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Chapter 1
Tobias

Anxiety had its claws deep within me as I perched on the edge of my bed, my heel tapping so furiously it seemed to make my whole body shake.

I wasn’t used to having to regulate so many emotions at once—or any at all, for that matter—but Arya’s entrance into my life had thrown a wrench into the normally meticulous machine of my psyche. I’d been forced to discover new sides of myself that I never thought could exist, and that I’d tried actively to quash.

My current situation shouldn’t even be a super stressful one, and I tried to analyze it from an outside perspective.

Yes, I hadn’t heard from the witch since I’d met her—through deceptive means—four days ago, and though there was hope attached to that encounter, the lack of communication was less than encouraging. Patience was not one of my virtues, especially with the stakes involved.

If the witch couldn’t break the curse—and soon—Arya and I were doomed to fail, and at least one of us would be miserable forever. I couldn’t stand the what ifs of it all. What if Shea broke the curse too late? What if one of us fell in love before that? What if I did something like I usually did, and Arya hated me forever?

There was a chance of that tonight. My parents were going to be at the New Year’s Eve Ball. I had planned to make this night special for Arya, but now I’d have to mostly avoid her to appease my father, who had strictly forbidden me from being anywhere near her. How was I going to get out of this mess without angering either or both of them?

The water in my shower turned off, and my pulse began to increase with the unconscious anticipation of seeing her. Even though she was still technically close to me, and she’d only been in my bathroom for ten minutes or so, the imprint forced me into a state of irrational anxiety when she wasn’t in my clear line of sight.

I was fucking pathetic.

I growled in frustration at myself, but the moment she emerged from my bathroom with a cloud of steam wafting out behind her, my heart fluttered, and all negativity fled from me—at least for a brief moment.

I rose from the bed and crossed the space toward her without conscious thought, pulled by the invisible tether that bound me to her.

“Even wrapped in a towel with your hair soaked, you’re the most beautiful girl in the world.” I leaned forward to trace a line of kisses down her neck and shoulder, savoring the fresh scent of her clean skin.

She giggled and lightly shoved me away. “Tobias, I just took a shower. I’d rather not have to take another one in fifteen minutes.”

“Try an hour,” I growled against her ear as my desire for her flared to life.

“Tobias,” she protested with much less power, arching her neck and leaning in as I began to suck on her creamy flesh.

When a little whimper escaped her, I knew I’d broken her restraint, and my need for her was too strong to ignore. I reached for the top of her towel, trailing my fingertips along it until I found the tucked in spot that kept it tight around her. I gave the fluffy material a firm tug, ripping it away from her body and dropping it to the floor.

I pulled away from her just enough to admire the carnal perfection of her naked body. Her tiny pink nipples were hard and pointed with the proof of her desire for me, and I was helpless not to drop to a kneel before her to taste them.

With my hands against the center of her back, I pressed her against me, holding her in place while I spread my lips over one flawless breast. I ran the pad of my tongue over the plump flesh, kneading it with my lips as I began to circle my tongue around her pebbled nipple. And when I sucked it between my teeth, the gasp she released made my dick throb against my slacks.

Her hands went to my head, tangling into my hair as I moved to worship her other breast. Her fingers combing over my scalp felt so good, so soothing, and yet so teasing; I felt like I was going to explode if I didn’t take her right now.

Unable to hold back any longer, I rose to my full height and spun her around, guiding her gruffly and clumsily against the nearest wall. I hastily freed my cock from my slacks, fisting it almost angrily as I guided it beneath her pert ass cheeks and into her warm center.

She was so wet, and the ease with which I was able to slide all the way into her made me shudder with possessive delight. Her pussy was exactly the right size for my cock, and so perfectly tight, squeezing around me as I filled her completely.

Fuck, could any sweeter bliss exist in this world! Pleasure coursed through me as I began to thrust in and out of her wet heaven. I clutched her against me as I fucked her, massaging her breasts even as I pushed her flat against the wall. Her soft panting and moans of pleasure were a symphony that enchanted me toward my demise, and I knew I needed to slow down, to pace myself.

I slid one hand down her belly, flattening my palm over her silky skin as I moved my hand between her legs. With my index and ring finger, I spread her pussy lips to either side, and when I slipped my middle finger over her clit, she let out the sweetest cry of pleasure, her body trembling against me.

I wanted to make her come. No, I needed to make her come. I rolled my fingertip over the little bud of flesh, kneading it exactly the way I knew she liked it and applying pressure when I knew she needed it. I matched the timing of my thrusts to the rhythm of my skilled fingering, feeling her pussy tighten more and more as the tension built within her.

“Come, baby,” I purred against her earlobe. “Come for me.”

She let out a deep moan, and like a good little girl, she did as I asked. Her pussy fluctuated around my dick, squeezing and releasing over and over again, and I increased the pressure of my thrusts to draw out as much pleasure as I could wring from her body.

But it wasn’t enough. With this girl, it would never be enough. I wanted to bury myself in her paradise forever, make her come again and again, and feel her juices bathe my cock and drip down my thighs. I wanted to live inside her, floating on the pinnacle of ecstasy for the rest of time.

When I began playing her clit slower, determined to bring her to oblivion again, she panted, “Tobias…no time…”

I glanced at the clock beneath heavy eyelids. She was right. The ball was due to begin in an hour. While I’d be perfectly happy to fuck her senseless until the very last minute, girls needed time for the pointless things like hair and makeup and whatever else they did in the name of beauty.

“You could just let me worship you until it starts and show up in your towel,” I teased with a nibble on her earlobe. “You’d still be the most gorgeous girl in the room.”

She whimpered as my teeth grazed the sensitive skin but then let out a cute little growl I was sure she thought was menacing. “Tobias.”

“As you wish,” I whispered, gripping her hips and fucking her harder.

She moaned in time with my thrusts, so loud I knew her cries could be heard down the hall, and I loved that neither of us gave two fucks about that. I was so lost in bliss, I wouldn’t stop if any of those assholes were to burst in on us. No one would rip me from her body until I was done savoring every second.

Through the haze of sinful pleasure that fogged my vision, I caught a flurry of something white sprouting from her shoulder blades, and suddenly, a magnificent pair of angelic wings burst from her back, flaring in front of me as her deep moans continued to fill the air.

“Whoa!” I gasped, slowing my thrusts to almost a standstill.

She looked over her shoulder at me, blush coloring her cheeks as she attempted to tuck her head in. “Sorry,” she murmured softly. “They come out when I’m…very happy…”

The shame in her tone didn’t touch me; I was too focused on what she’d actually said. She was so happy in this moment that her wings had come out by accident. That touched me deeper than perhaps anything ever had in my entire life.

I held her there like that for a few seconds, admiring the beauty of her pearlescent feathers, the way they glimmered in every color of the rainbow in different light. She was incredible. And she was mine.

