julian?” I shook my head, barely able to contain my rapidly escalating rage.

“I don’t know, Shea,” he said, his tone now more pleading than accusatory. “I don’t want to believe it, but it’s all a little too convenient, don’t you think?”

“No, I don’t!” I shouted. “And the fact that you could even concoct such a thing, that you could even think for a moment that I’m that kind of person…” I gripped the edges of the armchair, digging my nails into the fabric to keep from losing my cool completely.

“We live in a dangerous world in dangerous times,” Caesar said. “With all the people I’m responsible for protecting, I can’t take any chances. I just need to know.”

“Fine! No, I’m not a spy for the vampires,” I hissed. “No, I didn’t weasel my way into my best friend’s life because I knew she was the siren of a prophecy I’d never heard of. No, I didn’t actively try to seduce you for information—you were the one who kept running into me, I never sought you out. And no, until recently, I had no idea that you and Julian were friends or acquaintances or whatever you are. I’m just a lonely, desperate witch trying everything I can to find my place in this fucked up, untrusting world!”

My chest was heaving when I finally finished my tirade. I was so offended and enraged by his accusation that I couldn’t make myself meet his gaze without risking accidentally bursting him into flames.

“I’m sorry,” he said softly, his forehead creased with conflicted regret. “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you. You have no idea how hard it is to know who to trust in my position.”

“Oh, I think I have an idea,” I said snidely, though I knew he was in a much tighter, more important spot than I was. He had very real enemies. It just really hurt that he could ever suspect me of being one of them.

He rose from the couch and came to kneel beside me, putting his hand over mine, which still dug into the edge of the armchair. “How do we move past this?”

The warmth of his hand felt so good, and his stupid face was so cute as it looked up at me. But I wasn’t done being angry, and I figured we might as well get everything out while we were being so honest.

“That depends. What exactly is the nature of your relationship with Julian?”

He frowned. “He’s just an old friend. He came to me a few years after he left the vampires, and he’s been spying for me, more or less, ever since.”

I nodded, but I wasn’t finished yet. “And how much do you and Julian talk about me?”

His frown deepened. “We don’t. I rarely speak to him unless he has some intel for me. I only found out a few days ago that he knew you when he asked me to get you into the school.”

That made my anger cool a little bit. It was nice to hear that Julian was holding up his end of our deal.

“So, you guys don’t have some creepy arrangement where you share girls?” I ventured, immediately regretting it when his eyes narrowed in renewed suspicion.

“What?” he growled, rising to stand and looking down at me with growing menace. “What are you talking about?”

I crossed my arms around my chest, feeling too vulnerable without that protection. “I figured since we’re being so honest, we might as well air that dirty laundry, too. Mine and Julian’s relationship isn’t strictly business.”

“You slept with him?” he barked, the sharp words like a slap in the face.

“No, I didn’t sleep with him,” I retorted. “Just some over the pants stuff and maybe a little feeding.”

“Feed—” He cut himself off as his eyes widened in understanding. “What the fuck, Shea? How could you—why would you—”

“I didn’t intend for it to happen,” I defended. “It just sorta happened, the same way things just happened with you. I didn’t plan for any of this. I didn’t plan to have feelings for either of you, and certainly not both of you.”

He thrust both hands into his hair, raking his fingers over his scalp as he began to pace. Then he turned on me, nostrils flaring, hurt warring with fury in his blazing eyes.

“I thought you and I…”

“You thought, what?” I countered. “You never made anything official. In fact, you actively refused at every possible opportunity. I’m just your dirty little secret.”

His eyes bore into me, and even though the rage I saw there frightened me, I met him back with all the challenge I could muster.

“Well then, let me make it official,” he growled.

Grabbing my wrist, he yanked me out of the armchair and trapped me against him, forcing his lips onto mine with deliciously possessive passion.

I was too stunned to fight or argue, to do anything but surrender completely to his mouth claiming mine. His tongue pushed into my mouth, roughly sliding across mine, wrestling it into submission. His teeth scraped across my lips, making me gasp in thrilled delight.

Every ounce of angry rebellion and snark vanished in the wave of intense desire that washed over me, and I kissed him back with just as much desperation.

Abruptly, he broke his mouth from mine, roughly cupping my face in his calloused hands and making it impossible to look anywhere but into his heated gaze. “You are mine, Shea.”

Then he hoisted me up with his hands on my waist and threw me over his shoulder like I was nothing more than a bag of flour. He gave my ass one hard smack that made me yelp and tingle all over as he carried me down the hall.

I heard a kick and then the smack of a door against a wall before he threw me onto my bed. Before I had even stopped bouncing against the mattress, he jerked down my pants and panties. My heart was racing so fast I could barely function, but there wasn’t a drop of protest in my entire being.

He didn’t wait for me to kick off my bottoms or shoes. In the span of one blink, he freed his cock from his pants and plunged it into me, thrusting hard and fast as my pants hung at my ankles. He pressed his body down on top of mine and conquered my mouth with ferocious kisses as he fucked me mercilessly, possessively.

I reached my hands up to claw his hair, his back, anything to brace myself against his destruction, but he snatched them before they could get too far, trapping my wrists in one hand and pinning them against the mattress above my head.

“You’re mine, Shea,” he growled into my ear as he slammed into me again and again. “Mine. Mine. Mine.”

His possessive declarations and utter devastation of my body was too much for me to bear, and I came in an eruption of painful ecstasy, screaming into his dominating mouth. He broke away to let my scream free, groaning as the sound filled my room.

“Yes, baby, scream for me,” he moaned, not slowing as my inner walls tremored helplessly around his greedy cock.

Over and over, fast and furious, he thrust into me, crushing me into my mattress. It was raw and rough and primal, just as terrifying as it was intoxicating. I felt so helpless, trapped beneath his body as he took what he wanted from my flesh. And I loved every ferocious second of it, even though it was proving too intense to bear.

“Caesar,” I whimpered pleadingly, unable to tolerate this overwhelming pleasure. I was sure I was going to disappear into his obliteration. I couldn’t take it. It was too much!

“Say it,” he demanded into my ear. “Say you’re mine.”

The raw possession in his voice shot pleasure through my core, triggering the explosion of a second orgasm that was more blissfully torturous than the first. Unbridled ecstasy shattered through me.

“Yes!” I cried. “Yes, I’m yours!”

“Oh fuck!” he groaned lengthily, finally slowing his violent thrusts, and every muscle in his face strained with his struggle to hold back. Then his juices spilled into me, just as hot and potent as he was.

He fell over me in total exhaustion, his cock twitching deep inside my pussy as the waves of his orgasm continued to pulse through him, nudging at my core and sending acute spikes of pleasure into me.

We lay like that for a long moment, panting and sweating and melting in post-bliss.

“Shea, I’m home,” called a voice from the front of the house, followed by the closing of a door, and panic shot through my entire body.

“Shit!” Caesar and I whispered in unison.

He pushed himself off me and shoved himself back into his pants as I scrambled to pull my pants back up. He looked around the room in hasty, desperate movements.

“The window,” I whispered. “Go out the window.”

We both dashed to the window, and I slid it open as silently as I could. As soon as it was open wide enough for him to fit, he hopped out. Before I could close it again, he stuck his head back through and pecked my lips.

“I’ll call you,” he promised quietly, then made a run for it across the lawn.

“Shea?” Gram said as she came to my doorway.

“Hi, Gram,” I said, flashing her an innocent smile as I stood in front of my open window. “How was dinner?”

“It was lovely.” Her eyes narrowed in her owl-like suspicion. “Why is the window open?”

“I was hot,” I lied quickly. “Just wanted some fresh air.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Well, close it. Heating isn’t free. Just turn down the thermostat.”

“Right. Got it.”

I continued to just smile at her until she finally left my doorway with a shake of her head. Then I collapsed backward onto my bed.

I had no idea how to feel about what just happened, but I didn’t think I would ever recover. And I wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing.
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Chapter 26
Arya

I’d half expected to see Ashlyn hanging around when I returned to the avian common room, and I was both sad and relieved to see that she wasn’t. I hated unresolved issues, especially with a good friend, and I knew that she probably needed to talk about her encounter with Niko and how it had made her feel.

But after the very long day I’d had, I didn’t have the emotional stamina to be supportive, and it was probably better to give her time to process her emotions before discussing them.

Besides, Tobias was expecting me, and on top of wanting to enjoy the perks of our new relationship status, I also had some questions.

His door opened just as I lifted my hand to knock, his eyes blazing with familiar heat as he took me in.

I blinked away my surprise and lowered my hand with uncertainty. “Oh, are you going somewhere?”

He shook his head slightly, biting his delectable bottom lip before saying, “No. I just sensed you coming.”

My heart fluttered at the intensity he was giving off, and his eyes widened for a split second before a playful look came across his face.

“Didn’t you know I was psychic?”

I snickered and teased, “I thought that was just a mer thing.”

He rolled his eyes but stepped aside to let me in. I’d been in here before, but then I’d been too blinded by desire to notice how tidy his room was. The place looked barely lived in. There wasn’t a single sock or pair of boxers on the floor, and the bed was made. I didn’t even make my bed.

But somehow, this didn’t surprise me. Everything in Tobias’s life was controlled and calculated. Everything but his interactions with me, and there was something satisfying about that.

He closed the door and came toward me, placing warm hands on my hips and pulling me against him. I draped my wrists over his shoulders, clasping my hands at the base of his neck.

“So, how did the big demonstration go?” he purred, the husky timber of his voice making my core clench.

“I would say it was solidly mediocre,” I said.

His resulting chuckle vibrated through me from our multiple points of contact. “And…did you…”

“No, I pretended to fail at my siren voice,” I answered his unfinished question. “Poor Niko was terrified.”

His eyes narrowed and began to smolder for a different reason. “My father asked you to use it on Niko?” His fingers pressed into my hips as they curled with his anger.

“It’s okay,” I reassured him, smoothing my hands against his neck and letting my fingers coil into the base of his hair. “Even if I had gone along with it, I wouldn’t have made Niko do anything bad. I don’t like the idea of making anyone do something they don’t want to.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, and I could see the struggle to calm himself on his tense features. His expression smoothed out, and he opened his eyes, looking down at me with a twinkle of mischief.

“What about making someone do something they do want to do?” he asked in a low tone.

My pulse spiked with a thrill that my conscious mind didn’t yet understand. “What are you implying?”

One corner of his lips tilted in a sexy, devious smirk. “I simply thought you might want to have the Dragon Prince at your mercy.”

My breath hitched as my chest quivered with dark exhilaration. “Are you saying you want me to use my siren voice on you?” I barely managed to speak the words audibly.

He inclined his head toward me, coming just close enough to brush his nose against mine. “I promise I want to do more than you can imagine.” Then he kissed me so softly, so teasingly, that I feared I was going to explode on the spot.

When he pulled his lips away, I was so lightheaded I could barely breathe for a moment.

“You trust me enough to give me that control?” I asked in a whisper.

He looked into my eyes, a strange devotion peering out beneath the dark promise within them. “I do. Just don’t make me run naked through the school or anything.” He chuckled.

“Well, now that you’ve put the idea in my head…” I teased, looking away in mock consideration.

He breathed a laugh, his breath hot on my face, his eyes never breaking from mine. “Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

A thrilling need shot through me, turning my insides into a bedlam of writhing desire. I was both enthralled and hesitant. I had never once considered using my siren voice in this way, and it made me feel just as naughty as it did powerful. Could I really do this?

I stepped back away from him, nearly stumbling into his bed before shakily perching on the edge of it. I looked up at him, unsure where to start or how to begin.

“Take your shirt off,” I said.

He arched a brow at me. “Come on, baby. Hit me with the real thing.”

I pulled my lips between my teeth at the sexy tone in his voice. He was serious, and nothing had ever excited me more.

So I drew on that well of willpower within me and said in that melodious, alien voice, “Take your shirt off.”

He smirked even as the power of my siren dilated his pupils, and he tucked his fingers under the bottom of his shirt and pulled it over his head.

After raking my eyes over the delicious sinews of his exposed, bronzed abs and chest, I glanced at his face to gauge his reaction. He didn’t look appalled or manipulated. No, he looked just as full of anticipation and desire as I was.

“Now what?” he murmured, and my eyelids fluttered with the heady thrill of this little game.

“Take off the rest of your clothes,” I commanded.

Slowly, he unbuttoned and unzipped his pants, then let them fall to his ankles, stepping out of them like a Greek god, maintaining eye contact with every movement. His large cock was hard and ready, and for a long moment I just stared at it, debating just what I wanted him to do with it.

Suddenly, I knew exactly what I was going to do.

“Stand there and watch as I strip,” I said in my singsong voice, then proceeded to remove every item of clothing with seductive slowness.

He did as I ordered, and I could feel his eyes burning into my breasts, then my belly, then my hips, and finally the apex of my thighs. I reclined back on the bed, bracing myself on my elbows as I spread my legs wide.

His eyes widened, and his nostrils flared, his facial muscles straining with hunger and an unknown effort.

“Arya,” he pleaded behind clenched teeth, and I grinned at his frustration.

“I want to watch you stroke your cock for me,” I said in my normal voice. “And you can’t touch me until I tell you.”

“Arya,” he gritted out, the muscles of his legs jerking as he fought my siren command.

I giggled, then gave the order with my siren voice. “Stroke your cock while I watch.”

His arm lifted from his side, his large hand gripping around the base of his shaft and slowly sliding up and down. His eyes rolled back up into his head as a moan escaped his lips.

The sight of him jerking off for me was more provocative than I expected, making my exposed pussy throb with unbearable need. And I had no intention of leaving the ache untreated. I was going to give him a show the same way he was for me.

Laying all the way back on the bed, I reached up one hand to fondle my breast and moved the other between my open legs. He groaned as I slid two fingers up and down my slick center, his deep, agonized timber amplifying the sensation of the pressure against my aching clit.

I watched him stroke himself more forcefully with my bottom lip sucked between my teeth as I rubbed myself harder, chasing the need he was building within me. It excited me beyond rational thought to watch him touch himself for me and to see how badly he wanted to be the one touching me.

When I couldn’t stand it anymore, I plunged my fingers inside my opening, swooning at the combined pleasure of watching him and fucking myself.

“Fuck, Arya!” he grunted, unable to stop fisting his cock up and down.

I pushed my fingers in and out of my pussy, spreading my legs even wider for him to see how wet he was making me.

“Stroke yourself faster,” I commanded, fingering myself faster and harder.

“Oh, God,” he hissed between clenched teeth as he helplessly obeyed.

The sight of him submitting to me was too powerfully intoxicating, and my agile fingers had me coming with such sudden force that I cried out, gripping my breast as my body shuddered with ecstacy.

“Arya, please!” he begged, straining against his own building pleasure.

“Come for me, Tobias,” I pleaded, my willpower too subdued for me to access my siren voice.

But my words alone were enough to push him over the edge. Cum shot out of his bulging tip onto the floor, and he panted in reluctant bliss as more spilled down his hand that continued to stroke him.

Only when his dick stopped throbbing did I free him from my compulsion.

“You can stop now,” I said in my siren voice, and he doubled over, gripping the edge of his nightstand as he continued to pant.

“That—was—uncalled for,” he said between breaths, scowling down at me.

I grinned impishly up at him. “Consider it payback for all the times you were an asshole.”

Laughing and shaking his head, he bent to snatch his boxers off the floor and used them to clean himself.

I scooted to one side of the bed, and when he finished, he came to lie beside me.

“You are full of surprises, you know that,” he said, propping up on one elbow to face me.

“Ready for round two?” I asked, half joking, half serious. As much as I greatly enjoyed watching him cum for me, I really wanted him inside me.

He barked a laugh. “That depends. Are you going to let me touch you?”

“We’ll see,” I said, flaring my brows at him.

“If I didn’t need time to recover, I’d just take you right now,” he purred, then gripped the side of my face with his free hand and crushed his lips against mine.

I opened my mouth, surrendering to the control of his lips and tongue.

Judging by the way his dick was pressing into my thigh, he wouldn’t need much time at all.

I pulled back. “Before we keep going, I wanted to ask you something.”

He lowered his hand from my face and began tracing it lightly up and down my arm that rested between us. “What?”

“Why did you ask me not to show your dad my siren voice?”

His brow furrowed, but he didn’t stop caressing me, and his touch sent goosebumps rising over the surface of my skin. “If he knew you had mastered that power—the most powerful weapon against Hadrian—he would have taken you from the school right then and there.”

He didn’t meet my gaze as he spoke, just looked down at his hand as it ran up and down my arm. His face was conflicted, wrought with so much emotion that I didn’t know how I felt about what he said.

“And you don’t want him to take me away?” I asked, trying to decipher the reason for his expression.

He nodded, then seemed to realize something and stopped. “It’s not just that.” He did meet my eyes then. “You don’t know my father. He’s a cold and brutal man. He only sees you as a weapon, a tool to wield against his enemies. If he has you under his control, he will twist and manipulate you into exactly what he wants. He will break you. I don’t want that to happen to you.”

I took a moment to process his words. He really was a complex man. He’d been beaten into a soldier by his father all his life, and he cared enough about me to want to protect me from the same fate. Hell, I wanted to protect myself from that, too.

“Thank you for looking out for me,” I said finally.

He lifted his hand to caress my cheek with the backs of his knuckles. “Don’t you remember? I vowed to keep you safe.”

I smiled, then tucked myself in against his chest.

I believed that he wanted to protect me. He’d already almost died trying. But the truth was that no one could save me from my own fate. It was already foreseen a long time ago. I just hoped we both lived through it when it finally came.
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Chapter 27
Shea

I stood outside a dingy motel, wondering where I’d gone wrong.

I was supposed to be meeting Julian. When he’d given me this address, I assumed he’d moved or something. But now? I glanced down the street, wondering if I’d transposed the numbers of the address.

I pressed forward anyway. He’d given me a room number, after all. No sense in looking for a better place if I didn’t at least verify that this wasn’t it. And if it was, why? Had he decided to take me up on my offer?

A rush of scintillating excitement shot through me, but I shoved it back. After what happened with Caesar yesterday night…how could I continue doing anything with Julian?

I’d barely lifted my hand to knock when the door swung open, and a cold hand yanked me inside.

I stood breathless in the dim light, waiting for my eyes to adjust and hoping I hadn’t been pulled into a room housing some psycho. But the hand had been cold. If it was some random psycho, there was a good chance it was a vampire, in which case I should already be dead. Right?

My eyes began to adjust, and to my relief, it was definitely Julian.

Still, I jumped and yelped when something rubbed up against my legs.

“Shea, calm down,” Julian said, though he sounded about as on edge as I felt.

“Why are all the lights off? And the curtains drawn? And why do you have a cat here?” I could just make out the outline of the cat, still weaving against my legs. “Is that Rainbow?”

He shrugged, flipping on the light for me. “Sorry, I didn’t want to be disturbed.”

I picked up the door hanger and waved it. “That’s what this is for.”

He grabbed the do-not-disturb hanger from me and briefly opened the door just a crack to slide the thing on. The cat gave an angry yowl, shooting him a warning look.

“It’s okay,” he reassured the cat. “That was the last time.”

“What’s going on?” I asked, shrugging off my shoulder bag. I started unwinding my winter clothes and depositing them on the bed.

Okay, yeah, so this was kinda weird, but I trusted him. He seemed a bit cagey, but he’d never done anything that made me feel threatened. At least, not in a way that I didn’t like.

“Are you…thirsty?” I asked because I couldn’t resist, even though I had no idea what I would say if he said yes.

But he only shook his head. “No. Actually, I was hoping to talk with you about a couple of things.”

I let out a breath, but then my brow rose. “Okay. What’s up?”

While I was cool and composed on the outside, I was burning with curiosity—and other things—on the inside. Could this be it? Was Julian going to stake some claim on me, too? I mean, we were in a motel! What was going on in that gorgeous head of his?

“My apartment is no longer safe for you to visit.”

“Of course.” My head bobbed up and down, as if this was exactly what I’d expected him to say. Even I almost believed my little bobblehead act. Almost. “And why not?”

“First, I need you to tell me how you know Arya.”

Arya? “You didn’t... I mean, you’re not the one...” I put a hand over my mouth, an icy dread spreading over me. Had I misjudged? Is that why he’d befriended me? To get to Arya? And if so, that likely meant... “Her mom?”

Understanding dawned on his face. “No. No, I didn’t kill her mom. I had nothing to do with that.”