I picked up my pace once more, staring with fixated eyes at her wings as I thrust harder and more forcefully. She was my angel, and there was nothing more thrilling or more devastating than fucking her in this form. It seemed all at once sacred and sinful, and before I could will myself to calm down, I exploded inside her, sharp euphoria shooting through my cock and radiating throughout my body.

I buried myself inside her up to the hilt of my shaft, pressing against her and feeling the gentle caress of her gossamer wings against my bare chest as I spilled into her. I peppered her cheek and shoulder with soft kisses, knowing we didn’t have much time left and hating that fact more with each passing second.

“You’re incredible,” I whispered before finally pulling away from her.

By the time I was done cleaning myself up, she came out of the bathroom after doing the same, and her wings had rescinded. Her cheeks were still rosy, her eyes skittishly darting up to meet mine.

“I’m sorry,” she said with an awkward shrug. “I know that was…weird.”

I instantly shook my head. “No, you have nothing to be embarrassed about. I can’t tell you how honored it makes me feel to be the one to make your wings pop out by accident.”

Her blush darkened, but she was smiling now, biting her lips in a way I knew was a good thing. She glanced at the clock, then her eyes widened. “Oh shit, I really have to get ready!”

She rushed to my closet and yanked her dress off the hanger, quickly stepping into it and pulling the straps over her shoulders. I left her to her routine as she skipped back into the bathroom, and I shrugged into my blazer and began the tedious task of tying my tie.

We were getting down to the wire, and I couldn’t put off this conversation any longer.

“Hey, um, I know it’s shitty timing,” I called out. “But my parents told me they’re coming tonight, and my father expects me to fall in line and be at his beck and call most of the night.”

She didn’t respond for several seconds, and when she did, her tone was clearly disappointed. “Oh.”

“I know, I’m sorry,” I said, wincing at how lame I must sound. “I had really wanted to make this night special for you. I hadn’t expected them to show up and ruin my plans.”

She poked her head out past the bathroom door, and I hated seeing the sad crease in her forehead. “Don’t your parents expect you to have a date?”

My sardonic laugh was reflexive and involuntary. “No.” When I saw the question mark in her expression, I tried to cover my slip. “My father has never really cared what I actually want. I’m expected to be his obedient soldier, and any sign of objection is met with swift justice.”

She pouted, her brows puckering in pity. “I’m sorry. I hate that for you.”

I came toward her, putting my hands on her shoulders and placing a chaste kiss on her forehead. “Don’t worry about it. I want you to have an amazing time tonight, even if it’s largely without me. But I promise I’ll steal at least one dance, no matter what.”

She gave me a sweet smile, which quickly turned into an impish grin. “You want me to have fun without you, huh?” She winked.

I chuckled, even as the possessive beast inside me reared its ugly head. “Okay, definitely not what I meant. But I will allow you to dance with other guys if that’s what will make you happy.”

She arched a catty eyebrow at me. “Oh, you’ll allow it, will you?”

I smirked. “Don’t you have some makeup to apply or something?”

She scoffed and disappeared back into the bathroom.

I finished tying the black tie that had been hanging cockeyed around my neck and sat back on my bed as I waited for her to finish her pruning process—apparently, it was an arduous task, and a futile one as I preferred her without makeup.

After a good forty minutes of focused silence punctuated by the occasional whir of a blow dryer and the tink of brushes and tools, she stepped out of the bathroom and proved my previous belief completely wrong.

She was a vision of beauty in her fitted white gown, her hair styled masterfully in a half-up-half-down fashion, and her face accentuated to perfection with various shades and glitter that highlighted the high points of her delicate features. I hadn’t thought any product could do anything but hinder her natural beauty, but somehow, her cosmetic magic only enhanced it.

“Wow, you look…” I floundered, unable to find the right words to describe how her stunning appearance made me feel.

She snickered. “Thanks. Shall we?” She held out her arm in an invitation for me to escort her.

I nodded like a dumb fool, pushing off the bed and coming to her side. She slipped her delicate hand through my bent arm, and as I ushered her out into the hall, I prayed that Shea would find the right spell to break the curse.

The clock was ticking, much more quickly than it ever had before. My romantic resistance wasn’t long for this world, and I didn’t know how much longer I could keep my heart under lockdown—especially when Arya held the key. 

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 2 
Ashlyn

Tonight was the big night, and every girl in the school was busy getting ready for the New Year’s Eve Ball—every girl except for me.

No, I was using the better part of my day training in the gym. I didn’t have a date or any major reason to doll myself up outside of bringing in the new year with some class, so I opted for the low-key approach. I’d get a good sweat on, then throw on a killer dress and some makeup at the last minute.

I hadn’t realized Jackson was also in the gym until after I’d finished my third set.

He had a thin, black headband in his hair to keep it out of his face, and the way the sweat made his shirtless, muscular chest glisten definitely had me appreciating his physique. When he caught me staring, he flashed me a smug smirk right before I averted my gaze and went on about my routine as if I hadn’t noticed him at all.

While our date hadn’t been a complete disaster, I was still pretty adamant about keeping whatever this was platonic. Playing pool with him had been surprisingly fun, and his were friends weren’t as crazy as I had expected. Most of them had grown up like me, kids from the wrong side of the track, the product of absent and neglectful parents.

Though Jackson was a bit of an exception—he came from a long line of weres, passing the bite down from generation to generation—he still fit the bill. Apparently, his family was affiliated with the mafia in some way.

I definitely didn’t need that in my life.

He kept his distance, but he also wouldn't stop giving me the side-eye and occasional sexy chin jut. And I was pretty sure the show he was putting on of curling his rather impressive biceps was for my benefit.

It might have been working, which made it hard for me to focus on my workout reps. Especially when he started doing pull-ups, his abs rippling in all their glistening glory.

Stop ogling him; that’s what he wants!

As I grabbed my water bottle and towel to leave, he jogged up to catch me.

“Hey, you looked great out there doing your little workout reps.”

I wasn’t sure he knew how offensive he sounded. “Little? I would murder you in there.”

“I’ll take that challenge,” he said with a wink.

I rolled my eyes, mainly to keep them off his lickable chest.

“Yeah, sorry. Gotta get ready for the ball.” I didn't intend to bring up the ball, but there it was.

“Oh? Who’s the lucky guy?” Even though his eyes were roaming up and down my body in a gesture that said he wanted to eat me like Red Riding Hood, there was a vulnerability in them that was very slightly endearing.

“I don't have one.”

His confident smile returned in full force. It kind of annoyed me, but at the same time, the smolder he was giving off made my cheeks—and my core—heat. By the way he took a step closer, I figured it was written all over my face.

“Do you want one?” he asked, looming over me in a way that made me feel like prey.

I swallowed. “Not really.”

His eyes narrowed as his smile widened. “That’s not what your scent tells me.”

My heart stuttered in my chest. My scent? Did I smell bad? “What are you talking about?”

He scraped his teeth over his bottom lip. “Didn’t you know that hounds are known for their acute sense of smell? We can tell your emotions just by your scent. And yours is telling me that you’re more into me than you want to admit.”

I scoffed and folded my arms around myself even as my breaths came faster and shallower. “Don’t flatter yourself.”

He chuckled, a sexy, deep rumbling sound. “I’ll meet you in front of your common room at six.”

I took a slow breath to calm my escalating heart rate, injecting as much sass and resilience as I could into my expression. “And what if I’m not there?”

He shrugged. “I guess we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.” Then he curled his finger under my chin in a teasing gesture before stepping around me and heading toward the showers.

All I could do was stand there for several seconds, unsure of exactly what to think or how to feel. Judging by the moist warmth between my legs that had nothing to do with my workout, my body had its own opinion.

Cold shower. I needed a cold shower.

And then a dress that would put Jackson into cardiac arrest—if I decided to take him up on his offer.

Oh, who was I kidding? Of course, I would.

*      *      *

After a much necessary and reluctantly brief shower that chilled even my fire, I shoveled through my closet for the perfect ensemble. Now my burgundy, lace, tea-length dress flowed around me, a thin black studded belt cinching my waist. My bright orange hair was pin-straight—thanks to the help of a flat iron I’d never used before—and a thin braid crown woven with a black ribbon circled my head like a headband.

I paired my dress with all-black jewelry: a choker, long earrings that almost reached my shoulders, and wrap-around bracelets that covered both of my wrists. Smoky eyeliner lined my eyes so thickly that it made their yellow-green color even more piercing. I completed the look with black Mary-Jane wedges that made me about three inches taller—but still short enough for Jackson to look down at me.

Deciding I was just as hot outside as I was inside, I left my room with my head held high. Voices were spilling down the hall, and when I entered the common room, I couldn’t help but admire how beautiful everyone looked.

“Damn, Ash!” Arya exclaimed as she came up to me. “You look like you could set the room on fire. But really, don't do that.”

I laughed, quickly sobering as I took in her stunning appearance. “Me? Look at you!”

She looked like a goddess right out of an old Greek myth, in a slinky, white silk gown that hugged her petite frame like a glove only to flare out at her hips to pour like a waterfall over her legs down to the floor. Her hair was in a half-up-half-down style, the blue strands in the front loose and curling into ringlets at the ends.

Arya smiled and shrugged off the compliment. “You want to be my date? Apparently, Tobias is going to be occupied by his parents most of the night.”

I frowned. “Oh, um, actually, I’m going with Jackson.”

Earnest surprise lifted her brows. “Oh. I didn’t think you liked him.”

My frown deepened, and it was my turn to shrug. “I don’t. I mean, not like that. Or maybe like that, but not like that.”

She bit her lips in amusement at my description.

“Ugh, I’m just going with him because he asked me, and I figured, why not?” I amended.

She nodded, her smirk saying she wasn’t convinced. “And this has nothing to do with the fact that Niko will be there?”

His name stabbed into my chest, flooding self-consciousness through me. “What?”

Her brows pinched slightly, dulling her mirth. “Yeah, Tobias’s dad is going to be there, so I just assumed Niko would be, too.”

“Oh,” I said.

Figures. When I finally had a day free of thinking about him and was sincerely at least attempting something less than platonic with another guy, of course, he would make an appearance to ruin my night.

Arya’s hand rose and fluttered between us in a placating gesture. “You know what, don’t even worry about that. Just have fun with Jackson. I’m sure you won’t even notice Niko. And maybe he won’t even be there.”

“Right,” I half-heartedly agreed. “Well, I’m just gonna go find Jackson.”

I turned the corner just outside of the common room and almost crashed into Jackson. He leaned against the wall, his hands in his pockets. His hair was slicked back, which really opened up his face, putting his rugged features on display. He had on an all-black tux with a black button-down shirt that wasn't buttoned all the way up. He’d never looked so clean-cut.

I knew I was staring, but his eyes moved down my body, doing the same thing. He looked devilishly handsome, and I thought maybe I wouldn't mind his lack of personal space so much.

“Wow. You look...ravishing.” He closed the space between us and took my hand, lifting it to brush a kiss on the top of my knuckles.

The gesture was so foreign to his usual manner that my eyelids fluttered, but I wouldn't give him the pleasure of a full-on swoon. “You don't look so bad yourself. Did you have to go to a groomer for that hairdo?”

Jackson barked a laugh, then laced his fingers with mine as he led me down the corridor toward the Great Hall. The walk was quiet, which was weird for Jackson. Was he actually nervous? I mean, I was, but not because of him.

The second we walked through the archway, my breath hitched. The Great Hall had been transformed into an all-white winter wonderland, complete with fake falling snow and an elegance that only Mr. Inari could put together. It looked like something out of a dream.

“Whoa,” I whispered.

“Yeah, it’s nice,” Jackson agreed. “But not as nice as how you look. Now that is whoa.”

I shook my head but couldn’t stifle my snicker. “You're killing me here.”

“Oh, I know. I like seeing your cheeks get red. It’s kind of my favorite thing about you.” He playfully winked at me, then pulled me closer as we walked through the ballroom.

My gaze roamed the large room as he guided me to the seemingly endless table at the back that was covered with food and various beverages. It wasn’t until my eyes found their target that I realized who I’d been looking for.

Niko stood at the opposite end of the Great Hall, wearing a fake smile as the general regaled him and Lady Dracul with some story he apparently thought was highly entertaining. My chest squeezed with a forgotten and uninvited longing at how handsome he looked, dressed in a regal navy blue suit that hugged his warrior-like figure so perfectly.

His eyes landed on me, his laugh immediately sputtering out, and I spun to face Jackson so quickly that I tripped on my wedges and fell against Jackson’s chest.

“Whoa, easy there,” he said with a chuckle after he caught me, holding my upper arms with a steadying grip. “Did you pre-game?”

“Huh?” I asked before his meaning registered. “Oh, no, I didn’t. But that probably would’ve been smart.”

“Do you want to?” He reached into his suit jacket and flashed the top of a flask for me to see.

I only hesitated for half a second. “You know what, hit me.”

His smile widened. “That a girl.”

Pouring me a stupidly fancy goblet of punch, he discreetly slipped a little of whatever was in his flask into it before handing it to me. I took it and lifted it to my mouth, then paused.

“If you ruffied this, I swear I will burn you alive,” I warned.

“I may be a hound, but I’m not an animal,” he said with an arched eyebrow. Then he poured himself a drink and looked me in the eye as he took a slow gulp.