I took a deep breath, hoping to calm my thumping heart. Of course, he didn’t have anything to do with that. What was I thinking, jumping to the worst conclusion so fast? Just like Caesar did last night. Come on, Shea, you’re better than this!

“So, how do you know Arya?” Julian continued. “I’ve known for some time that you’re acquainted with her, but I need to know how deeply.”

“I’m her friend. From before...well, everything, I guess. She’d just moved to town, but we were instant besties. Even though she’s going to that school, we still talk and hang out all the time. Why?”

He ran a hand through his hair, then absently picked up Rainbow, who had begun running figure-eights across his legs. “The vampire who came after her is the leader. Hadrian. And he’s got footage of you with her. They don’t know who you are yet, but it’s just a matter of time.”

I plopped down on the edge of the bed, my mind reeling. Of course, I knew about Hadrian’s relation to Arya. She’d told me everything. That wasn’t what had my heart pounding anew.

He was saying that, because of my friendship with her, I had gotten on the vampire leader’s radar. And that scared the shit out of me.

“I’m trying to prevent Hadrian from getting to her,” he went on. “But you can’t be seen with her. Not now.”

And note panic rang in my head. “But she’s my best friend! And she still needs me.” Yes, it terrified me that I could become a target of the vampires, too, but I refused to abandon Arya now. Quit, run, and hide were not words in my vocabulary.

“Your friend is fine. Caesar is making sure of it.” He paused, letting the cat down. “But you can’t come to my apartment. Hadrian has left an Initiate in my care, and she’s with me most of the time.”

A pang of jealousy spiked through my belly, though I had no right to feel it—for oh so many reasons. “And where exactly does she think you are now?”

“Grabbing a bite.” He flashed me a smirk, and any other time, it might have made my heart flutter, but I was too busy wrestling with my conflicting emotions.

He sat next to me, putting his hand on mine. The contact sent heat flooding through me despite the coldness of his touch.

“I need you to promise me you’ll be careful. Don’t visit Arya. Stay out of Chicago.”

I looked into his eyes, desperate to find something meaningful in them, a reason to even consider what he was asking. “Why?”

“I need to know you’re safe,” he said, though I could see more words swimming behind his dark eyes. I needed to pull them out.

“Why? Just because of my magic? Or my blood? Is that all I am to you?”

I knew my inner bitch was rising to the surface, and that I shouldn’t even care after the promise I’d made to Caesar—well, that he basically forced me to make when he claimed me kinda without my verbal consent—which was really hot, but that wasn’t the point!—but dammit, I couldn’t fucking navigate these overwhelming feelings!

He closed his eyes, like my words physically hurt him. Then he shook his head.

“Dammit, Shea, don’t you get it?” he asked almost pleadingly, giving me puppy-dog eyes.

“Get what?” I asked, all sass.

With a growl, he shot up and stomped across the small space, pacing as he raked his fingers through his hair. My heart fluttered with anticipation as I watched him, hardly breathing while I waited for him to finally say it.

Suddenly, he was in front of me, kneeling at my feet and holding my face in his hands. I swear my heart fucking stopped.

“You mean more to me than anyone has in a very long time,” he hissed, his eyes suddenly feral, his irises rimmed in red. “I can’t stop thinking about you. Not just the taste of your blood or the promise of what your magic can do for me. And it destroys me inside how much my obsession with you seems to be eclipsing my love and devotion for Alice.”

I stared at him in stunned silence, the only sound that passed between us the quick, shallow breaths that made it through my tight throat.

I didn’t know what to say. What the hell does someone say to a declaration like that? That I couldn’t stop thinking about him either? That I was just as obsessed with him, even though I was also obsessed with, and now officially claimed by, his close gryphon friend? That I felt guilty for making him want someone other than his dead lover, among so many other things?

So instead, I asked, “What was she like? Alice, I mean?”

A sad smile spread across his lips, and he lowered his hands from my face. “She was strong and gentle. She was always helping out wherever she could, even if it about killed her to do so. She stood by me when I was turning and worked tirelessly to find something—anything—that would help me in my altered state. She never judged me for what I became.”

I swallowed, trying to find the words to ease his sorrow. But that’s never been my strong suit. “So, why continue to search for a way to bring her back? Don’t get me wrong, it’s incredibly romantic, but...why not move on?” With me.

He sighed. “Have you ever felt a connection with someone that transcended everything else?”

I didn’t respond. I couldn’t. Because deep down, I knew that I had. Twice. And I was a fucking fool for at least one.

“She keeps me grounded, even now.” Julian brought something out of his pocket.

It was a pin—a green leaf with glinting gold veins, tiny gems providing a frame that sparkled despite the dim motel lighting. But it was the cameo in the middle that arrested me. Something about the profile of the woman—so stoic, so reverent—made me feel like I knew her.

“Whenever I feel I’m losing my way, this reminds me I have something worth fighting for.”

I nodded, admiring the somber beauty of his while he stared at the trinket. How this vampire could pull me in so completely without even trying made my head spin. Even now, my fingers itched to feel his cool skin, my lips ached to taste his icily hot kisses. And he was talking about his dead lover. The one he’d been pining over for who knew how long.

“You actually remind me of her,” he said, a soft half-smile on his face as he put the pin back in his pocket. “The day I found you, I thought you were her. You look so much alike. And then I sensed the magic in you. I should thank you, Shea. You’ve given me a hope I haven’t felt in a long time.”

I met his gaze, his eyes so full of heartache and promise that reached out to tangle with my own. Was he seeing me now or the woman he’d lost?

“W–what if you finding me was a sign?” I breathed, hope twisting in my chest like a writhing nest of snakes. “What if you’re supposed to move on with me?—At least until I can bring back Alice, I mean. Don’t you think she would want you to be happy in her absence?”

Why the fuck am I saying any of this? I’m with Caesar! I told him I was his. Why am I trying so hard to change Julian’s heart?

But my stupid mouth wouldn’t stop. “What if my resemblance and similar magic are her giving you permission to be happy?”

He pursed his lips, his bottom lip pouting out in a way that was entirely too heart-throbbing. “I have considered that… I have also considered that you might be fate’s latest and cruelest trick.” He collapsed so that he was sitting on his bent knees, his shoulders sagging as if with a heavy weight. “I just know that I can’t stop trying, not until I know for sure that bringing her back is impossible.”

“Then what?” I couldn’t stop from asking.

He looked up at me. “Then I guess we’ll see. But…I…can’t keep myself from wanting you, even with all that. I don’t know where that leaves me, except for in a hell of my own making.” He frowned, pain and indecision making his bottom lip tremble.

I wanted so badly to ease his suffering, so I offered my own in return. “Then I guess we’re in the same sinking boat. You should know that…”

I took a deep breath, preparing myself for this confession and whatever repercussions it received. Squeezing my eyes shut, I blurted it all out in one long string of neurosis.

“I’ve been kinda sleeping with Caesar, and he knows about my involvement with you—all of it—and I want both of you so much I can’t think about anything else, and all of this love triangle shit is driving me completely insane!”

When the room was silent for several beats after my outburst, I slowly peeked through my lashes at him.

Suddenly, he burst out laughing. I opened my eyes fully, furrowing my brow in confusion as I watched him slap his knees in an amusement I didn’t understand.

“We make a fine pair, don’t we?” he said when his laughter subsided. “Or trio, I suppose.”

Blood rushed to my cheeks, but his mirth was contagious. “I guess we do.”

“That explains Caesar’s cryptic texts to want to talk to me,” he said, still smiling. “That will certainly be an interesting conversation.”

I bit my lip. These men just kept surprising me.

The cat jumped into Julian’s lap and began purring again, this time an awful growling sound accompanying the gentle hum.

“What the heck is wrong with Rainbow?” I asked, instinctively flinching away from the cat. He sounded agitated, though he looked relaxed in Julian’s arms.

“Ah, that’s the other thing I needed to talk to you about.”

I sat up straighter, cocking my head. “What about him?”

“He... He seems to have gone through a bit of a transformation.” Julian looked a bit disturbed, maybe even hesitant. “I believe he’s a vampire.”

“What?” I stood up and whirled on Julian. “What do you mean? Why would you think that?”

I started running the spell through my head, trying to figure out if I’d done something wrong. My pronunciations had been flawless, of that I was certain. Mostly. But changing things like I had...and using Julian’s life force to resurrect the cat...

“You think I turned him into the undead.”

Now that he mentioned it, the eyes did look a little red, some fang-like teeth poking over his lower lip. Holy shit.

“He got sick after you left,” Julian said, running his hand over the feline’s back. “When he showed an adverse reaction to light, I locked him in the bathroom until he could stand the artificial lighting, though that seems to be remedying on its own. In all that time, he never ate or drank, and he never used the litter box. I’ve found there’s only one thing he will eat.”

“Aw, crap.” I let my head fall back, and I stared at the ceiling. “I can’t believe—Aw, man. What are we going to do with Vamp Cat?”

“His name is Rainbow, remember? I’m planning on keeping him. As long as he remains in my care, I believe he’ll be fine.”

I widened my eyes at him, incredulous. “Are you serious?”

“Yes. Why not?”

“Because he sounds like a gremlin when he purrs like that, and he’s a freaking vampire!”

“His purr is pitch perfect,” he said, his tone soft and low. “It’s middle C.”

“Excuse me?”

“Middle C. It’s a musical—”

“And that makes it okay to bring him here? With me?”

I was livid. This was a mistake. Julian had to realize that. My magic had created a monster, and Julian wanted to keep the thing as a pet?

“I fed him before you got here. You don’t have to worry.”

Feeding.

I slid my hand over my mouth, unable to keep out the thought of Vamp Cat licking up a bowl of blood. “Okay, so what if he gets out? Will he start turning people? Other animals? Crap, this is so not what I had in mind.”

“I don’t think so.” Julian shook his head. “You generally have to want to turn someone in order for it to happen. I imagine a cat working off instinct would have little need for such a thing and would probably have greater control over whether he turned another or not.”

“He’s a cat, not a philosopher,” I deadpanned.

He chuckled. “Actually, he escaped already and found himself a mate. But she’s been the only one he’s turned, and it seemed quite intentional.”

My brows shot up again, my eyes bugging so badly I almost expected them to pop out of my head and start bouncing around.

Julian cradled the cat closer against his chest. “It’ll be okay. I’ll keep an eye on him.”

“Like when you kept an eye on him as he turned Mrs. Vamp Cat?” I snapped.

“That was one mistake, which will not happen again now that I know the signs.”

I folded my arms. “And your Initiate is okay with this?”

He shrugged, his gaze falling to the cat still purr-growling in his arms. “She actually wants to be a vampire.”

“She wants to be a vampire?”

He nodded, his expression grim. “She and a lot of other people, actually. There’s a whole Initiate program designed to lure in the best and brightest human minds to recruit into the vampire hive.”

“Brilliant idiots.” I sighed. What would a girl who wanted to be a vampire that much do? I had a few ideas, myself—not that I wanted to be a vampire, but the thought had crossed my mind. On more than one occasion.

“I was hoping you’d be able to find the spell that allows vampires to daywalk,” Julian said. “You know, for Rainbow’s sake. I have to put him in the bathroom during the day, as well as his lady friend who’s still suffering the ill effects of the transformation.”

I sat on the edge of the bed again, covering my face with my hands and throwing my head back until I hit the mattress. This was a nightmare. I’d actually turned Julian into a cat person. Except it wasn’t regular cats, it was a monster cat. Or two. And I’d created those monsters.

Which meant they were, unfortunately, my responsibility.

“Do you know where she wrote the spell down?” I asked, lifting my head and peering through my fingers at him.

He smiled. “No. But I’d recognize her handwriting.”

I sat up, resigning myself to this new task. “Okay. Got a few minutes?”

“Yes. I’m not expected back for at least an hour.”

“Then let’s give this a shot.”

I grabbed my bookbag and pulled the book out. I tossed the grimoire onto the bed, scooting up to the headboard to sit. Julian hesitated a moment, but then sat beside me. I almost ragged him for it, but decided against it. I’d take whatever I could get from the vamp. For now.

“So the book is divided into three sections,” I began, angling it so Julian could see. “The first is the simple spells and a little on history and techniques. Obviously, your spell wouldn’t be in there.”

I flipped forward a few pages, the smell of ancient oils and magic tickling my nose. “The second section is a little more advanced, and certain pages are sticky. I think it’s the magic holding them together. It could be in there, but most likely it would be in one of the sticky bits.”

I thumbed forward until I came to a block of pages that were either completely blank or refused to budge. “The third section is completely inaccessible until I can figure out how to unlock it.” I looked at Julian. “Have you done any research on your girl’s family?”

I had a feeling there was some plant-based magic in the mix, but whether it played into unlocking things was hard to tell. If I knew more about what they did or favored, I might be able to start unlocking the grimoire’s secrets.

He shook his head. “I haven’t had the time. And I don’t know how she unlocked it. All I know about Alice’s family is what she told me, which didn’t extend much past the general abuse she received at the hands of her sisters. Maybe let’s just try the second section and hope it’s in one of the non-sticky areas?”

I nodded, though I had a feeling we’d come up empty-handed. I had never heard of a spell that helped vampires, so I figured that one would be buried deep.

Together, we scanned through page after page, but nothing jumped out at me, and Julian didn’t seem to recognize anything either.

“If you don’t mind me asking,” he said, making me notice how close he now was, his shoulder pressing up against mine and his mouth a breath away from my ear. “Just how serious are you and Caesar?”

I looked over my shoulder at him, my insides coiling with the desire for him to come even closer. “Well, after I told him about you, he basically pinned me down and told me I was his.”

He nodded, his eyes not breaking from mine, and the look inside them was impossible to read.

“And, how do you feel about that?” He drew closer, his cool breath caressing my cheek.

My breath hitched. “Like I still really want you to kiss me anyway.”

But he didn’t close the distance between us, just kept staring at me. I could feel those eyes pulling me into a trance, but I resisted the tug, wanting to be fully alert for this moment.

“Why do you ask?”

He sighed softly, his eyes sliding down my body. “Because I guess I want to know just how fucked I am.” He lifted his hand and gently caressed his fingers over my cheeks, trailing a line of ice in their wake.

Rainbow jumped onto the book, breaking whatever spell had been cast. Julian grabbed the cat and stalked away from the bed, the cool emptiness warming beside me.

I shook my head, focusing once more on the book. The sticky pages—the ones where I couldn’t read the spells caught between—annoyed me enough that I almost wanted to rip them out.

Overwhelmed with frustration, I slammed the book closed. “We’re not going to find anything powerful without unlocking this thing. And I should get home anyway.”

He looked up at me while he stroked the vampire cat in his arms. “I’m sorry.”

I snorted. “For what?”

Julian didn’t elaborate, but the look in his eyes said everything. So I just nodded with a pouty smile.

I threw the grimoire into my bag and grabbed my winter gear to suit back up. Then I slung the bag over my shoulder and headed for the door. “I’ll let you know if I find anything.”

He smiled, a truly brilliant and beautiful smile. “Thank you, Shea. For everything.”
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Chapter 28
Tobias

I was excellent at compartmentalizing my thoughts and feelings—most of the time. I was so adept at it that I’d been accused more than once of being cold and unfeeling. That I was closer to something of artificial intelligence, a robot, rather than a living, breathing dragon.

I often blamed it on my father because my mother was the direct opposite. And Tamara, my sister, didn’t seem to have the same issues, either.

But when the image of her—of Arya—entered my thoughts, I lost all control, no matter which direction I wanted my thoughts to go. Glancing at my bed, I couldn’t help but picture her lying there naked like she had yesterday, playing with herself while she compelled me to jerk off in front of her.

Fuck that had been the sexiest thing I had ever seen and also the cruelest torture I’d ever endured. She was nothing short of amazing.

And she was my girlfriend.

No girl had ever owned that label. I tried not to think about the fact that no one should own that label. And though I hadn’t consciously intended to ask her for that, I was glad it happened. I just needed a little more practice compartmentalizing with her, I supposed.

I tried and failed to write the English essay that was due last Thursday. I’d never asked for an extension before, but with everything that had happened the past several weeks—and being that I was a prince—I got a pass. I’d never used the Dracul card before and cringed a little that my grade demanded it.

What was a few more hours? I’d write the damned essay later.

This whole girlfriend business made me uneasy, so I pulled out the history book about that first shifter school I borrowed from the library: Skye Boarding House - The Original Shifter School: A History. There had to be a way to break the curse. It pained me, more than I’d even admit to myself, to know that the instant I let myself fall completely in love with Arya, I’d lose her.

The fact she actually wanted to be with me advertised that my feelings hadn’t deepened past infatuation just yet. The curse wasn’t triggered. But I knew it was only a matter of time.

Flipping through the first few pages, I discovered the one I’d found in the library. The picture of my relative Claudette Elana Dracul, the person who caused the Dracul curse. Studying her picture, I was surprised at how Claudette’s nose—large and Roman—was near-identical to my sister’s.

The book listed the background history of Claudette. It said she fled her family in New Orleans for unknown reasons to find solitude and sanctuary in Washington state, and was taken in by a human family, the Skyes. It said Claudette and her bodyguard, a phoenix named Evandrus Summers, spent a year helping convert the once human-only boarding house into a safe house for shifters, and then a makeshift school where she and Mr. Summers assisted in helping shifters control their powers and defend themselves.

Summers. I wondered if this Evandrus was any relation to Igneaus, the phoenix teacher at the Dome, and Ashlyn’s dad.

Ashlyn, who was Arya’s friend.

Arya.

And there she was again, intruding on my thoughts.

I imagined running my fingers through her silky hair, exploring her pretty mouth with my tongue, feeling the press of her body against mine...

I slammed the book closed and bounded from my bed. Throwing on my gray wool overcoat and the red scarf Tamara had sent to me as an early Christmas present, I marched out of my bedroom. Before I realized where I was going, I found myself out of the Dome and on the sub heading into the city.

Might as well finish Christmas shopping, I justified as I stomped up the steps from the tunnel. The city buzzed with the activity of last-minute shoppers, and I quickly merged into the crowd.

I couldn’t explain why I’d felt compelled to leave. I’d felt frantic and on edge, and I guess I’d hoped the distance and distraction would offer some clarity about what to do about this curse.

And, in truth, I really did need to buy Arya a Christmas gift. This would be our first big holiday as an official couple, and I’d be a major douche if I didn’t get her anything. I wanted to get her something perfect.

When I walked past the alley—the alley, the one where Arya, Niko, Ashlyn, and I were attacked by those vampires—I paused. It was such a drastically different memory, but it also intruded on my thoughts more often than I would like. It felt like it happened just yesterday. It felt like it happened a hundred years ago.

When the hair at the back of my neck stood on end, I had that very familiar, very disconcerting feeling I was being watched. I resumed walking and resisted the urge to look behind me. It was probably just PTSD, but part of me swore I saw some shadows shrink just then.

Quickening my steps, I rounded a corner I hadn’t intended to. Vampires couldn’t come out during the day, anyway.

I felt every bit the hypocrite. My own words about Arya stupidly leaving the Dome rang in my ears. Whatever! Go and get yourself killed!

At least Arya had Ashlyn—and the witch—with her when they’d left the Dome for their “girl’s day out.” Not that Ashlyn was the most reliable protection, but she had handled herself well in the alley and could’ve at least called for help if something happened.

Here, today, in the middle of Chicago, I was alone.

Then I swore I heard a gunshot, but decided it was more of my paranoid imagination. Still, without another thought, I dialed Brett, thinking he’d be the more available friend. The call went straight to voicemail.

I tried Niko next, who answered on the first ring.

“Can you get away from Arthur for a few hours?” I asked.

There was a pause. “I think so,” Niko said. “He shut himself in Caesar’s office again for phone calls or something. I’ve been counting ceiling tiles for the past half hour, which is code for wandering the school because Arthur doesn’t seem to care what I’m actually doing.”

None of that surprised me. I’d experienced both extremes growing up. Either Arthur had his attention focused on me like a microscope, watching every minuscule movement and showing distaste if one strand of my hair disobeyed, or he was too busy with other things that he didn’t care whether I was doing my algebra homework or practicing my fireballs in the master walk-in-closet.

“Meet me in the city?” I asked. “M Burger at Water Tower Place?”

“Yup,” was all Niko said before hanging up.

I requested an Uber, then when I arrived at M Burger ahead of Niko, I ordered two Chicago doubles and two orders of jalapeno cheese fries. The loudspeaker played Silver Bells when Niko joined me, and we ate in near silence until we’d finished.