“Good,” I said, then tossed back the contents of my drink.

Jackson put his hand on my waist and pulled in close so that his mouth was next to my ear. “Besides, I don’t need some drug to make you want me. I’ll have you begging by the end of the night.”

I squeezed my thighs together as the thrill of his declaration shot through me, the buzz of alcohol doing nothing to dull its potency.

I pulled away from him just enough to look him in the eye. “Shut up and dance with me.”

He let out a low chuckle as I tugged him onto the dancefloor, where several students were already twirling to a modernized remake of a classic symphony—it sounded like Lindsey Sterling but wasn’t one I recognized.

Once we got to an open spot, Jackson surprised me by immediately taking my hand and waist in a waltz position.

“Oh,” I gasped.

“Surprised to find I have some class?” he purred teasingly, guiding me through the steps.

“Actually, yes,” I admitted, struggling to follow along without stepping on his feet. “I, for one, don’t really know how to dance like this. I know this is supposed to be a ‘ball,’ but I wish they played something less…”

“Formal?” Jackson supplied with a grin.

“Exactly,” I agreed.

After a few minutes, I adjusted to the tempo and was able to let him lead me without tripping. How anyone could find this style of dance fun was beyond me. How was I supposed to forget about Niko with this shit?

The song ended, and I practically jumped in relief when the next one was a Lindsey Sterling song I knew—Crystalize, which I had actually spent months creating a dance routine to.

“It’s my turn to lead,” I said to Jackson with an impish smile.

“What—” he started to ask, but I threw myself into the song, twirling around him, pressing against him, and sliding down him in time with the electric beat.

He caught on quickly, spinning me and dipping me when my movements suggested. I was on fire as we danced, exhilarated by the scream of the violin and rapid thrum of the drums. I didn’t even mind when he threw off my routine by picking me up at the song’s climax because the feeling of being weightless was the most thrilling of all.

When the song ended, the dancers around us applauded, alerting me with stunned humility that we’d had an audience. I laughed, breathless and sweating, tugging Jackson away from the spotlight because I had no desire to be the center of attention.

“You were pretty great out there,” Jackson said, pouring himself another drink with a slip of his flask.

“You weren’t so bad yourself,” I said. “You catch on pretty quickly.”

He leaned in for a moment. “You haven’t even seen the best of my moves.” He winked.

My core clenched again, my already hot body flashing with warmth.

“Do you want another drink?” he asked, wiggling his flask in the shadow of his jacket.

“Definitely. But I need to use the ladies’ room. Don’t go anywhere.”

“Trust me, I’ll wait for you all night,” he said with another wink.

I slipped through the dancers toward the bathroom, glad I wore such a short, pliable dress because it made my trip quick and hassle-free.

When I emerged, Niko was standing in the hall, his expression stony and seemingly devoid of emotion.

“That was quite the show,” he said, a note of irritation darkening his voice.

I came to a sudden stop, surprised by his appearance. “Thanks,” I said, even though I knew it wasn’t a compliment.

“Did you two practice that little routine?”

I gave a casual shrug. “Nope. It just kinda happened. I guess we have good chemistry.”

The tick of his jaw was the only sign of emotional reaction I received, and he nodded once.

“Good for you. I hope you enjoy being his chew toy,” he ground out before spinning on his heel and marching away.

Anger flooded through me. That pompous asshole! Just because he’s the general’s coffee boy, he thought he was better than everyone else? Well, he could go fuck himself. And I was going to do the same.

I made a beeline for Jackson, my wedges clacking with each stomp of my feet. I grabbed him by the lapels of his jacket, my confidence and rage behind the wheel now.

“Let’s get out of here,” I demanded.

His eyes lit up. “Absolutely.”

He abandoned his drink on the table and let me drag him out of the Great Hall and toward the were dorms. The best way to get over a guy was to get under a new one, and I was going to do it as many times as it took to erase Niko from my mind—and my heart.
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Chapter 3
Arya

With Ashlyn making a scene on the dancefloor with Jackson, and Tobias standing with his parents on the other side of the Great Hall, I was left as a wallflower next to the punch bowl, watching everyone else dance with their dates.

It was awkward, and honestly, quite boring. I’d hoped to borrow Ashlyn for a dance, but she had stormed across the floor and dragged Jackson away by his sleeve. I could only imagine what that was about.

I turned toward the long table filled with food and treats of all kinds, debating whether any of these items would make the night more enjoyable.

“May I have this dance?” A finger tapped me on the shoulder.

I spun around with a burst of excitement, which deflated immediately when I saw Niko standing before me. If I hadn’t been so anxious for Tobias’s company, I would’ve recognized the voice.

“Oh, uh, really?” I asked, a little flustered.

Niko shrugged, and I had to admit he looked rather dashing in his suit—even with the shaved sides of his head. “Seeing as both of our ‘dates’”—he curled his fingers in air quotes—”for the evening are preoccupied with each other, I figured you and I might as well have fun without them.”

“Your date?” I baited, arching an eyebrow with an amused smirk.

“The general, of course,” he replied jokingly. “Though, I guess if anything, I’m actually more of an unpaid escort.”

I laughed. “Well, if he expects a nightcap, make sure he at least gives you a tip.”

He grimaced, shutting his eyes and shaking his head. “There’s so much wrong with what you just said.”

We both threw our heads back in laughter.

“Alright, why not, I’ll dance with you,” I said.

“Don’t sound too excited,” he teased as he pushed through the crowd to an open space.

He took my hand and assumed the waltz position, and I tried to ignore how awkward it felt to have his hand on my waist—I mean, he was my best friend’s ex-boyfriend.

“I don’t understand why they’re only playing classical-type music,” I groused as Niko led me in a turn.

“I believe Kai takes the concept of a ball too literally,” he said. “It was the same thing last year. He doesn’t realize that our generation would prefer to just sort of wail around to pop and hip hop.”

I snickered. “Well, I guess it could be worse. There could be couples low-key dry humping each other to a Nikki Manaj song.”

“Yeah, that would definitely be worse.” Though his tone was playful, his smile didn’t reach his eyes, which seemed to hold a sadness in them.

“How are you holding up?” I asked sincerely.

His smile faded. “As well as can be expected, I guess.”

I frowned. “Is the general at least nice to you? After he basically volunteered you as my guinea pig, I was concerned for your safety under his authority.”

He sighed, his shoulders lifting and falling under my hand with the motion. “Fortunately, he hasn’t offered me as bait or a lab rat to anyone else, so hopefully, it was a one-time thing. Mostly, I just fetch him food and drinks on demand when I’m not standing idly by while he has tediously dull conversations.”

“That sucks.” I glanced over his shoulder at the asshole in question. Lady Dracul beside him wore a longing sadness that tugged at my heart. “He doesn’t seem to treat anyone very well, not even his wife.”