“Since when does Tobias Dracul go to a mall?” Niko asked, discarding his tray.

I eyed him as I dumped mine and wondered if the news of mine and Arya’s relationship had spread across the Dome yet. It was only a matter of time. Niko wasn’t technically a student anymore, but he’d still spent plenty of time at school as of late. I shoved my hands into my coat pockets and led the way toward shopping.

“Since I suddenly found myself with a girlfriend to buy for.” I ducked my head, almost in embarrassment. I wasn’t sure what the right emotion was in this situation. It was an awkward way to announce I had a girlfriend.

I was so completely out of my element.

Niko punched me in the arm. “Congrats, man,” he said, though his tone sounded less than enthusiastic.

“It’s Arya,” I said, as if clarifying would change Niko’s reaction.

His eyebrows pinched, and he leaned away from me. “I know.”

My shoulders lifted. “You don’t sound thrilled.”

“It’s just...” he paused. “I saw Ashlyn this morning.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. She’d been training and had her hair all up in those...fiery curls.”

I suspected Niko had different adjectives in mind, but didn’t mention it. “I thought you broke up with her.”

“I did. I figured it was for the best, since I was leaving.”

“Smart,” I agreed.

Before Arya, I probably would’ve made the same choice. But I didn’t exactly have that luxury with this imprint. And Arthur might take her away. Would she break up with me if that happened? I didn’t like where my thoughts led, and that scared the hell out of me.

“Anyway,” Niko continued with his eyes narrowed in irritation, “she asked out one of the weres today. Right in front of me.”

“A were?” I was more shocked than appalled.

I didn’t know what girls—well, girls who weren’t weres themselves—saw in the weres. They were volatile and explosive. They started fights over green beans and music subscriptions. They were slaves to the moon, but more than anything else, they weren’t born shifters. They were bitten. They were made.

I realized this prejudice was probably Lord Dracul’s influence on his son, but despite my rationale that they were, in fact, shifters, I’d always seen them as lesser. I hated myself for it, but it was true. I held regular humans in a higher regard than the weres. Especially the hounds.

“Yeah. Jackson.” The way he said his name made it clear how disgusted he was by the situation, a social cue I didn’t miss.

“The...dog?” I scoffed.

Niko nodded.

“Do you think she’s moved on?”

He shot me a glare. “No! She’s obviously trying to get under my skin. You know, make me jealous?”

“Ah,” I said. But it was too late. I felt extra-blind to those emotional cues. First Arya, and now Niko.

“But thanks for the confidence, man,” he said in a sardonic tone.

“Sorry,” was all I could think to say.

He shrugged. “So what do you have in mind for Arya’s present?”

“There’s this store called Pandora, I think?” I said.

“The one with the jewelry? I think I’ve seen the commercials.”

“Yeah. I figure I can’t screw up too bad with jewelry.”

He leaned over the table. “If you really want my advice, don’t just get her something random. And definitely don’t get her something gaudy. Arya is a classy girl, and she’ll recognize a last-minute trinket right away. Whatever you get her, make sure you put some real thought into it. That’s what I would do if I hadn’t fucked up.”

He scowled down at the table for a moment, then pushed away from it. “I’d better get back before the general notices I’m gone.”

He was already waking away before I’d finished saying, “Okay.”

I slouched against the back of my chair and sighed. As it turned out, I didn’t need some curse to make people I cared about hate me. I inherited that special skill from Arthur, too, apparently. And now I had the added pressure of not pissing Arya off with the wrong gift. Great.
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Chapter 29
Julian

“Ten days,” Piper said through chattering teeth. She wore a hooded purple parka that made her look twice her size, and still the girl couldn’t keep warm. “It’s been ten days since Hadrian dumped me off here, and there hasn’t been any sign of Arya or her friends.”

I held back a smile. Piper, the overzealous Initiate—the one who got excited about everything—was miserable. What made matters even better was that she was miserable about a vampire task that had been assigned by the vampire leader himself.

“I’ve warned you,” I said with a shrug. “Being a vampire isn’t all it’s cut out to be.”

“I’d do just about anything to have you turn me right here and now,” she snapped. “At least then I’d stop freezing to death.”

The smile slipped away from my face like rubber on ice. “There are far worse things than feeling cold.”

She held up a gloved finger. “Not right now.” Puffs of breath steamed from her mouth. “I just don’t get it. It’s the Saturday before their Christmas Break, and none of Arya’s friends have come out. I mean, shouldn’t students be going home to be with their families? And that’s not even the craziest thing. None of them have come out since I’ve been here, and at least one of us has been here every day and night keeping a lookout.”

Piper narrowed her eyes at me. “Unless you’ve been sneaking away from here when I go back to your apartment to sleep.”

I had bought a mattress out of pity for my Initiate, who, during the first two nights, hadn’t slept well at all on my hardwood floor next to the fireplace. Since then, she’d slept better, but being out in the cold always seemed to put her in a sour mood.

“Hadrian’s monitoring this location,” I said. “I wouldn’t dare leave the station unmarked at this point. He’d have my head mounted to his wall of trophies.”

Disgust unraveled on Piper’s face. “You think he’d really do that?”

I shrugged. “Probably. But not until after drowning me for three years.”

The sun momentarily snuck from the clouds and illuminated Piper’s face. Her jaw dropped, as if a weight had been tied to her chin and suddenly released.

Raising my eyebrows and smirking ever so slightly, I said, “Are you sure you want to become a vampire?”

She swallowed with difficulty, and her glasses fogged up as she let out a deep breath. After rubbing at them, her magnified-brown eyes looked at me. “Hadrian doesn’t trust you.”

I nodded. “That’s very apparent. Your very presence proves that. I’m sure he’s asked you to watch my every move.”

Her head bobbed softly. “Yes. He wants me to report anything I might perceive to be out of the ordinary.”

I swung my arms out and twisted my hips, putting myself on display. “You’ve been here ten days. Have you discovered anything out of the ordinary?”

“Well, there is one thing,” she replied, looking down.

A chill ran down my spine. I’d met with Shea yesterday to warn her about Hadrian’s recent interest in her, as well as to inform her about his new vampire-kitty, Rainbow. Had Piper tailed me? Had she planted some device in my clothing that tapped into my conversation? What had she reported to Hadrian?

I hoped my anxiety didn’t reveal any sign of guilt.

Piper looked me up and down with interest, and I straightened my back as she analyzed me. “How is it that you can survive in daylight?”

My worry melted away like snow in the spring.

“During my Vampire History classes at Heritage Prep, I learned that protective rings and bracelets exist that have been enchanted to shield vampires from the harmful rays of the sun, but they have mostly fallen into myth. The whereabouts of such trinkets are unknown, and you don’t wear any form of jewelry.”

I felt the weight of Alice’s brooch in the pocket of my dark slacks, and a sly grin crawled across my face.

“That, Piper Adams, is a story for another day. For now, all you have to know is that Hadrian selected me for this shifter-snatching job because of my ability to daywalk.”

I let my eyes wander as I turned away from her, allowing my relief to settle my nerves. I had enough going on with the topic of Shea to worry about Hadrian knowing about her. I hadn’t responded to Caesar. I couldn’t even imagine what that interaction was going to look like, especially since I was utterly incapable of making any decisions regarding Shea myself.

I knew how I felt about her. The feelings themselves were clear as day and sharp as a blade. Could she be right? Could there be a higher reason why she reminded me so much of Alice, and why I craved her so powerfully? Would Alice approve? And yet, the idea of turning away from my hopes of Alice slammed a giant wall down on my feelings every time the thought crossed my mind.

Movement at the stairs of the subway station pulled my attention away from my ruminations. People had been going up and down all day, but I couldn’t help but recognize the boy emerging from the stairway.

He looked the same as he had during the fight in the nearby alley. I was impressed the dragon shifter had survived the attack—I remembered the amount of lead the young man had been hit with. This time, he was alone.

He was tall, bundled up in winter gear, but his dark hair was visible, and even from this distance, I could see his amber eyes.

“I’ve got eyes on one of Arya’s friends,” I said with a nod toward the station.

She followed my hard stare. “Is that the Dracul boy?”

“That’s him,” I replied, setting my jaw.

The young man was a descendant of the woman I loathed more than anything. In my opinion, the boy shouldn’t be alive—Claudette Dracul should never have been able to have offspring. Not after the unforgivable crime she’d committed against Alice.

I quickly corrected my thinking. This boy was not Claudette, and he had done me no ill-will. For all I knew, Claudette never even had children, and this was some distant cousin. But despite the boy’s heritage, I had no intention of snatching him.

“Tobias Dracul.”

“Let’s get him!” Piper said, eager to finally start moving.

I grabbed her arm firmly as she stepped forward.

“You haven’t ever tailed somebody before, have you?” I whispered. “You don’t dive right in the first chance you get.”

“But we may never get another chance,” she argued.

To be honest, I would be entirely fine with that. But I had to at least pretend I was trying to ensnare the Dracul boy.

“Look how many other people are down there,” I pointed out. “It’s far too open, and too many witnesses. If we swoop in and take him now, we’ll have more than a dragon shifter to worry about.”

“So what do we do?” she asked.

“Like I said, we tail him, but from a distance,” I replied. “If we get too close, we risk getting discovered. And you don’t want to be around the Dracul boy if he shifts into his dragon form to protect himself.”

Tobias moved northward through crowds with long strides, pausing for a moment as he looked at a nearby alley—the same alley where Hadrian had ensnared Arya and her friends. The same place we’d learned that Arya was a siren.

“What’s he doing?” Piper asked.

I ran a hand through my hair. “He’s recalling the attack we made on him and his friends just weeks ago. Come on. We can close in a bit now that he’s distracted.”

Side-by-side, we headed in the dragon shifter’s direction. I was surprised to feel Piper’s gloved fingers slide between mine.

“Hey,” I said, starting to pull my hand away.

“Hold on,” she said quickly, resisting my withdrawal. “We’ll look less conspicuous walking together like a couple.”

I hesitated but let her keep her hold. Not just because I was considering her assessment, but because, for the first time I could remember, Alice’s face was not the face I saw at another woman’s touch. It was Shea’s.

I pushed away the pang of guilt and ambivalence.

“Good point,” I conceded. “But if you start looking at me with lover’s eyes...”

She laughed. “Don’t worry, I won’t.”

Together, we followed the Dracul boy, who had seemed to gather his wits and move on from the alleyway.

“What’s the plan?” she asked.

I couldn’t answer directly, as we were surrounded by a large group of pedestrians. Talking about a kidnapping wouldn’t go over too well in front of a crowd.

“You know, dear,” she said nonchalantly, catching onto the reason behind my unease. “I’m not entirely sure where we’ll put my sisters up once they arrive. The apartment is considerably small, and poor Megan is allergic to cats.”

“We’ll just have to find other lodgings for them,” I said, understanding the meaning beneath her lines. “The cats are staying.”

I looked at her out of the corner of my eye and found her struggling to conceal her irritation.

“But the cats are weird,” she muttered. “Not normal.”

I couldn’t argue with that. “I can’t just throw them out on the streets. Can you imagine what would happen?”

The crowd splintered, and soon, we found ourselves alone again, still following Tobias Dracul.

“Those vampire cats will be the death of me, Julian,” she whispered. “Every time I go back to your apartment, they claw at the closet door. One of these days, they’ll claw their way through and eat me in my sleep.”

“I’ll figure it out,” I whispered back, looking around to make sure nobody was within earshot. “Let’s stay focused on our mission. We need to follow him to a more-secluded area before we can risk grabbing him.”

“And once we find that secluded area, how do we go about the actual kidnapping?”

“You distract him with your expert extroverted-ness,” I said. “I’ll take him from behind.”

She blew out a long breath. “That’s a lot of pressure.”

I arched an eyebrow. “Why? All you have to do is distract him for two seconds. That will give me plenty of time to—” I pounded my left hand with my right fist.

“That works,” she replied, flaring her brows like she was impressed.

Tobias turned a corner, instantly concealed by one of the larger apartment buildings. Julian was half-tempted to say that we’d lost him, that we should turn back around and wait for him to go back to the subway station. But Piper pulled me forward, hurrying her pace.

“We’re going to lose him!” she hissed.

A gunshot sounded, and I instantly felt a tear burning at my free arm, making it go numb. That numbness did nothing for the pain that rapidly escalated. It was enough to make me cry out and wrench my hand away from Piper as I pressed against a wall and felt at my wound.

As quickly as it had hurt, it healed, and I was relieved to discover that the bullet that hit me had merely grazed me. I’d been lucky. Judging by the pain I’d experienced, I hadn’t been hit by an ordinary bullet—the shooter was firing copper bullets. If one landed in just the right place, I’d be dead.

The numbness remained, though, and would for the next several minutes—perhaps the rest of the day. Copper was a vampire’s greatest weakness, and my past was riddled with terrible experiences with the red metal.

A stream of panic flooded my gut. Whoever was shooting at me knew I was a vampire, but the gunman also knew I was a daywalker. And anybody with that kind of knowledge was a serious threat.

Screams erupted all around and pedestrians ran into the nearby buildings to get out of potential danger.

“Julian!” Piper cried. “You’ve been shot!

Instinctually I pulled on nearby shadows to hide myself, but my abilities would only protect me. Piper was merely human. Moving quickly, I hastily pushed Piper behind a nearby bench.

“What’s going on?” she squeaked, trembling with fear.

“Stay there,” I commanded. “And keep out of sight.”

Had we been baited? Was the Dracul boy part of a shifter trap that we’d just set off? Had Caesar betrayed me?

Another shot fired, and I felt a slight displacement in the air next to my cheek. My shadow concealment likely saved me, but it also marked me in broad daylight. I needed to get to the gunman before a successful shot was fired.

My rapid senses caught sight of the next bullet’s origination as it zinged through the air, striking the bench Piper was behind.

So she’s been marked, too.

But now I saw the gunman, peeking his head around the corner of a nearby store decked out with Christmas decor across the street. He was just one hundred feet away, aiming a rifle our way.

The shooter was a young man, wearing a brown coat and a brown beanie with small locks of brown hair crossing his forehead. What was most noticeable was a marking on the back of his right hand—a tattoo I was all-too familiar with from my earlier days working for Hadrian. The dark mark consisted of a blade pointed downward, encircled by five dots. I’d learned years ago that each dot represented the four main shifter genuses, as well as the vampire race.

“A hunter,” I hissed. So, the attack was separate from the Dracul boy’s emergence.

I began moving to intercept the attacker, and I could tell the hunter had realized he’d been spotted. Fear flitted over the hunter’s youthful face, and he flung his rifle over his shoulder, its strap catching around his back so the muzzle pointed up in the air, then ran out of sight. The store exterior provided him excellent cover.

However, I was faster than any human.

Using all my speed, I sprinted across the street, dodging cars in the process, receiving a chorus of honks—no doubt wondering what this misty form moving through the street was—then stopped at the corner of the store.

Not wanting to step out into the open and risk getting shot again, I peeked around the side and saw the young man throw his rifle through an open window in the back of a small, gray sedan. Through the back windshield, the barrels of several guns could be seen sticking up, likely mounted to a gun rack installed inside the vehicle.

The panicked brown eyes of the hunter spotted me, and he rushed into the front passenger seat and slammed the door. A half-second later, the car peeled away, kicking up rocks and leaving behind the smell of burnt rubber. The last thing I saw on the car was a black decal on the bumper that matched the hunter’s tattoo.

My rush of adrenaline urged me to chase after the car—it would be easy to keep up—but I was in daylight, and passersby would see me. Most of all, I needed to protect Piper. She couldn’t protect herself in her weak, human form.

Releasing the shadows that concealed me, I waited for traffic to stop at the nearby intersection and crossed legally.

Upon reaching the bench Piper was cowering behind, I held my hand out. “Hey, you okay?”

She turned and looked at me with terror seeping from her eyes, only magnified by her glasses. She took my hand unsteadily, and I helped her to her feet.

“They tried to shoot me,” she mumbled distantly, staring at me while the event replayed through her mind.

I nodded. “They wanted to kill both of us.”

“Who were they, and why were they after us?” Tears streamed from her eyes, and I pulled her into my chest with one arm.

“Hey, it’s okay now,” I said, hardly believing I was providing comfort to her. It felt foreign to me but also instinctual. “But we need to get off the street and to safety. We’ll take the L and get away from the city for a while.”

She sniffed and looked across the street, not toward where the shooter had been, but where the Dracul boy had been last seen.

“W—what about our mission?” she asked. “What will Hadrian say when he finds out we failed?”

I shook my head, shocked that she could even be thinking about that after such a traumatic event.

“Unfortunately, we can’t camp out by the station anymore,” I said as I walked with Piper back toward the subway station, still holding her closely. “Hunters have been watching us. Coming back will be a deathtrap. We’ll have to inform Hadrian that we need a different plan.”

Piper nodded against my chest.

But the hunter attack had been the perfect distraction, giving us a good reason as to why we couldn’t catch Tobias Dracul. And while it had been dangerous, I was grateful it happened.
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Chapter 30
Shea

It took a lot of begging to get Gram to let me come to Chicago Christmas Eve. She’d been suspicious of me ever since Caesar’s impromptu visit a few days ago, and even though she hadn’t caught on to what happened under her roof yet, she knew something did. But when I showed her the gifts I had so prettily wrapped and ready to deliver, that finally broke her.

With full permission and a strict curfew, I carried my shoulder bag out the door, this time filled with presents. Okay, so there were only four, but I was feeling jolly enough to imagine it was my own personal Santa pack.

I hummed along to Christmas tunes as I made my way through the city to the shifter school entrance. I wasn’t going in, exactly. There was no way I was trying that again until Caesar gave me the go-ahead.

I took my stop at the end of the green line, letting the passengers dissipate before whispering my magic word and slipping onto the secret platform. The train was waiting, just as I’d hoped. I slid three of my gifts onto the seat—wrapped in cellophane so as not to get blown up on arrival out of suspicion—and made sure the name tags were visible beneath the bows and curls of ribbon.

For Arya, along with the mermaid hair clip, I’d included the rose I’d resurrected, an unspoken promise that I’d do everything in my power to figure out how to bring Arya’s mom back. If I could do it for Julian—which I was an evil, evil person for hoping I couldn’t—I’d do it for my best friend in a heartbeat.

For Caesar, I’d gotten something innocuous so as not to trigger anyone’s suspicion if he happened to open it in company, but something only he would understand the meaning of—a tie with a bunch of white kitty faces all over it. I was almost sad that I wouldn’t get to watch him open it, but just imagining his hearty chuckle when he pulled it out gave me a kick.

The final gift was for Ashlyn. It wasn’t easy coming up with something for the phoenix, but I knew she pretty much lived with her headphones on, so I got her a spotify gift card so she could choose whatever music she wanted.

I stepped off the train and headed back toward the exit. Looking around the platform for cameras, I waved and smiled. I hoped that if they didn’t recognize me, they’d at least understand my little break-in bore no ill intent.

I grabbed my phone out of my bag and sent Arya a quick text. If Arya got it in time, maybe she could be at the other end to intercept the presents. It would ruin the Christmas surprise a bit, but it was better than getting nothing at all.

Back on the public platform, the next outbound train was just arriving, and I boarded it along with a handful of other people. This one headed directly by Julian’s place if I rode it far enough, and it just happened to be my next destination.

It was probably stupid, getting the vampire anything, but I couldn’t help myself when I spotted the little vampire pet capes. Rainbow and his little lady friend would look adorable in them—assuming Julian could get the capes on the creatures. But that wasn’t my problem.

I might have also gotten him a book of sheet music. It was all current stuff—I figured he probably had all the classics—but the thought of him banging out Bad Romance on his piano put a smile on my face.

Of course, the radio silence Julian had put on our communication since our little motel rendezvous was driving me nuts. I wanted to contact him, but though I hadn’t actually agreed to his terms, his warning still rang fresh in my memory. So, I was letting Julian call the shots. But that didn’t mean I couldn’t make a tiny little pit-stop just to deliver his gift.

Concrete walls turned into tracks above the city as the L neared Julian’s apartment, and I pushed all my troubles out of my mind, determined to just enjoy the Christmas spirit that was finally kicking in.

When I came to my stop, I shuffled off the relative comfort of the L and into the cold wind. It whipped at my clothes, finding every chink in my armor against the winter chill. But I smiled as the seasonal weather completed the yuletide feeling.

I headed toward Julian’s building, casting wary glances at everyone I passed. I wasn’t stupid enough to go right to his apartment door, but I figured I could at least leave my gift somewhere for him to pick up.

And if no one could help me, the bag I’d packed his gifts in would hang nicely from the handle—so basically, I was saving my stupidity for plan B. But I’d be careful. As preparation, I’d signed the tag as S, and swept my scent away with magic so I couldn’t be traced.

Julian’s soul-crushing smile played in my head, and I wished I could be there when he opened everything. I’d only seen that smile a handful of times, but I was aiming to make it a permanent fixture.

The familiar building loomed ahead, and I slowed a pace or two, scanning for signs of Julian’s handsome face—or anyone who might know him. Not that I knew what his Initiate looked like, but I figured the girl must be gorgeous. Right?

A perfectly primped brunette sauntered past, and I marked her as a potential. Or maybe the doe-eyed blonde clutching her fancy coat against the wicked chill.

I gave up as she reached the door. Really, the Initiate could be anyone. And it wasn’t like I could do anything about it, even if I did know. Besides, Julian had made it clear that, even if he didn’t quite want to be with me, he was at least obsessed with me. Initiate Bitch had nothing on me.

I pulled my knit cap down a little lower and fluffed up my scarf as I walked into the warm lobby. A peppermint scent invaded my nostrils, the song coming over the speakers fading away as Jingle Bells took its place. Dishes clanked in the quiet dining room, and I wondered if they were closing or getting ready for an evening crowd.

I made my way to the concierge, who looked like he was packing up for the day. “Excuse me,” I said in the sweetest voice I could muster.

The concierge turned to regard me with an annoyed expression. “Can I help you?”

“I’m sorry. I have a gift for a friend, and I don’t know how to get it to him without ruining the surprise. He lives in apartment 823?” I gave him a hopeful smile, and he sighed.

“Give it to me. I’ll get it to him before I leave.”

“Thank you! So much. Oh, here.” I dug in my bag, pulling out a Snickers bar I’d stashed in case I needed a snack on the return trip. “For your trouble. Merry Christmas?”

The concierge took the candy bar with a shrug and a nod.

I left, humming the rest of the Jingle Bells tune.

It was incredible how quiet the city seemed. Next week would likely be even quieter as families gathered around Christmas trees and exchanged presents. But today’s lull was a little eerie. I wondered how Julian would be celebrating, and hoped Arya and Ashlyn were having a nice time. I hated that I was still on the outside of all their excitement. But it wouldn’t be forever. I’d make sure of that.

The wind blew my scarf into my face, and I unzipped my coat to stuff the errant cloth in.

But I crashed into someone before I could begin, a liquid warmth seeping through my white sweater. Looking down, I saw coffee soaking into my shirt, droplets clinging to the fuzz on my scarf.

“What the hell? Watch where you’re—” The words stuck in my throat as I met the mischievous smirk of Adam. “What are you doing here?”

“Out for a walk. What are you doing here?” he asked, taking a step closer.

“Ruining sweaters, apparently.” I sighed, wiping at the stain on my shirt, but gave up when my efforts only served to spread the liquid further.

“Yeah, sorry about that,” Adam said, sounding anything but sorry. He picked up his emptied cup and tossed it into a nearby trash can. “Let me buy you a new one.”

“What?” I asked, unsure I heard him right and still quite annoyed.

He shrugged. “I ruined your sweater. It’s only right I get you another one.”

I frowned, contemplating the time. I’d told Gram I’d be back before dark, but I’d also told her that I was going to visit Arya. Maybe another hour or two wouldn’t hurt anything, and I could still get home before dark.

“Fine,” I said, lifting my chin. “But you owe me two shirts.”

Adam’s brows rose. “Two?”

“Yep. This one was from my aunt and I really liked it.” I met his gaze, challenging him to deny me.

He smirked. “I’d better make it three.”

I matched his smirk. “That’s more like it. Now come on, I have a tight curfew.”

This guy was weird, but who was I to refuse if Christmas wanted to come early this year?
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Chapter 31
Ashlyn

Christmas Eve had been like any other day for me and my mother. We didn't celebrate with gifts, and there was no other family to spend it with. So I tried not to expect anything too different with my dad, since he wasn't the mushy type.

Before my little argument with Arya, I had looked forward to spending that day with her, excited to celebrate and exchange gifts. Now I just wanted to veg.

I knew from the moment I woke up that my heart wasn't into the idea of going on a date with Jackson. Sure, he was cute in a rugged kind of way, but he seemed rowdy and temperamental. And more temper was not what I needed.

I kept my morning clear so I could watch two movies before my date. But the short confrontation I’d had with Arya played over and over in my mind, souring my mood. Why did she have to get in my head like that?

Half way through “Die Hard”—yes, it’s a Christmas movie—there was a knock on my door.

“Yeah?” I called, too lazy to get up.

The door opened a little and Arya peered in. I immediately paused the movie and set my tablet aside. We hadn’t really spoken since Tuesday, mostly because of my rigorous and completely voluntary training regiment—okay, maybe I’d been avoiding her a little to evade any judgment on my dating choices—but I desperately wanted to talk to her now.

“Hey,” she said, offering a small smile. “One of Santa’s helpers dropped off a gift for you.” She came all the way in holding a small, flat box wrapped in pretty Christmas paper and a bow on top.

I raised my eyebrows in surprise, and some foolish part of me briefly wondered—hoped—it might be from Niko.

“Shea sent it in on the secret subway,” she added, bringing it toward me.

My hopes deflated, but I smiled. “Oh, cool. Thanks for bringing it to me.”

She offered it to me, but instead of taking it, I scooted to one side of my bed to make room for her.

“Oh. I got the distinct impression you were avoiding me,” she said, just standing in front of my bed and wearing a slightly wounded expression.

I pursed my lips and shrugged. “Sorry I’ve been weird. This whole Jackson-Niko thing has thrown me for a bit of a loop. I guess I thought you were mad at me.” I sheepishly glanced up at her.

She tilted her head to the side and frowned. “I have no right to be mad at you. God knows I’ve acted stupidly because of boys since I got here. Men just suck.”

“Amen to that,” I said, raising my fist in agreement.

We both laughed.

“Okay, open your present already,” she urged, sitting beside me and shoving the box into my lap.

I dug right in, shredding the paper and pulling the lid off the box. I wasn’t exactly used to opening gifts, so this whole ordeal was especially exciting to me. Inside lay a green card with the spotify logo.

“Wow, fifty bucks!” I gushed. “I can get so many songs with that!”

“Aw, Shea’s the best,” Arya said.

“What did she get you?”

“I don’t know yet,” she replied with a shrug. “I just came right over as soon as I picked them up.”

Aww. I really didn’t deserve Arya as a friend.

“Well, go get it,” I urged. “I want to see what she got you, too!”

Arya grinned. “Okay. Be right back.” Then she hopped off my bed and scurried out, returning after a few seconds with a gift the size of a shoe box in hand.

She reclaimed her spot on the bed and began tearing open the paper. Peering over her shoulder as she opened the lid, I saw a beautiful mermaid hair clip with blue rhinestones inside and—a rose?

Arya picked up the hair clip and held it up to admire it. “Wow, this is so beautiful.”

After a moment of wide-eyed appreciation, she set it down, coiled her long black hair into a bun, and clasped the clip around it.

“How do I look?” she asked, turning her head to give me the full view.

“Gorgeous, as always,” I said honestly.

She giggled, then looked back down at the rose and frowned curiously. She picked it up, still examining it with confusion.

“I’ll have to ask her what the symbolism behind this is,” she mused.

She placed the rose back in the box and set it aside, turning to look at me.

“So, today’s the big day, huh?”

I nodded. “Yep.” Glancing at my clock, I added, “In just about an hour.”

She inclined her head at my casual tone. “Aren’t you excited?”

I slumped against my headboard. “No. Honestly, I’d much rather stay here and watch movies with you for the rest of the day.”

One of her eyebrows arched as she gave me a catty smirk. “I thought you were all of a sudden ready for a rebound guy.”

I rolled my eyes. “Obviously, I only asked Jackson out to get to Niko. I don’t even know if I like Jackson. I mean, I guess he’s kinda cute, but I don’t know anything about him—except that he causes more accidents than I do.”

She snickered, then put her hand on my knee. “Well, a date is the perfect way to find out. Besides, would you rather have Niko hear that you bailed on your date or that you had a great time?”

I pursed my lips and nodded. “Yeah, that’s a really good point. I might as well make some kind of effort.”

She beamed at me. “Want me to help you get ready?”

“Duh,” I replied playfully, and like nothing had ever come between us, we fell right back into our friendship as she helped me pick out the perfect outfit.

***

Jackson looked effortlessly handsome when I met him at the Dome’s exit. I wondered how much time he spent getting ready. Probably not much.

Jackson’s hair was ruffled and pointed in all different directions like he’d tried to make bed-head look good. He’d succeeded. The fitted plaid button-down beneath his leather jacket completed the bad boy look, as did his dark jeans.

When he saw me, he whistled. “Damn, you look hot! Just as a phoenix should.”

I wasn't sure how to take his compliment, so I just smiled and played with my hair.

“So, where are we headed?” I asked, assuming that as the guy, he had something planned.

“Uh, well you asked me out. You tell me.” Okay, so apparently he wasn’t the alpha male type. This was already boring.

“Oh... Um, we could get some pizza?” I suggested, pulling an idea out of the ether. I hadn’t been prepared to plan this date that I didn’t actually want. “There’s a place right out of the station. Somewhere close would be best, I guess.”

He shrugged. “Cool.”

The short train ride was just as awkward as I thought it was going to be, but not because of silence. Jackson had no problem rattling on about Christmas and how lame it was that we were stuck at the Dome. Like many of the students, his parents had forbidden him from leaving for Winter Break after the recent vampire attacks. He went on and on about missing out on the traditional ski trip his family usually took.

Under normal circumstances, too much talking alone would be annoying. But it was the way he kept looking at me, like I was something delicious to eat, that made me truly uncomfortable. He got all doe-eyed whenever our eyes met, and he kept linking our hands together and pulling me in close to his side.

He even brushed his lips against my cheek when he whispered secret observations about the couple sitting across from us. I shivered and had to swallow hard so I didn’t gag on his thick cologne.

He was definitely more of a hands-on kind of guy, and while that did go with the whole bad boy thing I was into, I didn’t like it. I was thankful when the train let us off, and the Chicago air made it too cold to stop and talk.

Jackson flashed a big, bright smile—his best feature, in my opinion—as we walked against the cold wind. Once we turned the corner, I saw the pizza shop and ran for the entrance. I hated the cold and cursed the sky whenever the chill started up.

Jackson followed me inside, rubbing his hands together before taking mine to warm them. The gesture surprised me. While it was uninvited physical contact, I appreciated his attempt to make me warm.

“How’s that?” he asked, and I got another whiff of his thick cologne. It smelled of spice, and though I wasn't a fan of the scent, I found myself growing used to it.

“I’m okay. Thanks.” I’d had enough of his nearness and took the opportunity to escape, walking over to the hostess.

As the hostess led us to our table, I was glad to see we weren’t being placed in a booth—I could already imagine Jackson scooting in next to me and boxing me into a corner. Instead I took the seat across from him at a small table in the center of the space

“So, that mer chick is your best friend, right?” Jackson asked. His confidence irritated me. Or maybe it was the mention of her friend.

“Her name’s Arya, but yeah,” I replied.

“Why does she sleep in the avian wing, anyway? She couldn’t handle Cora and her minions?” His laugh grated my nerves.

“Well, she’s also part harpy,” I said. “Which is why she was allowed to move to the avian wing.”

Jackson’s confidence slipped into all-out confusion. He rubbed his chin, then scratched the back of his head rapidly. I couldn’t help but picture a mangy dog doing the same thing. Well, he is a hound. I stifled a laugh.

“No, she’s a mer,” he said. “I know she’s a mer. There was some heavy debate on whether the blue tail or the dragon prince would get their hands on those pearly pink scales of hers—”

“That’s my friend you’re talking about!” I snapped.

He held his hands up in mock-surrender. “Sorry,” he mouthed as our waitress appeared. “A cheese pizza and a milkshake to share,” he said before the waitress or I could say a word.

“Two straws please,” I requested.

The waitress, a pretty blonde with a severe case of acne, nodded and wrote down the order before turning on her heel to leave me at the mercy of my date’s irritating presence.

“Well, whatever happened,” Jackson continued, “the blue tail couldn’t even stay at the school, while I hear things have been getting hot and heavy between her and the prince.” He waggled his eyebrows as if suggesting that we get hot and heavy.

I looked down at the table, unwilling to indulge him with any kind of assurance or even forced amusement.

“She’s a mer.” He just wouldn’t drop it.

“She’s both,” I corrected. “She’s a chimera. She’s a mer and a harpy.” It was probably best if I didn’t divulge any more. If this stereotypical dumb-jock had his head buried far enough in the sand that he didn’t know about Arya’s harpy nature, I should probably leave it that way.

He whistled low. “I didn’t know that was possible. Damn! No wonder Dracul finally decided to settle down. Can you imagine how that girl would be in be—?”

“Stop right there,” I said firmly, gritting my teeth. “Again, that’s my friend you’re talking about.”

“I know, and that’s hot,” he said with a grin.

“What’s your deal?” I asked, finally at my wit’s end.

He frowned, completely bewildered. “What do you mean?”

“You’re on a date with me, and you’re talking about my best friend’s sex life,” I deadpanned.

His frown deepened. “Uh, yeah. That’s kinda what we do.”

“We?” I asked, now the one who was confused.

“Hounds,” he said, like it was obvious. “We’re pack creatures, and it’s kinda in our nature to search out available partners. I thought that was why you asked me out. Because you wanted to have a little fun. And maybe bring your hot mer friend along.” He flashed me an impish grin that would’ve stopped my heart before Niko.

I just stared at him for a long few seconds, uncertain how to even begin to respond to that. I knew very little about weres outside of what was taught in class, and what wasn’t taught was that they were apparently giant whores. Not that that was necessarily a bad thing, but I wasn’t the least bit interested in being part of some weird inter-shifter orgy. Maybe those thoughts had occasionally crossed my mind where Arya was involved but—ugh, not the point!

“Okay, look, dude,” I said, having finally composed myself. “For one, the only reason I asked you out was to make Niko jealous. And two, I don’t do group activities. Haven’t you heard that I don’t play well with others? If I’m with a guy, I had better be his only partner. Get me?”

He pursed his lips and cocked his head, looking even more like a curious dog. Then he nodded. “Okay, I can understand all that. You don’t want to share. I get that. I could be convinced to limit myself to one girl, if she was the right girl.”

I sighed, pinching my brow in frustration. “Did you miss the part where I said I only asked you to make another guy jealous?”

He leaned back in his chair, draping one arm over the corner of the backrest. “Nah, that’s cool, too. I don’t mind being a pawn. Does that mean we can’t try to have some fun while we’re already out?”

At my sharp, pre-rant inhale, he held up both hands. “I mean, non-sexual fun.”

I relaxed my tense shoulders, breathing slowly as I considered his offer. “I guess I can try that. But I’m not sleeping with you at the end of this date.”

He shrugged his raised shoulder. “Fair enough.”

I sighed. “Fine. As long as we’re clear on that, then we don’t have a problem.”

He chuckled, and the smirk he gave me wasn’t entirely unattractive. “You’re a real firecracker, you know that?”

“I’ve been told,” I muttered.

“And I like it.” He winked at me.

I fought the smirk that tugged at my own lips.

“How about after this, you come back to the were dorms with me?” he suggested. “No funny business, just some good old-fashioned pool. I might even let you win.”

My mouth fell open in amusement and accepted challenge. “Is that so? You’re on.”

Jackson might not be anything like Niko, but maybe that wasn’t a terrible thing. He might be good for some fun, and gods knew I needed some of that.
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Chapter 32
Shea

“How’s it going in there?” Adam asked, rapping on the dressing room door.

I was fighting with another shirt, the knit fabric squeezing like one of those Chinese finger traps.

“Almost done,” I called back.

I grunted as the shirt finally popped off, and I threw it onto the bench built into the alcove.

“Let me know if you want any help,” Adam said.

I rolled my eyes. This guy was definitely a cocky bastard, wasn’t he. “You wish.”

I threw on a turquoise sweater from the approved pile, not wanting to put my ruined sweater back on, and opened the door. Adam’s attention was buried in his phone, but as soon as he heard the door, his gaze slid up.

“You look hot.”

I flipped my hair over my shoulder. “What gave it away? The flushed cheeks?”

He stalked toward me, coming a little too close as he slipped his phone into his pocket. “Find everything you want?”

The way he looked at me made me almost wish I could just be into him—he was clearly into me. Life would be so much easier if I could just date a normal guy, rather than being hung up on not one, but two supernatural heartthrobs.

But then again, this guy could also be a stalker. He had appeared randomly in my life several times in various places. Oddly enough, that wasn’t exactly a deal breaker for me. But apparently, being a boring human was.

I gently pushed him away and began gathering my stuff, shoving the pile of rejected clothing at him. “Here, hang these up.”

He looked at me over the mountain of clothing, chuckling. “What did you actually choose?”

I shook my head. “Not until you get those clothes up.”

Adam regarded me for a long moment, then went to the rack standing outside the changing area and began putting everything on it. I grabbed the three other shirts and my bag, then stood behind him, tapping my foot.

When he was finished, he pivoted to face me and clapped his hands together. “So, what am I buying?”

I chuckled. “Besides what I'm currently wearing, I’ve got this one,” I said, holding up the purple knit I’d chosen. “And there’s this one.” I shuffled through the hangers, pulling up a red sweater with gems and sequins woven into the design. “And finally, there’s this.” The last hanger held a gold sequin shirt, which changed to a hot pink color depending on which way the sequins lay. “It’s not a sweater, but I like it.”

“Me too,” he said, his brows flaring. “You should wear it.”

I shook my head, amusement tugging at my lips. “It’s far too cold today for this shirt.”

“I’d be happy to keep you warm.”

Damn, I really had to admire his confidence.

I shook my head. “Come on. Let's check out with these. I need to get home.”

“What’s the hurry? You haven't even found a dress yet.”

“It’s time to wrap it up,” the store clerk said from across the floor, an elderly woman whose girth made her look cuddly and soft. “I’m getting ready to close down.”

“Well, there’s that,” I said to Adam, casting a worried glance at the storefront. I hadn’t realized how much time I’d spent. “Wait, what time is it?”

I reached for my phone, but Adam got to his first. “A little after four.”

“What? Let me see that.”

He turned his phone around, and I stared at the mocking numbers, marking it as 4:08 in the afternoon. The sun would be setting soon. I was in so much trouble.

“Aw, fudgesicles. Come on.” I grabbed his forearm and dragged him to the counter. Plopping the shirts down, I threw my thumb at Adam. “He’s paying.”

The woman nodded and began ringing everything up, including the shirt I was still wearing. She rattled off the total as she carefully folded the shirts and bagged them, and Adam handed over a card.

I looked at the window again, my foot tapping, my fingers beating an anxious rhythm against my thigh. The Christmas display across the street was glowing in the darkened shade of the buildings, but it did nothing to warm my frantically beating heart. This was taking too long, and I was already late. I’d need to send Gram a text, and soon.

The clerk wished us a Merry Christmas, and I gave her a quick smile before darting for the door. Halfway there, I realized I'd forgotten to grab the bag, and turned back, but Adam was sauntering my way, swinging my purchases from two fingers.

I ducked out of the store and waited for him to follow. The clerk was just behind him, and as soon as he was out, she pulled the door closed and locked it.

I angled toward the L, expecting Adam to follow. After a moment, I turned to find him lagging behind. I hurried back to him and made to snatch my bag, but he held it above his head, just out of my reach.

“Hey! You bought those for me, remember?” I put my hand on my hips, putting on my best angry face.

He laughed. “And I think it’s only fair I get to see them all on you.”

“I don’t have time for this,” I said, stepping back but not lowering my chin. “You should give me my bag so I can go.”

I still needed to send that text. I cast a worried glance at the last hints of pink peeking through the skyscrapers.

“Only if you agree to a proper date with me.” He flared a flirtatious eyebrow over his guy-linered eyes.

“You know what. Keep them.” I spun on my heel and marched off, giving him the one-finger-salute over my shoulder. I had my replacement sweater on, and that was good enough for me.