Niko didn’t have anything to add to that, and we swayed in silence for a moment as I let my gaze linger on the three members of the Dracul family.

“So, how serious are Ashlyn and Jackson?” Niko asked, forcing my attention back to him like a whip. His voice sounded almost gritty, but the look in his eyes was vulnerable.

I let my shoulders sag slightly. It wasn’t my place to get involved, but the wounded crease to his brow loosened my tongue.

“Honestly, I really don’t know,” I said. “But what I do know is that she still cares for you. Why don’t you just talk to her?”

His lips flattened, a scowl forming. “I already did that tonight, and I’m pretty sure I made it worse.”

Ah, so that explained why Ashlyn stormed off with Jackson in tow.

“Well, give it time,” I suggested. “If it’s meant to be, things will work themselves out.”

“Like you and—”

“Can I cut in?” This time, I did recognize the voice, and my belly fluttered with joy as Tobias’s handsome face appeared beside us.

“Of course,” Niko said, withdrawing from me.

Tobias easily took his place, and Niko nodded to me before retreating through the crowd.

“The prodigal son has been relieved of duty?” I teased, curling my fingers into the hair at the base of his neck.

“Arthur got distracted by Caesar and Celeste, so I decided to slip away and deliver on the dance I promised,” he said, tightening his hold on my lower back. The heat of his hand there felt so good, making me want to feel it everywhere else.

“Just promise me you’ll make another appearance to kiss me at midnight,” I said.

His eyes heated as he smiled devilishly down at me. “Anywhere you want.”

Warmth flared at my core and spread across my flesh. “I’ll hold you to that.”

He inclined his head to kiss me, and for one brief moment, it was as if we were the only two people in this large space, the music playing just for us.

“Tobias,” a slightly familiar female voice said with a clearing of her throat.

He broke from my lips with surprising speed, and my eyes fell on the pretty face of his mother.

“Mom,” he gasped, reacting as though he’d been caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to.

And the look on her face was equally out of place, pinched slightly with concern. Was I missing something here?

“Your father will be looking for you,” she said. “He should return any moment.”

The way they looked at each other hinted at some silent understanding I wasn’t privy to.

“Right,” he said, looking more like the robotic boy I’d first met. “Thank you for the dance, Arya.” He stepped away from me and bowed before returning in the direction he’d come.

“Very nice to meet you, Arya,” Lady Dracul said, something akin to pity twinkling in her eyes before she walked away.

I slowly made my way back to the snack table, my mind boggling over that strange exchange. Why had he seemed worried about his mom seeing us together? Was there a deeper reason he had avoided me all night? What the hell was up with the Draculs?

Finally, I decided that I didn’t have the energy to contemplate those questions and that I was over this whole ball thing. I went up to my room, hoping I wouldn’t be left to bring in the new year solo.

So much bad had happened this year. Mom getting murdered, the mer bitches tormenting me, Kendall betraying me. And judging by the current state of things with this war, the next one didn’t look very promising. But that wasn’t going to stop me from trying to make the best of it. As long as vampires didn’t kill me, I’d consider that a win.
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Chapter 4
Caesar

“Kai, you’ve done it again,” I whispered to myself as I marveled at the simulated snow falling from the ceiling of the Great Hall. It was obviously a trick: the “snow” didn’t stick, nor did it melt. The flakes merely disappeared before getting halfway to the floor.

Being here felt oddly surreal, and not just because of the illusory weather phenomenon. It had only been a week ago that Shea had been attacked—and ultimately told both Julian and I to fuck off. I hadn’t spoken to either of them since, and every day that passed seemed to be stretching out some invisible spring to its breaking point, the tension threatening to make me snap.

But I couldn’t reach out to her. Or rather, I didn’t quite know how. She’d told us to stay away until we figured out whatever this was. Ironically, I seemed to be the only one if this fucked up triangle that did know what they wanted. I wanted Shea. She wanted both Julian and me, and Julian couldn’t decide if he wanted Shea more than his long-dead wife.

Did she actually expect me to share her? With someone who wasn’t even sure he wanted her at all? Was it wrong of me to wish she’d resurrect Alice just so Julian wasn’t an obstacle?

I turned my mental focus away from my troubles and looked out over the crowd. Students were smiling, mingling, and singing along to the music. Some were dancing. Even a few of the teachers had decided to join in the fun—Kai was currently performing a breakdance move he’d labeled “The Real Electric Slide,” complete with energy manipulation and rapid phasing from side to side.

I shook my head.

“Poor fool sometimes forgets he’s not a teenager anymore,” Celeste said, startling me.

I hadn’t heard the mermaid approach. She was wearing a form-fitting forest-green dress that matched her jade eyes, accentuating her red hair beautifully.

It was a good thing Kai was too busy showing off his dance moves; otherwise, he’d be ogling Celeste.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “I don’t think Kai will ever truly grow up.”

Celeste laughed softly, shaking her head as she watched the kitsune dancing away. “Still, the school wouldn’t be where it’s at today without Kai Inari.”

“Very true,” I agreed.

I shifted my eyes from Kai back to Celeste. Her smile slowly faded into a hard expression, and her eyes looked on distantly.

“Celeste, is something the matter?”

She bit her lip before she returned my gaze. In a whisper, she said, “I’ve had another vision.”

My brow raised. “About Arya?”

She shook her head ever so slightly. “It was about—”

“Caesar!”

A firm hand clapped me between my shoulder blades, nearly causing me to lose my balance. I whirled to find Arthur Dracul standing next to me, grinning broadly in his military uniform. Behind the general was his lovely wife, Octavia, who wore a dark purple dress, holding a glass with both of her hands and looking quite out of place.

“Another successful year at the Dome,” Arthur said, reaching a hand out. I took it, feeling the strength of the military leader’s hand. “The school has always thrived under your direction, my friend.”

Seeing the general so jolly was somewhat disconcerting. The way he wore his emotions looked contrived and unnatural.

I forced myself to smile. “Thank you, Arthur. Although we’ve met some difficult moments this year, no doubt the school will continue to thrive as we bring more and more shifters here to guide them in mastering their abilities.” Looking past the general, I said, “It’s good to see you again, Octavia.”

A warm smile formed on her lips, and she nodded. “Thank you, Caesar.” Octavia glanced at the mermaid next to me. “And Celeste, I swear you never age. How are you doing?”

Celeste laughed, swatting the air in front of her. “Oh, Octavia, you’re always so pleasant with your words, even when they’re untrue. I’m doing well. Thanks for asking.”

Arthur cleared his throat loudly, a flash of annoyance flitting across his face. “Octavia, dear, why don’t you locate Tobias. He seems to have slipped away. Perhaps he needs the gentle touch of his mother?”