When I turned a corner and out of Adam’s sight, I broke into a sprint, looking for the nearest L platform. A train decked out with twinkling lights, Christmas trees, and Santa’s sleigh, barreled past on the L above, broadcasting merry holiday tunes. On any other Christmas Eve, I’d be delighted to see the Holiday Train, but worry and hurry had me looking beyond it.

I spotted the accompanying platform and slowed, pulling my phone from my pocket. Twilight was gathering in husky blues, and my heart hammered against my chest as I sent a text to Gram saying I was going to be late. Hopefully, that little bit of forewarning, and the magic of Christmas, would ensure I got off easy.

I slipped my phone back into my pocket and took off again, but a force slammed into me, sending me sprawling and knocking the wind out of me. Hand to my head, I tried to steady my vision, searching for the source of my collision.

What I saw sent ice through my already-chilled body.

The pale face smiling down at me bore a wicked grin—one that definitely didn’t belong to my cocky goth stalker. Two sharp teeth glinted in the yellow glow of the streetlamp, dark hair styled into boyband perfection. But it was the eyes, with their red sinister glow, that turned my mouth to a desert wasteland.

The vampire took a deep breath, reveling in my helplessness.

“Ah, a witch,” he said, his voice carrying a heavy accent. Australian, if I had to guess. “I haven’t run across one of your kind in a while. I hear magic makes the blood exceptionally sweet.”

“Wouldn’t you rather have a shrimp on the barbie?” I snarked, trying to buy myself some time. That was something Australians said, right?

“You look like a shrimp, and I’d be happy to call you Barbie.” His sinister sneer grew wider.

My breath came in hurried puffs, the light playing off the escaping steam. I had to get out, away from this red-eyed creep. I needed to use my magic, but the words escaped me.

I’m going to die.

Something caught the attention of the vampire, whose head snapped in the direction of whatever he’d sensed. I stumbled to my feet, tried to run, but the man cornering me was faster and stronger than I could ever hope to be. He wrapped me in a bear hug after barely a step, pinning my arms to my sides and hampering my frantic breaths.

“Mmm. Fast food,” he said, then clamped down on my neck.

I screamed, flailing against the pain spiking in my neck. This was nothing like Julian’s bite. This was a fucking nightmare!

I kicked and squirmed, but his icy limbs were like rocks, locking me in place. And my terror was just feeding him faster.

As he continued to draw my blood, a silky coolness filled my veins. A kind of lull dampened my mind, and I stopped struggling. I needed to escape, but why? This was nice, luxuriant, intoxicating. A shuddering sigh escaped my lips, and the strong arms hugging me loosened. Why had I thought his smile so different from Julian’s? They were the same—dark, sexy, and with just the right promise of danger.

But the welcome lips at my neck produced a pulling sensation that sparked a memory, a frantic hammering just on the edge of my mind, screaming that this was wrong. It all felt so distant. Still, they shouted a series of sounds at me that my lips ached to produce.

“Wi di sa,” I started in a whisper.

Warmth slid through me, fighting off the ice sloshing through my veins. The draining feeling in my neck slowed, then stopped, but my eyelids were still so heavy.

“Ma’at sheut asfet,” I continued between shallow breaths. “Hekah mehhhhh.” The final word drew out with the last of my weak breaths, and the strong arm holding me upright let go.

I fell to the ground, an unwelcome coldness chilling my legs, my hands, my face. My body took to coughing, and I pulled my knees to my chest to try to fight against the pain blossoming there. A stinging in my neck brought a hand to clamp over it, something warm and sticky coating my fingers. I scrunched my face.

I knew I needed to get up, get away, but my limbs were too weak to do more than limply push against the ground.

Reaching a hand into my pocket, I pulled my phone out. With fingers that trembled so badly I could hardly command them, I managed to open my messages and, one pain-staking letter at a time, typed at least what I thought was the word “help.”

My arm collapsed to the ground, my skin scraping against the rough asphalt as it landed. My head rolled to the side, and I just lay there, trying to breathe as my heart weakly and slowly beat in my chest.

I don’t know how long I stayed that way, hoping Caesar would get the message and come find me, hoping my spell would hold the vampire in place long enough for me to be saved, and then thinking nothing at all as my mind and senses dulled.

“Shea. Omigod, Shea!” I heard the familiar timber and felt strong arms lifting me forcing my eyes to open slightly.

Caesar’s handsome face came into blurry view, and I could just barely recognize the deep concern in his eyes as they looked down at me.

“Imma fine,” I mumbled, my head lolling back.

“Shea, hang in there. You’re gonna be okay. Please, be okay.”

I tried to speak, to tell him about the vampire, but the words slurred and muffled against his firm chest. His musky scent was the last thing I took in before darkness claimed me completely.
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Chapter 33
Julian

I sat in the chair I’d held onto from the Skye Boarding house, the old, familiar wood of its arms surfacing memories of a happier Christmas over one hundred years before. I stared down at the phone vibrating in my hand. Caesar was calling.

I knew I needed to talk to him about Shea, but I wasn’t prepared for that conversation right now. Especially considering that my Initiate was glued to my hip at the moment.

“This has to be the worst Christmas I’ve ever had,” Piper said, pulling me away from my memory indulgence. She sat cross-legged on her mattress in front of the fireplace, her fingers outstretched to gather warmth from the licking flames, her back to me. “No tree, no presents, not even music!”

“I could play you a tune on the piano, if you’d like,” I offered.

She turned and regarded me hopefully. “That would actually be wonderful.”

I stood and walked to my baby grand piano. Its typical black sheen was muted by a layer of dust; I’d fallen behind on the upkeep I usually had plenty of time for in the past. Ever since rejoining the vampires at Heritage Prep, my apartment had fallen into disarray.

The accumulation of not one but two cats hadn’t helped with the cleanliness of the place, either. From the closet near the door came their melodious meowing, and I wondered if they were trying to harmonize.

Shrugging it off and stretching my fingers as I sat, I said, “Name your favorite Christmas song.”

“Okay, but don’t laugh,” Piper replied.

I chuckled as my fingers began to play Christmastime is Here, skating across the keys like ice skaters on a frozen pond.

“I like that one,” Piper said, getting to her feet and moving next to me, leaning against the piano. “My favorites are the jazzy ones, though. You know, like Jingle Bell Rock and Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree.”

I nodded as I continued to play. “Those are great ones.”

I finished playing the first verse of my song, then moved into Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree.

Piper began to sway her hips and bob her head back and forth as she closed her eyes. I couldn’t help but smile.

“Yes,” she said. “This is more like it. Now, if only we had a Christmas tree to rock around.”

“Can’t help you there.” I had no desire to put one up, especially on Christmas Eve.

She paused for a moment and held up a finger as I continued playing. “Do you hear that?”

I played a little softer and listened for what she had heard. From the closet where my vampire cats were stowed away, I could still hear the mewing—but not just any mewing. The two cats were harmonizing perfectly to the song I played.

I stopped playing and laughed.

“Julian, you can’t tell me that’s normal behavior for cats,” Piper said.

“You’re right,” I agreed as I stood and walked toward the closet. “Rainbow and Goldie are far from normal, but they’re one of a kind.”

“Two of a kind, you mean,” she corrected.

I ignored her as I reached for the door handle. “I used to hate cats, but these two... Well, I can’t help but feel like I’m a part of them.”

“They’re crazy,” she commented. “I don’t know why you’ve taken a liking to them. Did you know their eyes have turned completely red? I think it’s from the amount of blood they’ve been drinking. But they don’t glow like the eyes of hungry vampires do.”

The cats had been consuming a fair portion of my blood bag stash, but that was normal for newer vampires.

“How does a cat even become a vampire in the first place?” she asked, narrowing her eyes at me.

I ignored her question. I hadn’t taken the time to explain to my Initiate that—using my own life force and with the help of a witch—Rainbow had been brought back from the dead. Opening that particular door would lead to a conversation about Alice, and I wasn’t ready to talk to Piper about my deceased soulmate—or the witch I was growing more and more obsessed with.

When I opened the closet door, the gray-and-white shorthair and the tabby sprang out and rubbed the lengths of their bodies against my legs. Rainbow purred at his typical middle-C pitch, and Goldie harmonized a fifth up.

Crouching low, I petted my furry friends, one with each hand. It sounded like they were ready to burst into song. Seriously, what wasn’t there to love about these cats? They were far better than the typical feline.

Indeed, their eyes looked blood-red, but I didn’t feel as if that made them appear demonic. They were different in an endearing way.

“They give me the creeps,” Piper muttered as she folded her arms.

To this, the ears of both cats pointed backward, and they hissed at the Initiate. I kept a hand on each of their backs, noticing their fur rising.

“How about we don’t insult the kitties?” I suggested softly.

Before I could react, Goldie bolted like a lion sprinting to an antelope. Except an antelope would have at least tried to get away. Piper stood frozen in place by the piano, her eyes and mouth widening in perfect synchronicity.

I watched in horror as Goldie pounced at Piper. I never considered that the vampire cats might have inherited enhanced strength, but that was confirmed as the impact of the cat sent Piper crashing against the baby grand. One of Piper’s elbows slammed into several keys as she fell.

Goldie had latched her paws into the thick sweatshirt Piper wore, and she went tumbling along with the shrieking young woman.

Piper sprawled on her back as she landed on the floor, then screamed in pain as Goldie lunged for her neck.

“It’s biting me!” she cried, trying to tear Goldie away. “Get it off!”

I sped to Piper’s side and slung an arm under the attacking cat, feeling Goldie’s tightly coiled muscles. I pulled gently at first, but the cat had sunk its claws deeper into Piper—past her clothing. And the cat didn’t budge. I threw Rainbow a look just to make sure he didn’t jump into the fray, and found him sitting on his hind end, watching us with amused interest.

I pulled harder, but Goldie still didn’t yield, and the attempt only increased Piper’s screaming. It also increased the cat’s wildness.

Piper squirmed and cried, begging the cat to stop. Blood soaked through her sweatshirt. The smell was fresh and warm, and it called to me—tempted me. I gritted my teeth, ignoring it just as I’d forced myself to do so many times in the past. And yet, it didn’t seem so difficult this time. In the end, all blood paled in comparison to Shea’s.

At last, I resigned myself. Goldie wasn’t about to stop.

“Don’t watch this, if you can help it,” I yelled above the screams, not knowing if Piper had the capacity to even try to hear me at this point.

Reaching a hand up, I grabbed Goldie by the neck. I closed my own eyes and set my jaw, then twisted and pulled with all my vampire strength. Ignoring the sickening sounds that followed, I felt Goldie’s body go limp, her claws retracting in the process.

Piper jumped to her feet, holding a hand to her neck. She teetered for a few moments, and I dropped the two parts of Goldie to help stabilize my Initiate. I noticed that her glasses had fallen off, and there were several cuts along her face and chin.

Through painful sobs, she said, “I told you those cats aren’t normal. That monster was drinking my blood!”

The mere mention of blood caused me to lick my lips subconsciously, but I caught myself. I hated this curse—was disgusted by my need for blood.

“Let’s get you cleaned up,” I said, helping her to the bathroom. Rainbow ran by us and began whining as he approached the lifeless body of Goldie.

“They’re vampire cats,” she wailed in a crazed tone. “Nobody has ever told me about vampire animals. None of my classes at Heritage Prep—”

“I...think they’re a new thing,” I interrupted quickly, not wanting to explain further.

Thankfully, a knock sounded at the door.

“I’d better go get that,” I said. “I’ll just close the bathroom door and let you take care of yourself. I’m afraid I don’t have any bandages, but there are towels under the sink.” I knew it would have been the courteous thing to lick her wound closed, but I was honestly a little sore about having to kill my cat for her.

I heard Piper curse under her breath as I shut the door, just in time to hear my doorbell ring.

An anxiety I hadn’t had time to think about crawled up my spine. Who had come knocking? Nobody ever came to my door, especially not on Christmas Eve. In fact, this was the first Christmas season in a long time I’d had any company. What if the hunter who’d attacked us four days prior had managed to track us back to my apartment?

I bent over to look through the peephole in the door, and relief washed over me. It was the concierge...holding a present?

Hesitantly, I opened the door and poked my head out.

“Hello there,” I said, eyeing the man. “Can I help you?”

The concierge bowed, then handed me the holiday bag that was decked out in silver and gold with white snowflakes all around.

“Merry Christmas, sir. A young woman stopped in this morning and asked that I bring you this gift.”

Shea. There was only one young woman who’d have the audacity to give me a gift—like a certain sweater with a kitten on it that had somehow managed to make its way into my closet.

I accepted the bag and tipped my head forward. “Thank you, and Merry Christmas.”

The concierge smiled and nodded, then turned away. I quickly shut the door.

Sure enough, there was a tag attached to the handle, and on it was written a single letter—an S with curly ends where each curl ended.

“Who was at the door?” Piper asked from the bathroom.

I rifled through the bag quickly and discovered a piano solo book entitled Pop Your Socks Off, complete with arrangements of the top Pop hits from the past ten years.

I shook my head and mumbled, “Shea.”

“Who?” Piper asked. “I couldn’t hear you.”

I cleared my throat. “That was just the concierge dropping off some...sheet music I ordered.”

“On Christmas Eve?” Piper asked, opening the bathroom door.

I quickly turned away in embarrassment. She’d removed her shirt to take care of the cuts underneath and was wearing a white sports bra.

“Hey, that’s not a package. That’s a present!”

I fumbled with the bag, spilling the rest of the contents onto the hardwood floor. I was mortified at the two items that had fallen out. Their colorful packaging bolded the brand Cat Capes with a real selling one-liner on it: Add sophistication to your feline friend!

Rubbing at my forehead, I chanced a look at Piper.

“Cat Capes?” she read. “Julian... Who else knows about your cats?”

Struggling to force down a swallow, I jumped as another knock sounded at the door.

“Back into the bathroom,” I said, rushing to her side. The cuts along her skin had somehow shut, and then I noticed a small container of superglue on my counter. It seemed like a smart move, and suddenly, gluey-blood sounded absolutely repulsive.

“Are you expecting someone else?” Piper asked, entering the bathroom with a little push from me on the back.

I shook my head. “This might come as a surprise, but no, I don’t really come to expect anyone. Anytime.”

A deafening boom sounded at the entrance, and the metal hinges holding the wooden door in three places popped. The door teetered inward, then came crashing down.

Piper screamed from the bathroom, watching in terror.

In the doorway stood a vampire I hadn’t seen since the destruction of the shifter school on Framboise Island fifteen years ago.

“Solomon?” I said softly.

Solomon’s eyes were red, revealing his thirst. His short, dark hair was messy, as if he’d just been through a scuffle of sorts.

“You’re in trouble, mate,” the Australian vampire said, stepping inside on top of the door he’d just knocked down.

I straightened my back and side-glanced at Piper. Solomon followed my gaze and saw the Initiate with her fresh wounds.

He snickered. “Looks like you’ve been having a bit of fun on Christmas Eve, Julian.”

Piper grabbed the crimson towel she’d been using to staunch her bleeding from the wounds Goldie had inflicted, and quickly wrapped it around herself, covering up her skin. I knew the bloodied towel would only attract the thirsty vampire that much more.

“What are you doing here, Solomon?” I moved protectively toward Piper. I didn’t trust the other vampire around her, not with his eyes glowing red.

Solomon’s face formed into a wicked snarl. “Cleaning up a small mess for Hadrian.”

I stood my ground, putting on the show I’d gotten quite used to displaying since Caesar had asked me to get involved with the vampires again.

“What mess?” I asked.

Solomon took a few more steps forward. “You think we’re a bunch of drongos? You go crying to Hadrian on the telephone, saying hunters are trying to kill you at the subway station. That sounds mighty convenient, considering your mission, mate. How’d the hunters find you? And what about the witch you’ve been visiting? Meeting up in a motel with her, right? She must make for some fun play. But she didn’t play so nicely with me.”

I froze. Terror forced ice through my undead veins, crystalizing them and keeping the rising hatred and anger from spreading.

Solomon had gotten to Shea. What had he done to her? Was she okay? My mind raced as I pictured her lying on the street somewhere, dead eyes staring into the sky, body drained of blood. Those images caused my blood to boil, my fury thawing the ice and mixing with my panic and dread to the point I couldn’t follow either.

“What’s he talking about, Julian?” Piper asked, her voice quaking.

I ignored her, taking a defensive stance as Solomon continued approaching. “What did you do to her?”

“Just took a little taste before some fucking bird chased me off.” He passed his tongue over his bared fangs. “And she was fucking delicious, mate. I get why you are so taken with her.”

Relief briefly flashed through me at the knowledge that she was still alive, and I assumed the “bird” had been Caesar. But my thirst for vengeance rapidly overshadowed all else.

“I’m going to fucking kill you,” I hissed in promise.

He cackled, a smug expression forming on his villainous face. “My rank and status at Heritage Prep is about to skyrocket. Oh, the rewards I’ll receive for bringing Hadrian the pitiful head of the infamous Julian Asher, traitor to his own kind.”

The threat bounced off me like Vancouver raindrops off an umbrella.

“I think I’ll keep my head, mate,” I snarled. “And take yours instead.”

Faster than a hunter’s gunshot, Solomon reached with both arms for my neck, attempting a death strike. But I’d been taught by one of the greatest combat specialists: Beatrice Morton. With ease, I smacked the underparts of Solomon’s wrists with my own arms, then counter-attacked with a fist to the other vampire’s chest.

Such a punch would have shattered the ribcage of a human, but all it did was push Solomon back a few steps.

“Still as quick as ever, old man,” Solomon mocked.

He jabbed a far-reaching kick that I blocked with my wrist.

“If you manage to land one blow before you run away, I’ll consider this a loss,” I growled.

Solomon growled and threw a flurry of punches my way, which I easily evaded. His thirst was making him sloppy.

“Nobody will be running away today,” Solomon barked. “And after I’m done with you, I’ll have my way with your Initiate, too. She’s as guilty as you are.”

“Then let’s get to that part where you’re done with me, shall we?” I held out my hand and curled my fingers, daring him to come at me.

“With pleasure,” he said, grinning wickedly.

He feigned a right-handed punch, and I took the bait. In the same motion, he spun and stretched his leg forward, striking me in the shins and throwing me off balance. But I knew this attack method from my own training, and as soon as I hit the floor, I rolled to my left. Solomon’s foot landed right where my neck would have been, snapping the floorboards like they were twigs.

Lashing out with my own foot, I kicked him in the face with such force that terrible popping sounds came from the vampire’s neck as it whipped backward. A second later, the same sickly sounds popped again as his body repaired itself.

Solomon set his sights on me with such fiery fury I knew he was on the verge of losing complete control. At that point, he’d be vulnerable. Keeping things together in a fight was crucial, especially when a vampire was fighting another vampire. Unbridled attacks were rarely timely or efficient.

“You must be pretty low in status these days,” I said, keeping my fists in the air. “Banking on such a high-end target as me? Sounds like desperation.”

And that did it.

Solomon yelled with rage as he charged me. Before he could smash his shoulder into me, I sidestepped, smacking Solomon in the back of the head as he went by. But what I hadn’t expected was Solomon grabbing me by the legs as he sprawled, causing me to lose my balance, too. He was on top of me in an instant, pummeling my face over and over again.

I brought my hands up to protect my face and try to gain some sort of advantage on the other vampire, but the strikes were coming in too fast and too hard. I found it was getting harder and harder to think of ways to get away.

Solomon took advantage of my confusion and wrapped his firm hands around my neck, sending stars through my vision. All I could think about was the day of continuous drowning in Hadrian’s madness chamber.

Suffocation.

But this time, I didn’t have the coolness of water to soothe my aching lungs. The suffocation would bring on unconsciousness, and then Solomon would tear my head from my shoulders.

So this was how it was going to end. Not at the hands of Hadrian, but one of his lackeys.

Shea, I’m sorry I couldn’t protect you. Alice, I’ll be with you again soon.

And then the strangling stopped, and a sickening gurgle came from Solomon’s mouth. My blurred vision slowly came into focus, and I saw something sharp protruding from my attacker’s chest above me. Behind Solomon was a trembling Piper, holding the attacker steady.

Solomon stared down at the tip of the copper knife that had stabbed him through his heart, then brought his harrowed gaze back to me. He rolled onto his back, only shoving the knife deeper through his ribcage. The gurgling stopped, and Solomon’s eyes went distant.

Coughing, I felt my body rejuvenate, healing from the damage Solomon had done. Quickly, I pushed the vampire to the side before the coppery point jutting from Solomon could touch me, too.

“Piper!” I said in surprise, finding her staring at the dead vampire on the floor of my apartment.

She looked at me with tearful eyes, then slowly melted to the floor and wept.

“You saved me,” I said, running to her side and throwing an arm around her.

“I had to,” she wailed. “You saved me a few days ago.”

I looked at her in confusion. Why was she crying? Had killing a vampire who’d threatened to do terrible things to her been too much for Piper?

“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” I comforted.

She shook her head slowly, sobbing heavily. “They’ll never let me become a vampire now.”

And that was it. By killing Solomon, she’d thrown out her opportunity. But that was only if Hadrian found out what happened.

“But you didn’t kill Solomon,” I said, and she gave me a questioning look. “Hunters have increased their scouting in Chicago, remember? They were the ones who killed him.”

“I’m a terrible liar,” she said, sniffling.

“But I’m not,” I replied, rubbing her towel-covered shoulder. “Where’d you get that knife from, anyway?”

Piper looked at her hands. “I'm a human living among vampires. After I saw the danger on the streets with the hunter, I realized I should take my mortality a little more seriously. So I stashed a knife...just in case.”

I nodded. It made sense, although it was a little disturbing that she’d chosen a copper knife, of all things.

She snorted.

“What?” I asked.

She looked at me. “You know what the funniest part about this is?”

“What’s that?” I said with a jut of my chin.

She cast her troubled gaze down to the floor. “After having gone through what I’ve been through the past two weeks, I don’t know if I want to become a vampire anymore.”

Music to my ears. But with Hadrian around, she’d never be free. If Arya could fulfill the prophecy, then maybe she’d have a shot.

“You’ve been through a lot,” I said. “And I know this Christmas has only gotten worse for you. But after saving me, you’ve made my Christmas pretty fantastic.”

She chuckled, and so did I.

Stomping feet sounded in the hallway through my doorless threshold, and I whipped my head in that direction, dreading what fresh hell this might be.

But nothing could’ve prepared me for what I saw.

“Julian, I’ve been calling—whoa, what the fuck happened here?”

Caesar stood in my doorway, a pale and unconscious Shea in his arms.

My world narrowed to her beautiful, gaunt face, and suddenly nothing else mattered. I no longer cared what Piper might overhear or what happened between me and Caesar. I didn’t care that there was a dead vampire on my floor and a dead cat in my kitchen.

The only thing I knew, lived and breathed, was pure, unbridled desperation to save my precious little witch.
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Chapter 34
Shea

I groaned, lifting a hand to my pounding head. Everything was fuzzy. I wanted to roll over and go back to sleep, but the surface beneath me was hard and unforgiving. Frowning, I sent a hand out to feel around. Towel. I was on a towel on the floor, and as I cracked my eyes open, the room that came into view was the last place I expected—Julian’s living room.

I sucked in a breath as I bolted upright but groaned again as the room began to spin. My stomach did flip-flops, and I pressed my hand against the towel, trying to gain my bearings.

“Shea?” Julian was kneeling next to me in the next blink, smoothing back my hair.

I leaned into his touch, focusing on the gentle, comforting sensation to ground myself against the nausea.

“What happened?” I croaked. I cleared my throat, then swallowed.

“What do you remember?” That was Caesar’s voice. I hadn’t seen him standing nearby, but he came to sit beside me on the floor, his hand finding mine and flooding me with a much-needed warmth.

“I—” I what?

I’d come to Chicago to deliver presents. And afterward, I’d run into Adam... Had he roofied me? But no, I was with Julian and Caesar, not Adam. Wait, Julian and Caesar? Together?

The jackhammer digging at my brain made it hard to think, and I wanted to close my eyes again and slip into blissful sleep.

“Caesar, get her some water,” Julian said.

I looked between the two men in confusion. Caesar frowned, seeming reluctant to leave my side for even a moment, but finally, he let go of my hand and rose, disappearing into the kitchen.

I distantly heard the rush of water from the faucet, the sound only amplifying the whoosh in my ears.

Caesar returned with a glass of water, and only then did I realize how desperately thirsty I was. I licked my cracked lips, eyeing the glass as he handed it to me, and then greedily guzzled the entire thing. The cool liquid was a balm to my dry throat, even if the weight of it filling my belly did make my stomach knot with discomfort.

“How are you feeling?” Caesar asked, rubbing a hand up and down my back as I swallowed the last gulp.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, closing my eyes to steel myself against the continuing spinning in my head.

“Confused. Am I hungover? What’s going on?”

An ache lanced my neck, and I clamped my hand over the spot, my palm meeting a raised scar.

Why is there—? The vampire.

The memory of the attack crashed through my mind and rattled my nerves—the glowing red eyes, the sharp pain in my neck, the animal desire that spread into me from the bite. Cold fear washed over me, and my eyes darted around the apartment. “Where is—?”

“He’s dead,” Julian said, rushing his hands to either side of my face and rubbing his thumbs over my cheeks. “He won’t hurt you ever again.”

My eyes darted back and forth, roaming blindly in my attempt to recall everything, until they landed on the body lying on the floor a few feet from us. Panic shot through me, draining all the blood from my face as recognition slammed into me.

Instinctively, I curled up my knees to scramble backward, and Caesar wrapped his arms around me, tucking me into his arms and cradling me protectively against his chest.

“It’s okay, baby,” Caesar cooed, rocking me against him. “Like Julian said, he’s dead.”

“But how did—why is—when did—?” I couldn’t manage to form my words into the questions I so desperately needed answers to.

I felt Caesar nod against the top of my head, and his strong arms tightened around me. “I came as soon as I got your text. When I found you, you were lying on the ground in an alley. The vampire that attacked you was peeling himself off the wall above you, as if he’d been glued there.”

“That’s right,” I said, still staring at the corpse over the sleeve of Caesar’s sweater. “I cast an entrapment spell as he was…” I couldn’t finish the sentence. We all knew what that monster had been doing to me.

I felt Caesar nod again. “He ran off before I could stop him, and I knew I should’ve gone after him, but you were bleeding out and whimpering, and I just couldn’t leave you. I needed to get you help immediately. I couldn’t take you back to the Dome. It wouldn’t be fast enough. You’d lost too much blood. So I called Julian.”

“And I didn’t answer because your attacker decided to come here and start a fight,” Julian explained. “A fight which I finished.”

“So I brought you here anyway,” Caesar continued. “Julian healed you and replenished the blood you had lost.”

I frowned, turning my head all around in confusion. There were no needles attached to my arms, no blood bags hanging to deliver the vital liquid intravenously.

“But how?” I asked.

“I fed you my own blood,” Julian said, raising his arm to expose his smooth, unblemished wrist. “I sliced my artery and let my blood drip into your mouth until your color returned and your heart maintained a steady beat.”

I rushed my fingers to my lips, my eyes widening in understanding—and then disgust. “I think I’m gonna hurl,” I mumbled between my fingers.

“Ugh, where is Piper with that damn food,” Julian growled, getting to his feet and beginning to pace.

“How do you know she’s really getting food?” Caesar barked, a suspicious edge to his voice. “She could be running off to inform Hadrian of our alliance.”

Julian shook his head. “She wouldn’t do that, not after what happened here tonight. We can trust her.”

“Piper?” I asked. “Who’s Piper?”

“My Initiate,” Julian replied, stopping his pacing to look down at me. The concern and intimacy with which he regarded me made my insides melt, but the knowledge of Piper’s involvement was too striking to ignore.

“Wait, she knows about all this?” I burst.

“Yes, but she won’t betray us,” he assured me. “She was the one who killed Solomon. In Hadrian’s empire, a human killing a vampire is a capital offense, the punishment worse than death. Her allegiance lies elsewhere now.”

“For your sake, I hope you’re right,” Caesar grumbled.

“Raow,” came a disgruntled meow as Rainbow emerged from the bathroom and sat to look at us.

Caesar’s body jolted around me. “What the hell is that thing?”

“Yeah,” Julian said, drawing out the word as he rubbed the back of his neck. “About that. Well, he’s a vampire.”

“What!” Caesar’s booming voice vibrated through his chest. “You turned a cat into a vampire?”

“No, actually, I did,” I confessed in a small voice.

Caesar pulled away enough to look down at my face, his brows pinched in question.

“I used a dead cat to practice a spell I hoped to use to resurrect Alice,” I explained. “The spell didn’t work out exactly as planned.” I chewed my lip, darting my gaze away from his critical stare.

Finally, I felt his eyes shift to Julian.

“Why didn’t you just kill the thing?” Caesar asked him.

Julian walked to Rainbow and knelt to scoop him into his arm, and the vamp cat purred like a motorboat as Julian ran his hand free over its back. “He’s grown on me. Though, I did have to kill his mate, unfortunately. She attacked my Initiate just this evening, right before Solomon came bounding in.”

“Oh no, you killed Goldie?” I whined.

Caesar withdrew his arms and scooted back a few inches, shaking his head. “I can’t believe you two. They’re monsters. How can you talk about them like they’re actual pets?”

“Did you forget, Caesar, that I’m also a vampire? Do you consider me a monster, as well?” Julian asked, offense clear in his narrowed eyes.

“No, of course not,” Caesar retorted, shaking his head even more. “That’s beside the point. They’re wild animals that you endowed with immortality and bloodlust. They can’t control their urges like you can.”

Julian shrugged. “I disagree. Rainbow is quite intelligent.”

I nodded. I was growing fond of our undead feline.

Caesar looked between Julian and me with an astounded expression. “Okay, what’s happening here? Are you becoming a vampire sympathizer?” His question was directed at me.

I shrunk slightly at the accusation. “Not all vampires are bad.”

“No, especially not when they’re sucking your neck and dry humping you,” Caesar barked.

I winced, uninvited shame seeping into me like poison at his slight.

“Hey, leave her alone,” Julian defended, dropping the cat and coming to kneel beside me again. “I did that, not her. If you’re going to be mad at anyone, you should be mad at me.”

“Oh, trust me, I am furious with you,” Caesar seethed, scowling at Julian. “Why the fuck are you pursuing her anyway? Isn’t she supposed to be helping you resurrect your dead wife? Or did you just think you could use her to get your rocks off in the meantime?”

Julian returned the scowl, his eyes glowing red as he leaned toward Caesar. “You think I intended for any of this to happen? I didn’t want to want Shea. I tried everything I could to resist her. And you’re one to talk. You’ve been fucking a girl the same age as your students. A girl, I might add, who you’re also supposed to be working toward actually making one of your students.”

“You ba—” Caesar began to curse, but I cut him off.

“Enough!” I shouted at the top of my lungs, the effort making my still-dry throat sting. “You’re both acting like a couple of macho assholes, treating me like I’m some witless pawn between you. I played the same role in all of this as both of you. How dare either of you think you get to speak for me. And, guess what, for some insane reason, I want both of you! Equally! But if you’re going to fight over me like two dogs over a bone, then fuck both of you.”

I climbed to my wobbly feet, stumbling against Caesar and gripping his shoulder to steady my footing.

“What are you doing?” Caesar asked, taking my hand as he got to his feet as well.

I jerked it out of his hold. “I’m leaving.”

“The hell you are.” Julian was suddenly standing in front of me, blocking my way to the door. “You just got attacked by a vampire, and you think either of us is going to let you back onto the streets?”

“Let?” I hissed. “There’s no let going on here. I am perfectly capable of making my own decisions, and I’m. Going. Home! Gram will be worried sick about me by now, and I’d like to avoid a lifetime sentence of being grounded. Though, at this point, I’m probably better off not seeing either of you, at least until you get your heads out of your asses.”

“At least let us escort you home,” Caesar implored, the hostility and possession in his tone replaced with a cowed sentimentality.

A knock came at the door, which then fell forward into the living room, crashing to the floor with a loud bang. I jumped at the sound, blinking at the tall blonde woman who looked equally rattled as she stood in the hall.

“Sorry,” she said, wincing.

“It’s okay, I’ll fix it later,” Julian said, moving to pick up the door and prop it against the wall.

The woman, who I assumed was the aforementioned Piper, came in, holding up a brown paper bag as she approached me. “The only place I found still open was Raja’s Palace. I hope you like Indian food.”

The bitter smell of curry twisted my already uneasy stomach, but I accepted the bag anyway. “Thank you. I’ll actually take it to go.”

“Oh,” she said, frowning.

“Please don’t leave like this,” Caesar begged, putting a hand on my shoulder as he came around to face me. “I’m sorry for lashing out. I’m just so terrified of anything happening to you. You’re incredibly important to me.”

“To both of us,” Julian added, coming to stand in front of me as well.

They both looked at me with pleading, stupidly alluring expressions, which was making it incredibly difficult for me to storm out the way I wanted to.

“Well, that’s all well and good, but honestly, this whole thing is exhausting,” I said with a huffed sigh. “I’m tired of being your dirty little secret, Caesar. And Julian, I’m tired of competing with the love you still hold onto for Alice. I refuse to be the one who has to make the tough choices. So when either of you figures out your shit, come find me. Until then, kindly fuck off.”

I pushed between the two of them, heading for the open doorway. “Piper, will you escort me home?”

The woman blinked at me, looking over at Julian, who nodded his ascent. “Oh, um, okay. Sure.”

And without any further argument from my two unlikely suitors, I strode out the door.

Not that whatever they decided mattered because Gram was going to kill me.
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Chapter 35
Tobias

Christmas at the Dome was normally quiet. Most students would spend the holiday with their families, and the halls and common rooms would be empty until the New Year’s Eve ball.

This Christmas, it was decidedly overcrowded.

With the recent vampire activity, parents had either insisted on their children staying in the safety of school while they remained at home, or they’d covertly entered and intruded on the dorms themselves. Very few students were actually permitted to leave.

I hated it.

The avian common room was currently packed with Leya’s loud family of harpies. They were a strange bunch, since harpies were normally more...peaceful, living up to their angelic nature. This group whooped and hollered with each present they opened like a bunch of hounds. Why they didn’t confine themselves to Leya’s dorm like the other families was beyond me.

The noise—coupled with the fact that I was avoiding certain dragon and phoenix families who kept pestering me about how they could either get in or back in the good graces of my father—forced me to escape from the avian wing altogether. So I’d snuck into the gardens for a moment of peace after downing a stack of pancakes and a handful of brown sugar bacon at breakfast.

Since the Dome had a controlled climate completely separate from the bitter chill of Chicago, I was perfectly comfortable lounging in the faux snow in a t-shirt and shorts—I don’t know whose bright idea that was, but I didn’t envy the person who had to clean all this crap up.

I was smart enough to grab my tablet before leaving my room, so I played the ancient Atari classic, Asteroids, to pass the time while I waited for Arya. I’d texted her an hour ago to meet me. I wanted to give her the gift that was neatly wrapped and stashed in the bag at my feet.

The fake snow muffled any footsteps, and the fountain I leaned against burbled a tranquil tune, but I could sense her approach seconds before a pair of boots came to stand in front of me.

A small smile tugged at my lips. I didn’t look up right away, savoring the blossoming feeling in my chest. It was beginning to amaze me rather than annoy me that I didn’t even need to look at her for the ache inside me to be satisfied. Well, one of them anyway.

Arya gently tapped the side of my sneaker with her boot.

I looked up, expecting to meet those blue eyes I so often found myself drowning in. Instead, she stared at the roof of the Dome. I stood and circled my arm around her waist, but she didn’t tear her eyes away.

“It’s so...magical,” she said, finally draping her arms around my neck. She lowered her head to meet my eyes.

“Mr. Inari,” I said as if it were explanation enough.

Her eyebrows pinched together. “Kai?”

The professor preferred students to refer to him formally, unlike Caesar, but maybe not Arya? She seemed to be the exception on many things shifter, so I wasn’t entirely sure.

But she still looked confused and returned her gaze to the sky. I followed suit and watched the ribbons of green and blue dance across the star-filled, black-blue projection.

“It’s beautiful,” she sighed.

It was. Seeing it through Arya’s eyes really opened my own to the beauty in a way I doubted I could ever see alone. After all, I’d been sitting underneath this majesty for more than an hour, and only now looked up.

“Northern lights?” she asked, those piercing blue eyes meeting mine again.

I nodded and pointed upward. “It’s a real-time projection of the sky at the North Pole. Mr. Inari rigged it up like that because so many are stuck here for Christmas.”

“You think he did it just for Christmas?”

“Well...the tech was always there. Mostly, it’s used to make the Dome disappear if anyone above gets too close or if word gets out that someone is looking.”

“Like camouflage?”

“Exactly.” I ducked my head to place a brief kiss on her irresistible lips. “Besides that, it’s only used on the first and last days of the school year.”

She still smiled in surprise from the kiss. “And what’s projected on those days?”

I wanted to kiss her again and make the smile wider, but I also liked having conversations with her—something I’d never cared for with other girls.

“Stick around long enough, and you’ll find out,” I teased.

I lowered my head to indulge my craving to taste her lips once more, but she returned her gaze to the sky, making my lips graze the tip of her chin. I couldn’t help but feel a little jealous that the sky was getting so much of her attention.

“You said real-time, but it’s dark?”

I nodded once. “The North Pole won’t see the sun again until March. So, real-time.”

She smiled and nodded. “Of course. I knew that...it’s just different in person.” Then she laughed. That bell-ringing, heart-swelling laugh that had grown so precious to me. “You know what I mean.”

It was only then that I noticed her attire.

“You’re not...leaving, are you?” Panic flared in my chest at seeing her donned in her winter clothing, complete with gloves and a hat.

Her cheeks flushed as she swiftly unwrapped the scarf and shrugged off her coat.

“There’s snow!” she protested with another laugh and waved a still-gloved hand at the very real-looking fake snow. “What is it, anyway?”

“I dunno,” I said, a little embarrassed that I didn’t know. “Another of Mr. Inari’s creations, I’m sure.”

“Well, he should sell it on eBay or something. He’d make a fortune!”

That comment, so mundane and yet so Arya, made me throw my head back in a booming laugh. “And he’d probably be offended that you even suggested it.”

She shrugged like she might suggest it anyway. But when she looked over my shoulder, glistening tears formed in her eyes. Tearing away from me, she took a few steps toward the grand, ten-foot evergreen decorated elegantly with expensive red and green balls—I knew the price tag because they were donated by my mother—LED lights, bells, tinsel and hundreds of tiny, intricately carved and hand-painted figurines.

Arya tentatively stepped toward the tree until she was within arms-length, then reached a hand out and gently touched a small silver bell with a red bow tying it to a low branch.

“We had these,” she said softly.

“Hmm?”

“We had these on our tree at home,” she clarified. “My mom and I.”

“Ah.” That was enough for me to walk up behind her and wrap both arms around her. I rested my chin on the top of her fruity-shampoo-scented, silky hair.

She leaned into me, her hand still cradling the bell, the other reaching up to grip my arm.

“I’m sure this one doesn’t even make it in your top five, but this is definitely my favorite Christmas to date,” I said softly into her hair.

She twisted in my arms until our noses met, resting her arms and hands against my chest. “But you’re stuck here. Don’t you miss your family?”

To Arya, it probably felt like an innocent and straightforward question. If my family was anything like Arya’s mother surely was, it would have been. But I also didn’t want to discount the fact that my family was alive while hers was either dead or unknown.

I pushed back a few inches so I could see her face.

“I miss my mom,” I said truthfully. “And my sister, Tamara, but she hasn’t come home for Christmas since she graduated from the academy, anyway.”

“But not your father?”

I dropped my arms, releasing her. “I respect my father in a lot of ways. But it’s hard to miss your warden once you’re finally free. Besides, Christmas was always an afterthought to him.”

She frowned, her blue eyes swimming with sympathetic understanding. “He still, like, bought you gifts and stuff, right?”

Yeah, like tutoring sessions at age six to push me to shift early, which was my present through age eleven. “Probably only when my mom nagged him about it. After a while, she just took over all of the shopping.”

She twisted her pouty lips. “Does he at least buy gifts for her?”

Bitterness and resentment stabbed at my chest. “He always gets her the same thing for every holiday—cheap perfume and a bouquet of roses. She’s allergic to roses.”

Her brow furrowed, either from my words or the anger in my tone, I wasn’t sure. “Damn. I was hoping what I’d seen on the Real Shifter Housewives was just dramatized for ratings.”