I looked down at my dark shoes out of pure awkwardness. The belittlement that seemed to come so easily to Arthur mocked the relationship he had with his wife and child. It irked me to witness.

“And Miss Celeste,” Arthur continued, “if you don’t mind, I have a few matters I need to discuss with the director. Alone.”

I didn’t even have to look at Celeste to know how she was feeling.

“Actually,” I said, “why don’t we go for a walk through the greenhouses? It’s a bit loud in here, and I could use the fresh air the plants provide.”

“A wonderful idea,” Arthur replied. “Very well.”

I nodded at both women. “Celeste, Octavia. We’ll return shortly. Shall we, Arthur?”

Side-by-side, we made our way toward the doors that led to the lawn.

“Arthur, this better be important,” I said as we came out onto the grass. “My place is with the students and faculty of the school.”

Lord Dracul waved his hand rapidly in front of himself. “I will be quick and straight to the point, Caesar. After all, I value the importance of time much more than most.”

And there it was. I didn’t even need to hear what Arthur had to say. The general had come to speak with me about Arya. Again.

“It’s about the girl,” Arthur specified as we headed toward the greenhouses in the southern part of the Dome.

I stopped dead in my tracks, and Arthur took one more step before coming to a halt, too.

“Every time you come to the Dome, it’s always about Arya,” I said, raising a finger in the air.

A few voices could be heard across the lawn, along with the sound of sprinting feet moving away from us. I didn’t even want to think what a couple of students were doing out here while everyone else was in the Great Hall, but I wasn’t about to go after them, either.

Arthur narrowed his eyes toward where the noises dissipated. Through clenched teeth, the general said, “Perhaps we should wait until we reach the greenhouse before we continue this conversation.”

I agreed but didn’t say as much. Instead, I speed-walked down the hallway again.

Although the greenhouses were close to the main building, it seemed as if an age had passed before the long, white structures came into view.

Stopping at the first one, I pressed my hand to the panel by the wide door. Upon scanning my palm, the mechanism controlling the door started, and on small, thin wheels, it opened from the side as if hands were pulling it right to left.

Arthur raised an eyebrow. “A little secure for a place full of plants, don’t you think?”

I stepped aside. “The structure is anti-flammable, but all it takes is one stray fireball within a greenhouse to burn everything to ashes. We lock them up as an after-hours policy.”

The warm air in the structure was potently fragranced and seemed to clear my head almost immediately. The scent of the youthful greenery was clean and therapeutic.

Lord Dracul entered behind me. “I suppose this was a lesson learned the hard way?”

“Years ago,” I said with a nod. “But I’d hate to bore you with such details. Let’s move on to more pressing matters since time seems to be of the essence.”

Dim ultraviolet lamps hung low from the ceiling, an elaborately timed system designed to encourage the best growth from the plants they nurtured.

Arthur snorted. “You are quite snippety this evening, Caesar. More so than usual. But yes, I’ve come back to the Dome to discuss the siren.”

“Was your last visit not telling enough, Arthur?” I asked as civilly as I could. “You saw with your own eyes that Arya is not ready for military training.”

The dragon shifter walked to the nearest plant, raised a hand to it, and felt at one of its leaves. After a few moments, he lifted his thumb and finger to his nose and sniffed. “Basil?”

I sighed and looked away in exasperation. The air that had helped me before was doing little to subdue my building agitation.

He cleared his throat. “Hear me out, my friend. This basil plant sits in a climate-controlled environment, receiving the appropriate amounts of water and UV light to grow and thrive. At this very moment, the young plant could handle losing multiple leaves without any real harm done to it.”

“That’s very intuitive and educational,” I said, rubbing my forehead. “How does this apply to Arya?”

A smirk crawled across the general’s face. “I’m glad you asked. You see, Arya is like this basil plant—full of promise and potential. But unlike this particular plant, she is in an environment that is stunting her growth.”

A fiery fury kindled within me, and I felt my face turning red. “Her environment is stunting her growth?”

He stood tall and lifted his chin but did not reply.

“How dare you!” I shouted, also straightening my back. I would not be daunted by Arthur Dracul. “For years, this school has prepared hundreds of students. Many of them are your own soldiers. Your own children have thrived here. Tobias is an exemplary student.”

The general shook his head slightly. “Come on, Caesar. I’m not attacking your school. But you saw Arya’s pitiful performance. Your siren couldn’t conjure a voice to save her life.”

“Her siren abilities are much harder to master,” I countered. “Celeste is doing her best to instruct her, but she’s no siren herself. And besides, her water and light manipulation abilities are admirable. Even you can’t deny that.”

Arthur held up a hand. “The prophecy states that it will be her siren abilities that bring down Hadrian, not her other abilities.”

“So, what would you have us do? Focus her studies purely on increasing her abilities as a siren?”

“Caesar, my friend, it is not within Arya’s best interests to remain here at the school.”

I snorted, resisting the urge to clench my fists. “And who’s going to train her in her siren abilities? You?”

“She needs military supervision. She needs my supervision.”

“She’s seventeen years old, Arthur,” I argued. “She belongs here in the school with other students her age.”

“Arya is an orphan,” the general refuted. “As such, there are no legal issues with her joining the military at her age.”

I wanted to explode with the revelation that Arya was not entirely an orphan—that her father still existed, and that he was the very being she was prophesied to destroy. But I held my tongue, not wanting to give General Dracul another reason to pull Arya away from the Dome.

I pointed my finger under Arthur’s nose. “Stop looking at Arya as a tool for the military. Your complete disregard and disrespect for the girl as a person is disgusting. The prophecy says nothing about her and military involvement.”

He smirked. “On the other hand, the prophecy says nothing about Arya attending school.”

I slammed my hand on one of the wooden tables, causing dozens of flats of plants to shake.

“Arya is a ward of the school, and she will never—I repeat, never—be in military custody as long as I am director of this school. Is that understood, General?” Chest rising and falling, every muscle in my body went taut.

His features clouded in the dim light of the UV lamps. “You’ll regret those words, my friend,” he hissed.

Lord Dracul studied me for a few moments, then moved past me, brushing me out of the way in the process with one of his sturdy arms. The door of the greenhouse opened as he approached, the sensors within triggered to let him out.

As the general disappeared onto the grounds, I turned and looked at the nearby basil plant. Lord Dracul had been wrong: Arya wasn’t like the plant. She was the lamp shining above, the light protecting the life beneath it from being swallowed in darkness.

I nearly failed to protect Shea from danger, but I was determined not to fail in protecting her best friend from the monsters on both sides of this war.
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Chapter 5
Ashlyn

My mouth was on Jackson’s before we even got his bedroom door closed, my tongue happily losing a wrestling match against his as I clawed at his muscular body. Fire coursed through my veins, making me so deliciously hot and even more eager to strip out of my dress.