I scoffed and hung my head. “Oh no, you’ve watched that show?”

“Yeah. Sorry.” She grimaced and offered a shrug of apology. “Do you think he ever loved her?”

“He can’t,” I ground out, my fists clenching with hatred for my father over that fact.

She cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

Cold fear seeped through me as I realized my slip, momentarily freezing me from the inside out.

I wasn’t ready for Arya to learn about the curse. I wasn’t even close to finding a way to break it. What would she do if she knew? Would she run? Even if I told her about my imprint on her?

For the briefest of seconds, I considered spilling everything. Letting it all out. Trusting someone for once in my fucking life!

But the possibility of her rejection was too terrifying to contemplate further.

“Nothing. Speaking of presents,” I said, plastering a smile onto my face. “I have a gift for you.”

She eyed me for a moment, her brows still pinched, the tug-of-war between skepticism and curiosity plain in her gaze. But then both melted, replaced with sparkling anticipation. “Oh?”

Taking her hand, I led her back to my spot near the fountain where I’d left my bag and tablet. Sitting cross-legged, I patted the space beside me for her to join. I chuckled when she hesitated, probably remembering the snow wasn’t actually cold.

When she’d settled, my heart thudded at a faster pace. This was new territory for me. My interactions with women had always been either purely physical or with a blood relative, and while I had presented my mother and sister with gifts plenty of times before, I’d never done so with any other female. And with them, their reaction didn’t matter nearly as much as this did.

I awkwardly handed it to her. Slowly, she untied the thick red ribbon that had been so adeptly tied by the store clerk and was careful not to create a single tear in the gold paper before revealing the square white box.

My heart hammered harder, threatening to push through my ribcage. Time seemed to slow to a stop.

Fuck, it’s just a damn Christmas present, not an engagement ring!

But I snapped my thoughts away from that line of thinking immediately. I was seriously in danger of losing Arya forever if I wasn’t careful.

When she gasped, seeing the silver bracelet contrasted against the black velvet, I had to bring my knees up to my chest and put physical force against my beating heart.

She lifted the charms delicately and slowly as if any other way would make them turn to ash.

“Tobias,” she said, her voice breathy and barely a whisper. “This is...”

She trailed off, inspecting the five charms I’d chosen—thanks to Niko’s somewhat spiteful advice—with purpose and care.

“This one is obvious,” she said, grinning as she held up the open seashell with a blue back and silver mermaid sitting inside. “And this one...” She teared up as she looked at the single silver wing with a tiny golden heart attached to a ring surrounded by clear gems.

“Because flying is better than swimming...” I prompted, teasing.

Her smile met her eyes, and she shoved me lightly.

She furrowed her eyebrows at the next one—the silver origami crane with its wings folded up.

I touched it with a fingertip and rolled my eyes. “Jewelers need to grow imaginations.” My neck grew hot with sudden self-consciousness. “They didn’t have any dragons.”

“Ah.” Her eyes widened, and I wondered if she saw any resemblance between the tiny paper crane and my own alter-form.

I felt a little chagrined, thinking maybe she was merely humoring me. It seemed more obvious when I picked it out in the store.

The next was a silver locket. Simple, with embellished swirls on the outside. Arya opened it carefully.

“What, no picture?” she asked with a wink. “Am I supposed to ask for a tiny picture of my boyfriend so I can take him with me wherever I go?”

“Actually, I thought you could put your mom in that one,” I said, hearing my voice go flat. Probably due to my previous embarrassment.

She nodded and swallowed, moving on to the final charm. “And this one is just pretty.”

She held the rose-gold sphere, diamond in the middle and spokes of gold pointing outward to more diamonds, then more spokes and diamonds. It had reminded me of one of my fireballs, but again, like with the crane, I felt foolish for thinking so.

“Actually...” She paused and turned it to the side. “It looks like...a fireball.”

Relief washed through me. A silly feeling, but this girl was doing all sorts of crazy things to my emotions, so I wasn’t surprised.

I nodded. “And I thought…” I took it from her fingers and held it carefully between my thumb and finger. “You could put some of your light inside.”

“I love it!” Arya threw herself into my arms before I was ready, pinning one of my hands against my chest.

I breathed another sigh of relief. “I’m glad.”

“I have something for you, too!” she said after clasping the charms around her thin, porcelain wrist. It somehow looked even more beautiful against her skin. “But I don’t have it with me. Come back to my dorm?”

I couldn’t help but smile at that and nodded—after secretly praying I could slip in without being noticed by the families I’d avoided.

A few minutes later, we sat knee-to-knee on the edge of Arya’s bed. We had successfully snuck back in without issue since most of the families had migrated to the dining hall for lunch. Arya pursed her lips when she handed me a brightly wrapped gift with cartoonish green Christmas trees on a red background. It was the shape and size of a Blu-ray or DVD.

I wasn’t so careful about the unwrapping and blurted out the title before the paper hit the floor. “Flesh Eaters 4, the Collector’s Edition!”

I held in my hand the newly released zombie killing video game Brett had been going on and on about for the better part of the last six months. Though I hadn’t been as vocal about it, I, too, had been eagerly anticipating its release.

“How’d you get it?” I asked, embracing Arya so tightly I realized too late that I might crack some bones.

“The mall?” Arya croaked when I’d released her.

“But how? It’s been sold out for months!”

I couldn’t help the giddy, boyish grin I had on my face, but I didn’t care. I couldn’t remember the last time someone gave me a gift that was absolutely nonessential to my advancement in the shifter or dragon community.

“They had a bunch at that gaming store on Black Friday,” she said, looking a little fearful for her life suddenly.

I willed myself to calm down in order to wipe the look from her face. “They had them in?”

She nodded. “And not that it matters, but I got it on sale, too.”

“Do you have any idea just how much I lo—?” I choked on my words, but pulled her close and kissed her anyway.

A hard lump formed in my stomach as our kiss deepened, and almost as quickly as I’d reached for her, I broke the kiss and pulled backward.

“Thank you,” I said, touching my mouth and trying to hide the fact that I’d pushed her away so suddenly.

“You’re welcome,” she said, looking as though she was struggling just as much to decipher my reaction as I was to recover from it.

Something caught my eye just over Arya’s shoulder. A rose sitting on the nightstand. It hadn’t been there the last time I’d been here.

“Where’d you get that?” I asked, not realizing that it could be from another guy until the words left my mouth.

Great. Now, I sounded like a jealous boyfriend.

“Shea.”

I nodded and made a noise of approval. As much as I disliked Arya’s friendship with the witch, I was relieved.

“So...I hear the New Year’s Eve Ball is pretty fantastic,” she said, suddenly sounding nervous.

The ball was a yearly tradition at the Dome, and while a lot of the students made a big deal out of it, I never cared.

But this year was different.

“Yes.” I had been meaning to ask her, but between embarrassment over silver cranes and the excitement and anticipation of fighting brand new zombies, it had fled my mind. “And you’re coming as my date.”

She smiled, then laced her fingers through mine and squeezed before turning her chin upward to meet my lips in a gentle kiss.

My tablet buzzed in my bag next to the bed, breaking the moment. I glanced at the clock and realized it would be my parents calling.

“I should take this,” I said, standing. “I need to make sure Mom got the plate I sent her.”

“Plate?” She scoffed. “You got your mom a plate for Christmas?”

I frowned, then leaned in for one last kiss. “It’s gold-plated and hand-painted ceramic. She’s wanted it for a while. It’s a collector’s item.”

“Ah, like the zombie game, collector’s edition,” she whispered the last part in a mocking tone.

“Exactly! We Draculs are collectors.” I winked before exiting.

I managed to play secret agent, ducking through the hallways and making it to my room without being stopped. The call ended before I could get there, but I called back as soon as I was in the safety of my room.

Victoria answered, her thick auburn curls filling almost the entirety of the screen. I almost couldn’t tell what room she was in.

“Merry Christmas, Tobias,” she sang. Her smile brightened the screen and my father’s office behind it.

“Merry Christmas, Mom,” I returned.

Her eyebrows twitched downward a fraction of an inch.

“Is everything okay?” I asked. “Did you get the plate I sent?”

Her eyebrows returned to their rightful positions. “Yes, sweetheart! Thank you so much!” She clutched a hand to her chest.

I smiled and ducked my head in a semi-nod.

“Tobias.” Arthur’s face filled the screen.

“Hello, Father,” I said, donning the mask I’d worn around my father ever since I could remember. “Merry Christmas.”

Arthur nodded. “And to you as well, son. Your mother and I are coming to the Dome for the New Year’s Eve Ball. We have some business to discuss with Caesar and some others who will be there, and your mother would like to spend some time with you, since she didn’t get to see you today.”

I nodded, my brows furrowing as I contemplated just how I would juggle what I’d planned to be a night to remember for Arya at her first New Year’s Eve Ball and whatever my parents expected of me.

“Did the connection cut out?” Arthur asked.

“Hmm?” I asked, inwardly kicking myself for using a non-committal noise in front of Arthur. I was sure to get scolded like a three-year-old any minute.

“Tobias?” The video shook as if Arthur was tapping his screen. “Did you hear me?”

“What did you ask?” I felt partial relief that my father blamed my momentary daze on the quality of the video connection and rolled with it.

Arthur’s face smoothed. “How are things with the siren? Have you seen her? Any word if she’s been able to tap into her voice yet?”

The memory of her using it on me made my dick twitch inside my boxers, but I instantly forced bloody images from the Flesh Eaters 4 trailers into my mind, absolutely unwilling to be even remotely aroused in Arthur’s presence—even if it was only digitally.

“I hear she’s still struggling,” I lied. “I overheard Celeste talking to someone about it.”

“Has she said anything to you about it?”

“Nope,” I said with injected disinterest. “And anyway, I broke things off with her like you asked. I thought you were done with me staying close to her?”

Arthur’s frustrated face flashed across the screen, and he rubbed the skin between his eyebrows, mouth tight, jaw set.

“Did you want me to befriend her again?” It could give me permission to stay near her at the ball.

“No. No, that’s not necessary,” Arthur said dismissively. “I want you to stay away from her. You were right to follow my instructions to break things off with her. You’ve done enough in that area. I’m proud of you, Tobias.”

I gulped. “Thanks, Dad.”

Lying to my father felt unnatural and uncomfortable, especially considering what would happen if I were caught in that lie.

“And while we’re on that topic, Charlotte Stern says hello.”

Char? I hadn’t thought of her even once since Arya arrived at the school. Charlotte Stern was one of my oldest friends and a dragon who had graduated recently and joined the shifter military.

“Tell her ‘hi’ for me,” I said.

Arthur nodded, and I wondered if there was still talk between my family and hers about an eventual union. As much as I cared about Char, I really hoped not.

“Could I speak with him again?” Victoria asked in the background, for which I was grateful. I wasn’t ready to go down that naga hole of arranged dragon marriages.

“And how is your Christmas?” Victoria asked when she was back on the screen. “You got our package?”

“I did.” I relaxed on my bed, eyeing the opened packages across the room. Shoes and suits and books—with extensive detail about rare shifters in Eastern Europe and tactical maneuvers for the military—littered the area in organized chaos. “Thank you.”

“Well, we’ve missed you,” she said. “I hope you haven’t been too lonely stuck at the Dome this Christmas.”

It was almost like she’d forgotten I would have stayed regardless of recent events. I’d done so last year, and there’d been nothing preventing me from going home then—other than the fact that my childhood home was also empty since my parents spent the holiday in the Alps. For whatever reason, my mother seemed to miss me more this Christmas. Arthur had all but said it when he mentioned she wanted quality time when they came on New Year’s Eve.

I suspected it had something to do with my recent near-death experience.

“I haven’t been lonely,” I reassured, thinking about my time with Arya.

Victoria’s eyebrows dropped like they did before.

I glanced at the small video of myself in the top corner, wondering what made her face do that, if perhaps she thought I’d lied about not being lonely.

But when I saw the expression I was wearing, my heart dropped. I recognized that look. I’d never seen it on my own face, but it was nearly identical to the one my mother had worn my entire life.

And she knew it, too.

For her sake and mine, the damned Dracul curse had to be broken.
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Chapter 36
Tobias

I felt like a piece of shit.

Which was why I flew today. Pumping my powerful wings through the frigid Illinois atmosphere—nope, Lake Michigan was behind me, I was well into Michigan state now—my thoughts wouldn’t stop running loops around my recent actions.

Physically, I was in top form. Feeling the icy air rush through my dragon-sized lungs was euphoric. Feeling the fire run through my veins was invigorating. Feeling my invisible scales shift with the movement of my body and knowing that not a soul on the ground below—shifter or human—would be able to see me despite it being a clear, cloudless afternoon, made me feel powerful and invincible.

I felt I could continue flying for hours, until Chicago and the Dome and the danger—and Arya and my father and my responsibilities—were thousands of miles behind me before I would need a respite.

A tiny part of me still felt like a hypocrite for leaving the Dome in the first place. I still cringed at the memory of shouting at Arya for leaving all those weeks ago to shop. I still thought it was stupid and reckless, but I shouldn’t have caused such a scene. But I wasn’t nearly as important as she was. Vampires weren’t looking for me, and my destiny was minuscule in comparison.

I needed this. Needed the freedom of flight to help me decide what to do. But ever since I’d laid eyes on Arya, flying was no longer the mindless activity it used to be.

White fields stretched below me. Snowbanks, quiet and sparkling in the sunlight, almost looked like a blanket of diamonds from my dragon’s-eye view. It was beautiful. I suddenly wished my eyes weren’t the only ones enjoying them, and it wasn’t Niko’s or Brett’s company I wanted.

I shook my head, blowing out a breath of hot air that probably looked like a small cloud that suddenly appeared, if anyone was watching. But I knew no one was.

Adjusting downward, I pointed my nose into a dive. I tucked my wings back to reduce the air friction and allowed my speed to increase, with the help of gravity, and aimed at the perfect and untouched snow below.

Building the heat inside me, I sped the pace of my heart to increase the circulation of fire running through my arteries and veins until enough built at the base of my fire chamber. Taking a deep breath, I veered at the last second and let out a jet stream of blue-white fire, evaporating and eviscerating a perfect line in the snow and uncovering the brown grass beneath. I smiled when I noticed the edges had turned to smooth ice.

I went on that way, building fire and creating lines and curves in the snow until I rose and could see the shape I’d created—a heart with letters inside reading: TD + AW.

It was simple. It was unoriginal. It wasn’t math equations or history facts or anything intellectually amazing, although it was larger than two football fields. I felt better for doing it and briefly wondered if I could convince Arya to come back with me to see it.

Pushing against the air again, I lifted higher and higher into the sky until my creation was a tiny dot below me. Only then did I shake the color of my scales to a deep, rich blue color, the color I wished I’d chosen over my typical dark gray because they were the same color as Arya’s eyes.

I thought about the way she looked last night. Sleeping in my bed next to me, her beautiful face serene in slumber as some dream caused her eyes to dart beneath her thickly-lashed eyelids. The hills and valleys of her naked body, her smooth skin so delectable that I couldn’t help but run my fingers along her side even as she slept.

With my feelings increasing, I became more and more panicked that I’d wake up one day having finally fallen deeply in love, and then rush to find the face that could not and would not ever look at me with any hint of affection again. It happened to my mother—of course, she was already married to Lord Dracul and knew the risks and inevitability—but it could and would happen to me, too.

The air grew thinner the higher I climbed, and the oxygen decreased, making my head fall into a fuzzy haze. I needed to plateau or dive back down soon, or else I’d pass out, but through the fuzzy haze, I finally found a moment of clarity.

The vision of the Skye Boarding House history book forced itself to the forefront of my vision. I’d been studying it earlier in the day, desperately looking for more information about the Dracul curse. Questions ran through my head in rapid succession as I’d skimmed through the text and studied the few pictures peppered throughout.

What horrendous thing did Claudette Dracul do to deserve the curse?

Was she an innocent victim?

Who put the curse on her?

And why?

On the outside, Claudette was the model shifter. She was proper and kind. She assisted other shifters in learning to use and control their powers, including an entire pack of ursas. She and Evandrus Quinn—her bodyguard—protected the humans at the house and surrounding Vancouver from a rogue vampire. During the Arctic Winter of 1899, they not only kept the boarders of the house alive but helped an entire orchard of apple trees survive—a major income source for the Skyes. Not a single apple tree was lost, which was hailed a miracle.

Claudette also stood and fought until she nearly lost her own life when the old vampire line—the Fausts—attacked and ultimately destroyed the boarding house. Leaving it in ashes.

The description didn’t specify, but I was pretty sure the violet scales, scorched and littered around what was left of the house, in addition to several red-orange feathers in the same condition, belonged to the dragon-shifter Claudette and phoenix-shifter Evandrus.

A story that didn’t seem important at the time suddenly connected in my analytical mind. It teetered on the tip of my tongue. Just out of reach. So I adjusted my position, no longer climbing, but not diving as if the exact quantity of breathable air would lend me the answer.

I hardly dared to move a single scale that would cause me to fly in any direction but straight ahead. I could see the glow of sunlight along the curvature of the earth at this altitude, but could hardly appreciate it until I received my answer.

A boarder, Alice Le Fey, who stayed at the house less than half a year, unexpectedly died at the claws of a dragon. It was reported as a random act of violence. The newspaper clipping had been printed right on the page and said in the unbiased, unfeeling language, that it was suspected that a migrating dragon mistook Miss Le Fey for a vampire due to recent vampire sightings in the area.

A Tragedy.

The story alone, a human girl being killed by a dragon shifter, was certainly a tragedy, but nothing noteworthy.

Except a few months later, a family of witches, five sisters in particular, visited the house. Their name was Le Fey.

I bent into a nosedive immediately and felt the rush of oxygen fill my nostrils and muddle my mind with rapid-fire thoughts again. But I finally had an answer!

What reason would a family of witches with the same name as the girl who died have to travel to the place of their close relative’s death?

Unless it was for revenge.

Whether Claudette was to blame, whether she was the dragon who killed Alice or merely the scapegoat, it was possible—no, it was probable—that the group of witches cursed Claudette for Alice Le Fey’s violent and tragic death.

I shouted a stream of profanities. All the ones I knew at least. Which were a lot.

What creature could bring themselves to inflict such a miserable existence on an entire family line? Murder was horrible, yes, but what they’d done was despicable and disgusting and soulless. I wished I could get just one of those damnable witches into an interrogation chamber and flip pictures of my mother’s face over the years at them. The ones that were forever burned into my mind.

But that was ridiculous. Claudette lived at the turn of the twentieth century. The villainous witches were long dead and six feet under.

Except…

How had I not considered it before? It had been right in front of me all this time!

I increased my speed. I could fix this. Maybe. I could ensure my mother and sister, every living Dracul and every future Dracul, that they would never have to live another day wearing that heart-wrenching expression again. I needed to get to Chicago and back to the Dome, now.

***

“Here you are!” I said when I finally tracked down my girlfriend.

It was past dinner when I returned to the Dome. It was nearly lights-out when I finally found Arya hiding in Ashlyn’s room.

“Hey, where have you been?” Arya asked, concerned curiosity furrowing her brow. “I was looking for you before dinner.”

“Sorry, I had some last minute research to catch up on,” I said.

“Um, but the new semester hasn’t started yet,” Ashlyn pointed out with a questioning lilt in her tone.

“It’s a family thing,” I interjected, shaking my head. It wasn’t a lie. “Anyway, do you mind if I steal my girlfriend for the night?”

Ashlyn shrugged. “Would it matter if I said no?”

Arya chuckled and got up from Ashlyn’s bed. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

She took my outstretched hand, and we exited into the hall together. She headed toward my room, but I stopped her with a tug on her hand.

“I thought we could stay in your room tonight,” I said. “Your bed is more comfortable than mine.”

She arched an eyebrow at me but didn’t argue as I led her in the opposite direction.

“So what do you want to do tonight?” she asked once we were in her room. “I think I need a break from sex after last night. You were kind of an animal.”

She giggled, making the memory of how I’d ravaged her flood to the surface of my thoughts.

I eyed the tablet sitting in the middle of her bed, wondering how I could get to it without telling her the actual reason I wanted it.

“I, uh…” I scrambled, unable to think clearly between my desire for her and my current mission.

C’mon, Tobias. Tell her you need the internet. To check your email.

“How about we just watch a movie and cuddle?” she suggested.

I let out a resigned sigh. Why couldn’t I just say it? “Sure.”

“Want popcorn?” she asked.