Fuck Niko. I was so angry and so turned on at the same time, I could no longer tell the two apart or discern which was fueling the fire inside me. I only knew that I wanted to fuck it out of my system.

If only I could get Jackson’s damn pants off!

I pried blindly at his zipper as he fought the same war with my bra clasp.

“Ow!” Jackson gasped, jerking back slightly and looking down at my hands at his waist.

“What?” I asked, startled and a little frustrated by his sudden withdrawal.

I looked down between us to see that my fingertips were glowing like embers in a fire pit, and there were holes burned into the fabric of his pants, as well as a welt growing just above his hemline.

“Oh shit! I’m so sorry!” I blurted, taking a step back.

But he caught my upper arms and kept from receding any further. “Don’t be. I kinda liked it.” The grin he flashed was pure sin, making my insides melt and churn like molten lava.

I willed my phoenix back in, determined to keep her locked down, and descended on him again. Tonight, I didn’t want to be a phoenix. Tonight, I wanted to be a wolf.

Our lips locked, he unbuttoned his pants while I took care of my bra. The instant his cock was free, he gripped my ass cheeks and hoisted me up to straddle him.

I opened my mouth to protest that my panties were still on, but with skilled fingers, he hooked the material off to the side and guided his cock inside my slick opening, delivering me a jolt of pleasure that turned my words into a moan.

Like I weighed nothing, he effortlessly held me aloft, lifting and lowering me up and down his rigid shaft with frenzied speed. I gripped the tops of his shoulders, digging my nails into the firm muscles as I threw my head back and surrendered to this ecstasy.

The ease with which he manipulated my body, so consistently and seemingly without fatigue, drove me wild with lust. I wasn’t usually one to be subdued, but being manhandled like this was liberating in the best way.

But it didn’t stop me from trying to regain some manner of control. I tightened my thighs around his waist, anchoring the insides of my knees above his hips, and began to change the rhythm, adjusting the angle of his cock to hit the spot I so badly needed.

Jackson growled a chuckle, lifted me straight off his cock, flipped me around so I was facing away from him, and slid me right back down onto his cock. I fell forward, bracing myself with my palms on the wall, my protests once again dying on my tongue as his cock repeatedly slammed into that needy spot and forced groans from my throat. I closed my eyes, my entire world reduced to only the pleasure of his assault.

His hands spread over my breasts and squeezed, making me arch backward and press my ass against him. He gripped my thighs as his thrusts intensified impossibly, his nails biting into my flesh.

Wait. If his hands were holding up my thighs, then how…

I parted my lust-heavy eyelids and glanced down, shocked to see two pairs of hands on my body. I followed the tattooed arms from my breasts to the bulky and very naked body that was now standing beside me, my eyes widening as they landed on the erect cock that was pointed right at me.

What the—

The man took my wrists into his large hands to hold me up as he stepped in front of me. I recognized him as Thor, the ruggedly handsome ursa from my calculus class—I was pretty sure Thor was his real name, but everyone called him that because he looked strikingly like the mouth-watering god from the Marvel movies.

“What the hell are you doing?” I whimpered between pants as Jackson continued to fuck me despite our unwanted guest. At this angle, I couldn’t even try to pry my wrists loose of his hold because he was now the only thing keeping me from falling ass over tit.

“Joining in on the fun,” Thor purred, accentuating his pouty lips.

He brought my wrists to his neck and draped them over his brawny shoulders for me to take purchase before lowering himself to suck one of my nipples into his mouth as he cupped the other breasts and kneaded it with his fingers.

Distantly, I knew this was weird, but my desire had full control of the wheel, driving me to just bask in the sin of this moment. It helped that Thor was drop-dead gorgeous, and the things his tongue was doing to my nipple! Fuck!

Through a heady fog, I realized there were more bodies in the room, more hands caressing and grabbing and stroking different parts of my body. And not just me. There was a girl down on her knees beneath me, sucking Thor’s cock as he nibbled my breasts. And there was another guy behind me, sloppily kissing Jackson as his thrusts slowed to a lazy rhythm that turned me into putty.

Why was that so fucking hot?! Shouldn’t I be outraged? Possessive? Disgusted? But I was none of those things. Watching Jackson kiss that guy, watching the shoulders of whatever girl beneath me bob back and forth as she sucked off Thor, it was all insanely arousing. There were so many hands and mouths and dicks everywhere, and holy shit did I love it!

I had known weres were polyamorous, kind of the same way I knew water was made of hydrogen and oxygen atoms. But I’d never seen it, and certainly never been part of it. Was this a normal thing for them? Did they just have random orgies whenever a pair of them got busy?

And why did I like it so much? I felt dirty in the most exquisite way, liberated from rational thought like I was nothing more than my primal urges and carnal pleasures.

My position changed so many times, from the wall to the bed to eventually the floor, where I didn’t even know how many of us were piled and tangled and writhing like a nest of snakes.

I lost track of the orgasms that plagued me, my body now nothing more than a vessel for wanton bliss. Even after each one obliterated me and I felt certain I couldn’t possibly cum again, any little thing would throw me back into oblivion, like someone’s sharp gasp or grunted moan, or the feather-light tickle of hair on my thigh, or the press of a fingertip to the sensitive spot between my ass cheeks.

To his credit, Jackson wouldn’t allow any other man to take a turn with me, but…I wasn’t sure I would have cared if he had. My mouth had tasted so many others, my entire body a free-for-all of pets, pinches, kisses, and licks. At one point, I even found the same girl who’d serviced Thor lapping at my clit, and something about seeing the flick of her tongue like a kitten at a milk bowl sent me over the edge for the umpteenth.

I lost myself in the beautiful debauchery of it, in the symphony of howls and roars that left the mouths of the men when they found bliss. When Jackson finally reached his end, he pulled out of me and stroked his cock, his hot cum spilling onto my back as he added his own howl to the chorus.

I was completely spent. We all were. No one bothered to clean up or dress when they were done, just spooned around each other and fell asleep, naked and covered in all manner of decadence. Jackson scooped one large arm around my ribs and tucked me against his warm, sweaty body, and I was too drained and satiated to care.

As exhaustion welcomed sleep, my quickly fading mind wondered if this was who I was now. A stray that had been adopted into the pack. And was I willing to indulge in this carnage ever again?
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Chapter 6
Arya

After such a lazy Christmas break, it was a real struggle getting back into schoolwork, which, insanely, this place resumed the day after New Years.

I woke up late and walked around until noon before I realized I’d put my pants on inside-out. When I ran back to my room between classes to fix that, I discovered I’d also forgotten to put on deodorant.

To make matters worse, Tobias’s behavior at the ball weighed on me, and thanks to his dad sticking around the last two days, I hadn’t had a chance to speak to him about it. The whole thing felt off, though I couldn’t quite put my finger on why. It seemed I was destined to be the last one to know pretty much everything that affected my life.