I nodded with more enthusiasm than necessary. And not just because I had skipped dinner looking for her. My stomach rumbled audibly to sell the enthusiasm.

“Or a sandwich?” She twisted her mouth in a teasing way.

“Both. Please.” I shrugged. “I missed dinner.”

“Great. I’ll be right back,” she said, heading for the door. “Don’t go anywhere.”

“Actually, could I use your tablet a minute?” I asked, praising whatever gods dropped this window of opportunity right into my lap.

“Of course!” she said, but then waved a finger at me. “Just don’t use it to look up porn or anything.”

I chuckled and shook my head. “Not even on my radar.”

“Good.” She spun on her heel and left me alone in her room.

I snatched up her tablet and located her email icon.

I quickly located Shea’s email and clicked the button to draft a message. Normally, I would avoid a witch like the plagues of the earth they were, but if a witch laid the miserable curse on my family...then maybe a witch could remove it—especially a Le Fey witch.

Shea,

I miss you! Meet me at Mack’s diner in Chicago tomorrow at noon.

I can’t wait to see you.

Arya
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Chapter 37
Shea

I bounced in my seat as I waited for Arya to meet me. Technically, I wasn’t quite off my punishment, but Gram had made an exception when she saw who the request had come from.

I’d told Gram the truth when I got home three nights ago—well, part of it anyway. That I’d lost track of time, got attacked by a vampire, and then used my magic to get away before any further damage was caused. I couldn’t tell her about Caesar without explaining about Julian, and there was no way I was going there. None of that was relevant anymore anyway.

So basically, she’d put me on house arrest unless I was going to school or somewhere with her as a chaperone. And like Arya with her mother, I was not allowed outside the house after dark. Oh, the irony. Gram was currently next door at the boutique, getting her hair done. I appreciated her giving me this small modicum of space to enjoy some girl time.

This time, I was definitely going to tell Arya about Julian. It wasn’t like that relationship was going anywhere, so there wasn’t much to tell, but at least I could stop keeping things from her. I wasn’t so sure about telling her about Caesar. Confessing to sleeping with her teacher would make Arya feel way too uncomfortable, and it wasn’t even necessary now that it was likely over.

A waitress came up, brandishing a pad and pen. “What can I get you?”

“Um, I don’t know. My friend should be here soon.”

“We’ll start with a plate of your chili cheese fries,” came a male voice.

I spun around to see who it was. Dragon Douche was standing there, looking pained as he attempted to smile. I sat back, rolling my eyes.

“Sure thing, sweetheart!” the waitress said, then turned to wink at me. “I’ll give you two a few more minutes.”

I seethed with irritation. Arya had sounded so excited to catch up, and here she’d brought along her boyfriend—one who had clearly expressed his distaste for witches on multiple occasions. If she wanted to bring a friend, why not Ashlyn? At least that girl didn’t care if I was a shifter reject.

Tobias slid into the seat across from me, his long legs crowding my foot space, his hands forming a little tent on the table. And he was studying those hands of his like he’d never seen them before.

Well, this was awkward.

I casually looked around again. “Where’s Arya?”

Tobias let out a long breath. “She’s not coming.”

“Is she okay?”

He shook his head. “She’s fine.”

I narrowed my eyes at him, as if I could discern what was going on here by scrutinizing his expression and posture. “Am I missing something?”

Tobias looked to the side. He had yet to meet my gaze. Maybe he thought he’d turn to stone if he did. I snorted at the thought, and Tobias looked at me like I was crazy—still not in the eyes, but at least he’d looked at me.

“I asked you to come here be—”

“Whoa, whoa, wait a minute. You asked me to come here? Because the email was specifically from Arya.” The wheels of my mind began to spin out of control. “Wait, is this some kind of trap? Did you lure me here to eliminate me or something? Because let me warn you, I—”

“No, no! Let me explain.” Tobias at least had the decency to redden.

I shook my head and stood. “Look, I don’t know what stick you have up your ass, but I’m not going to just sit here because you’re my best friend’s boyfriend. I get it. You hate—” I looked around the diner, but no one was paying us any mind. “You hate my kind. But whatever twisted little plot you have in mind, I’m not in the mood.”

But the chili cheese fries arrived, and I backed into the booth again to make room for the waitress. The woman set the steaming fries on the table. My mouth watered, and my tummy rumbled, reminding me I was ready for lunch. I glared at the plate and then the guy who’d ordered it.

“And what else can I get you two?” the waitress asked.

Tobias threw a quick glance at me. “Two cheeseburgers and chocolate shakes.”

The waitress smiled and left again.

I grabbed a fry and sank back in my seat, glaring at Tobias. The cheesy, gooey, meaty, chewy bliss of a chili cheese fry filled my mouth, and I let out a soft sigh. “What if I was allergic to cheese?”

“You’re not. You’re eating cheese right now.”

I grabbed a few more fries and pointed them at Tobias, though the rebellious things refused to remain straight. “Fine. I’ll hear you out. You have until the burgers get here to convince me not to take all this to go. Oh, and you’re paying.”

I popped the fries in my mouth, not taking my eyes off Tobias, daring him to challenge me.

“Not a problem.” He grabbed his own handful of fries and threw them in his mouth, grabbing a napkin to clean up his fingers and face.

I smirked. “You should’ve left the cheese on your face. You almost looked human.”

He didn’t even crack a smile.

I grabbed another fry. “Tick, tock.”

Tobias rolled his eyes. “Look, I’ve got this problem.”

“Don’t we all,” I sighed. I knew I should slow down on the fries—I probably looked like a freaking pig scarfing them down like I was—but I’d been ravenous ever since my vampire attack, and they were sooo good.

“I can’t—” Tobias stopped and pursed his lips, his face reddening as he glanced around the room. When he started again, his voice was softer, his gaze firmly planted on the table. “I can’t...fall in love.”

I paused with a fry halfway to my mouth, then lowered it as I looked at Tobias. “Can’t? Or won’t?”

He shook his head. “My family was cursed.” He looked around again, then leaned forward—which for all his lank was at least halfway across the table—and hissed, “By witches.”

“And they turned you into a robot?”

He growled. “Will you take this seriously?”

I shrugged, bringing the fry to my mouth at last.

Tobias scowled. “If I fall in love with Arya, she’ll hate me.”

I swallowed. “That makes sense. I’m sure any woman you’re romantically involved with would grow to hate you eventually.”

He put his hand to his forehead and closed his eyes as he let out a long-suffering sigh. “No. The curse on my family makes it so that if a Dracul falls in love, or anyone falls in with a Dracul, that love will be forever unrequited.”

“Geez, how’d you manage to piss off a witch that badly?” I said, chewing.

“I didn’t. My ancestor did,” he ground out.

“Wait, so you’re saying the curse has been passed down—?”

“Generation after generation. Yes,” he confirmed.

I took a sip of water, then let out a low whistle. “That’s harsh.”

Tobias ran his hands through his hair. “Tell me about it.”

The waitress came by again, doling out the two burgers. She only set one shake on the table, dropping two straws next to it.

I eyed the shake, then turned a questioning brow to Tobias.

“You two enjoy,” the woman said, giving us another wink.

“I ordered...” Tobias began, holding up two fingers, but the waitress was gone again.

I shrugged and dragged the shake towards me. At a look from Tobias, I said, “What?”

He scowled, but didn’t complain about my claim on the shake.

“Okay, so you have this curse, and yet you’re dating my best friend?” I asked.

“I know.” He dipped his head and raked his hands through his hair, looking much more human and forlorn than I’d ever seen him. “Trust me, I tried to stay away. But I…imprinted on her.”

I choked on the mouthful of milkshake I tried to swallow, coughing as I stared at him with wide eyes. “You what?” I gasped after I recovered.

“I imprinted,” he said. “It basically means I’m chemically bound to—”

“I know what it means,” I interrupted, unable to control the pitch of my voice in my astonishment. “Omigod, that’s why I sensed that aura around you. I should have connected the dots!”

He frowned at me, but I couldn’t decipher the look in his eyes.

I pushed the shake to the side and laced my finger on the table. “So you set up this little meeting with me—”

“To see if you could break the curse,” he finished, his face surprisingly vulnerable and chipping away the walls of my defenses. “I don’t want to hurt her, but I also literally can’t stay away from her. Breaking the curse is the only way to save us both.”

I tapped my index finger on my knuckle, appraising Tobias. He returned my stare as he grabbed the last of the fries but broke it as he dug into his burger.

I liked him. I didn’t know what it was about him, but I wanted to see him turn into a real boy. And he’d imprinted on my best friend. I didn’t know much about imprinting, but I did know it was a bond that lasted a lifetime. There was no escaping from Tobias for Arya, not unless she wanted Tobias to die, and Arya’s heart was far too kind for that, even if she had no romantic interest in him at all.

“Does she know?” I asked before he could take another bite of his burger.

He paused, lowering the burger. “No. She doesn’t know about the curse or the imprint.”

Of course, she didn’t. And I could understand why Tobias didn’t tell her. Their relationship thus far had been complicated enough. And as someone who’d been keeping her own secrets from Arya, I had no room to judge.

But he was asking me to lift a curse, one I knew nothing about. What if there was no way to break the curse? What if I did something stupid, and the curse rebounded on me? Not that I wasn’t fully capable of screwing up my love life all on my own. Still, messing with unknown—and ancient—magic could be dangerous.

But this was for Arya. I didn’t necessarily care if she rejected Tobias after he fell for her—okay, maybe I cared a little—but I definitely didn’t want her to spend her life pining for him if he couldn’t love her back. I also knew plenty about that feeling.

I sighed. “I can’t promise anything—”

“I figured. This was a dumb idea.” He set down his burger and looked out the window.

I held up a finger, giving Tobias a pointed look. “You’re the one who came to me, so let me just say this before you go climbing on that high and mighty shifter horse of yours. Witches don’t just go casting curses for the fun of it. That’s some serious shit, and if you want me to try to remove it, you’d better treat me with a little respect.”

Tobias opened his mouth, but I held up my finger again. “Not done. I’m doing this for her more than I am for you, but that doesn’t give you the right to treat me like dog shit. And don’t go thinking I can just wave a magic wand and lift this curse. It’s going to take some time and research, and even then, I don’t know if I’ll be able to lift it. But for Arya’s sake, I’m going to do my best.”

I grabbed the milkshake and sucked on the straw until I got past the melted part and back to the thick and creamy bit.

Tobias’s jaw twitched as he regarded me. He sighed and grabbed a bite of his burger, throwing it back on his plate as if it suddenly repulsed him.

“I don’t know how much time I have left.”

I lifted a brow. “Are you, like, dying or something?”

“No. The curse. I’m... She makes me...” He shook his head. “It could activate any day now.”

“Oh,” I said with a nod. He really did have feelings for her.

“I’ve spent my whole life trying to compartmentalize my emotions because I didn’t want this. I’ve watched what the curse has done to my parents. I thought I’d have more time, but Arya... She’s special. I tried to stay away, but I couldn’t. And now?” He held out his empty hands.

I couldn’t help myself. My heart broke at the anguish on his face. He was clearly smitten, and it was making him miserable. I couldn’t imagine anyone was deserving of such a curse. To never even be able to hope for love. What would that do to a person?

Maybe the Tin Man in front of me really did have a heart. And from the looks of it, it was in serious danger of breaking.

I slid the shake to Tobias. “I think you need that more than I do.”

He chuckled darkly and shook his head.

“How is everything?” the waitress asked, seeming to materialize out of nowhere.

Tobias nodded. “Fine, but I’d like another shake.” He pushed the one I had been drinking back my way.

“Something wrong with that one?” she asked, eyeing the second straw, which was still unopened.

“We just wanted two,” Tobias said, his tone curt.

The waitress pasted on a saccharine smile. “Of course. I’ll be right back.” She started to leave, muttering something about a lover’s quarrel.

“We’re not lovers!” Tobias and I called at the same time.

If she heard us, she didn’t acknowledge it.

I leaned forward. “What is her problem?”

Tobias shrugged.

“Okay, so tell me more about this curse.” I bit off some of my burger, marveling at the amount of grease dripping out the other side.

“I will, once you promise me you won’t go telling anyone about it.”

I raised a brow. “Who am I gonna tell?”

“Arya.”

I barked out a laugh. “Yeah, Arya’s got a lot on her plate at the moment.”

He continued to stare at me, so I lifted my hands. “Okay. I promise. I won’t tell your girlfriend you can’t fall in love with her.”

He glowered at me, and I gave him my sweetest smile in return. “It was placed on an ancestor of mine—Claudette Dracul. I don’t know what she did to piss off the witches who cursed her, or who exactly those witches were, but I have some ideas.”

“Like?”

“Like, there was a boarder at the school she was staying at that mysteriously died. Then a bunch of witch sisters traveled to the area, with the same last na—”

“Shea?”

The familiar shadow of Gram fell over me, and I shut my eyes in dread before turning around to face her with an innocent smile. “Hey, Gram.”

“That doesn’t look like Arya,” she said with an accusatory tone, jutting her chin at Tobias.

My stomach plummeted with a guilt I actually hadn’t earned this time. “I know, I—”

“I’m sorry,” Tobias interrupted. “I kind of tricked her into coming here, letting her believe she’d be meeting Arya instead of me.”

Gram folded her arms under her ample bosom. “And who are you?”

“Arya’s boyfriend,” he confessed. “The truth is that I’m planning a surprise birthday party for Arya, and I wanted Shea’s help. I haven’t treated Shea the best since I’ve known her, so I didn’t think she’d come if I asked her outright.”

Gram eyed him skeptically for a moment, then turned her scrutiny on me. I could do nothing but lift my shoulders in a helpless, submissive gesture.

“Well, that’s very thoughtful of you, but Shea won’t be attending any parties for quite some time,” she said finally. “Come along, Shea. It’s time to go home.”

I frowned but obediently slid out of the booth.

“Thanks for the food, Tobias,” I said. “And don’t worry. I’ll still help with that gift you wanted. I’ll let you know when it’s done.”

A grateful smile tipped at the edges of his lips, and he nodded in appreciation.

I followed Gram out of the diner, feeling a little chagrined even though I hadn’t intentionally done anything wrong. But at least I had a new purpose, and perhaps my most important one yet.

I was going to use my magic to save my best friend’s heart. Even if my own got destroyed in the process.

~The End~

Ready to see what disasters happen next? Continue the series with Radiant Shadows!
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APPENDIX

AVIAN CATEGORY (all are fatally allergic to lead)

Dragons: Shifted form is that of a human-sized dragon. Their scales can vary in color based on heredity and personality and, in rare cases, can even possess unique abilities such as camouflage or invisibility. They can conjure fire either from their throat or hands, whether in shifted form or not. Historically, they are known for their natural charisma and leadership skills. Many of them are of ancient noble blood, with the oldest line dating back to Vlad Dracul, whose barbaric tendency to impale people was only used on vampires and their mortal helpers.

Harpies: Shifted form is that of their human form but with the addition of feathery wings that emerge from their backs and eagle-like talons instead of human feet. The color of their feathers can vary based on personality but is most often a pearlescent white. In shifted form, they can hurl individual feathers like daggers at their opponent, and their fingers can extend into razor-sharp claws at will. They have the ability to harness light from any source, either as a weapon or with the intention of healing. Historically, it said that ancient sightings of angels were, in fact, harpies coming to aid those in need.

Phoenixes: Shifted form is that of a beautiful human-sized bird whose feathers are literally made of fire. At the moment of their first shift, they die and are reborn as their shifted self. They have the ability to configure fire or manipulate any source of fire, and in their shifted form, they can explode into a powerful inferno that only targets their enemies.

ARCHAIC CATEGORY

Gryphons: Shifted form is that of an eagle-like creature slightly larger than human size with four taloned legs, wings on their back, and an eagle’s head. Their feathers can vary in color, but the most common is brown. In their shifted form, they can hone their vision like binoculars, focusing in on the smallest detail from miles away. They have the ability to manipulate the ions in the air around them to conjure wind, and at their most skilled, can even manipulate the weather as a whole. Historically, the vampire leader Hadrian led a campaign to eradicate their entire species. To the best of anyone’s knowledge, Caesar Rex is the last known survivor of his kind.

Kitsunes: Shifted form is that of a human-sized fox with nine tails. The color of their fur can vary from shades of russet orange, brown and gray. They have the ability to manipulate electricity, either to use it as a weapon against an opponent or to harness it for technological endeavors. The molecules of their bodies vibrate at such a rapid rate, they can even phase through physical objects at their highest skill level. Historically, they are known for their revolutionary electrical inventions, Nikola Tesla being the most famous.

Nagas: Shifted form is that of a human-sized lizard creature with four limbs, a snake-like head—sometimes with a cobra-like hood at the neck—and a long tail with a stinger at the tip. Their sting delivers a powerful poison that paralyzes their victims and is especially fatal to vampires in particular. They have the ability to hypnotize opponents with their eyes and rattling voice.

WERE CATEGORY (all are fatally allergic to silver)

Hounds: Shifted form is that of a human-sized wolf. Fur color depends on hair and skin color of the human form. They have an incredibly keen sense of smell and can even sometimes detect emotions from the pheromones expelled by those around them.

Maos: Shifted form is that of a human-sized feline. Coloring and resemblance to other large felines (such as tigers, leopards, etc) varies based on personality and the shape of the sire (the mao that bit them). They are known for their acute sense of hearing, able to hear whispered conversations from up a mile away. At top skill, they can even become telepathic, but it’s rare. Historically, they are known for their alluring physical appearance in human form and their talent for seduction.

Ursas: Shifted form is that of a bear. Fur color depends on hair and skin color of the human form. While all weres possess supernatural speed and strength, ursas are most known for their incredible strength. At top skill, they can even produce psychic force fields to use as shields.

OCEANID CATEGORY

Mers: Shifted form is that of a human with a fish-like tail and fin instead of legs that begin at their hips, as well as gills slit along either side of their neck. Coloring of tail and fins varies, but the most common are green and blue. They have the ability to manipulate water in all its forms, and a rare few are even gifted visions and the power of foresight, which they can hone to their advantage. They are the only shifter species that is born in their shifted form. Historically, they lived in the oceans until the mid-twentieth century when pollution and overfishing forced them to migrate to land, although some civilizations still exist at the furthest depths.

Sirens: An incredibly rare breed of mer that also possesses the ability to compel others with their melodic, enchanting voice. Little is known about this shifter, and there hasn’t been an occurrence of one in centuries—until now…

VAMPIRES

Naturally, they are immortal, meaning that time and disease do not kill them. Only the sun’s rays, certain shifter venoms, being shot by a copper bullet, and decapitation/impaling through the heart can kill them. As far as powers, they have super speed (average 150 mph), super strength, and, with practice, the ability to hypnotize—this is temporary and limited, although in sire lines, the ability can be compounded for greater effect. They can also manipulate shadows in order to camouflage themselves in the darkness. They need human blood to survive, but the older they get, the less often they need to feed. They do not require sleep but can indulge in the act by choice. Drowning doesn’t actually kill them but will make them pass out for a while before the body reboots.

Male vampires can get human women pregnant (the vampire state of being cannibalizes any attempt to get a female vampire pregnant). The children are born human. If turned, they possess greater power because of the combined vampire genes and venom working together. The longer the sire line, the more powerful the vampire. To cut down on competition, sire lines look to produce an heir every 50 years. If the heir is unsuccessful, they usually wait for another 30 years before trying again. If it is successful, the new heir takes leadership and in 50 years produces his own heir. Heirs are usually born male, but occasionally a female is produced, though their claim to the line is not always honored, and the sire may seek to produce another male heir, since female vampires cannot bear children.

WITCHES

These are humans with the ability to harness the magic in their blood and cast spells. Many witches are born from existing witch families, though it has been known for witches to appear randomly in non-witch bloodlines. The language they use to access their magic is the Medu Netjru, the language of the ancient Egyptians who first mastered the arcane arts. While a rare few grimoires (spell books) can be found in hieroglyphic text, most—in the modern world especially—are written using the twenty-six letters of the Latin alphabet. Little is known of the limits of a witch’s magic, but all magic comes at a cost, and if one is wise, they never forget that.

OceanofPDF.com

cover1.jpeg
G R IUSESF DEE-S TSIEN "1 °E S

f/ TRICIA BARR





OEBPS/image_rsrc3W8.jpg
CRUEL DESTINIES

TRICIA BARR





page-map.xml
 
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   