So, when I arrived at defense training and saw Caesar motioning me over, I couldn’t help but groan.

“Hello, Arya. I’m sorry to do this to you on your first day back, but I’m going to need you to stay for an additional hour today. We need to step up your training.”

“Of course, we do,” I sighed, unintentionally letting the sarcasm seep into my voice.

Caesar didn’t seem to notice. “We’re going to try you in another sim.”

I kept my disdain to myself this time, though the sim room was not my favorite way to train. When I sparred against Caesar, I at least knew he wouldn’t really hurt me. With the sim room, there was no guarantee of my safety. It was all so real. I understood that was the point, to prepare me for real-life battles. But I wasn’t any more eager for it than I would be to get a root canal—in fact, I might prefer a root canal.

I held back during class, saving my energy for what was to come. After all the other students trickled out, I went directly to the sim room to await Caesar’s instructions. When he joined me, he wore the same wearied expression as the day he’d told me about displaying my skills to the general.

“If you don’t mind me asking, what did the general think of my test?” I ventured as he tapped instructions into the sim’s control panel. “Did anything come of it?”

He looked up, caught off guard by the question. Then he closed his eyes and sighed. “I’ll be frank with you, Arya. The general is concerned your training isn’t progressing quickly enough. If he had his way, he’d pull you out of the school and oversee your training himself.”

I scrunched my brows. “Can he do that?” I asked, my voice wobbling.

He held my gaze as he promised, “Not as long as I’m the director of the Dome. But either way, it’s wise to kick your training up a notch or two.”

I nodded, understanding the need for it but doubtful I could keep up with any more notches.

Caesar tapped the panel with finality. “Alright, you’re ready to go.”

I shook out my hands, flexing and stretching my fingers as I walked into the bright white room and closed the door behind me. I vaguely noted that the lights had been repaired since my tryst with Tobias—just before they dimmed.

The walls pixelated away at the same time as water pooled at my feet, the level quickly rising up my legs. The familiar prickle told me it was saltwater, and as fast as I could, I pulled off my shoes, socks, and sweatpants before my tail could come out, tugging my shirt down past my hips to hide my brief moment of nudity.

By the time my legs had merged together, the water had risen meters over my head, leaving me completely submerged. I appeared to be floating in the lake outside the school, the Dome’s glass twinkling below me in the filtered light of a midday sun. It struck me as unfair for a moment, as the lake water wasn’t saltwater, but maybe Caesar had forced the transformation to ensure I didn’t drown.

I stayed still for a moment, recovering from the forced transformation and the embarrassment of having to disrobe in front of Caesar because of it. I didn’t wear my swim top anywhere outside of the mer training room because I never expected to need it, but the sim room never failed to shatter my expectations. I vowed in that moment to never go anywhere without it again.

Something rammed into me from behind, sending me hurtling through the water. I twirled around in the stony arms that trapped me, finding a male vampire baring his fangs in a wicked smile mere inches from my face.

My reflexes took over, and I repelled him with a pulse of water that radiated in all directions. The vampire was flung a few feet away, and I sucked water through my gills with the shock of using such an attack. I didn’t realize I could do that with water.

The vampire found his bearing and jettisoned toward me once more, swiping his clawed fingers through the water at me. I shimmied backward, dodging his attacks the best I could. His speed was too much for me, and he landed a gash across my upper right arm, red liquid seeping upward from the wound.

Clutching my arm with anger and wounded pride, I turned tail and torpedoed into the open water with a speed I didn’t know I was capable of—but then again, I’d never been chased in water before. I looked over my shoulder and saw that the vampire was gaining on me. I willed the water to part and propel me faster, but with each inch I gained, he gained two.

Before I knew it, he had chased me toward the surface. I had no choice but to leap out of the water.

The naked air chilled my body instantly, and before I could dive back into the lake, another pair of hard arms closed around my waist and yanked me upward. I flailed like a fish on a deck trying to get free, but my tail was surprisingly heavy out of water, and I had no idea how to maneuver myself. I stretched and tugged until I could see enough behind me to know what had happened.

My captor hung by a rope from a helicopter that ascended with increasing speed. The space between me and the lake’s surface was getting bigger and bigger with each rapid beat of my heart, and I soon realized that a fall from such a height would wound even a mermaid.

I couldn’t fend off the vampire without my legs—my balance was too thrown off. But my deeply rooted sense of privacy reminded me that I couldn’t shift back because I had nothing to cover my ass now, and I wasn’t willing to put my lady bits on display in such a way for the sake of a simulated fight.

No, I would have to win this fight in the air as a mermaid.

I gritted my teeth and swung my tail backward at my attacker with all my strength. My strike loosened his grip enough for me to turn around in his hold. Now face to face, I scratched at his cheeks and neck. His skin was so thick and hard that my nails hardly grazed him. Stupid vampires!

Suddenly, I had a thought. It made no sense, but I went with it anyway. Just as Ms. Heather had shown me, I flicked out my fingers, and to my amazement, my nails extended into long, sharp talons.

I stared at them for an instant, stunned by my ability to use harpy moves while in mer form. Then, I curled my fingers into claws and dug them into the side of the vampire’s neck.

The vampire shrieked and released me, and gravity grabbed hold of me. I flung out my hands, grasping for his clothes, but I grabbed nothing but air.

True panic filled me as I hurtled downward at a breakneck velocity, the mirror-like surface of the lake coming up to meet me dangerously fast. Even in a sim, if I landed on that water, I would need an urgent trip to the infirmary. I couldn’t land. What was I supposed to do, fly?

I gasped as I realized that was exactly what I would do. If I could use my harpy nails in mer form, then I should also be able to use my wings in mer form! It was my only option, so I had to try.

My panic over my situation was so great that I didn’t need to try very hard. As soon as I willed my wings to come out, they did, and with such urgency that they ripped through the back of my shirt.

As soon as they were fully extended, I cupped them like parachutes, catching the air and putting an immediate stop to my fall. Catching my breath, I flapped them hard until I was ascending again. I flew upward, a hysterical laugh bubbling out of my chest at the fact that I was both a mermaid and a harpy in this moment. It was almost too incredible to be true!

Something small and dark whizzed past me from behind, stealing this moment of fascination. I turned to see the helicopter coming after me, one vampire shooting at me as another pulled the wounded vampire up by the rope from which he dangled.

Fuck, I just can’t win!

I narrowed my wings over my back and darted through the sky like an eagle chasing prey—even though I was the prey in this situation. More shots were fired, and bullets sailed by me, barely missing. As fast as my wings could carry me, I still never gained distance.

It became clear that running wasn’t going to win this fight. Just like the first sim. Just like in real life. I had to put an end to them.

I soared upward and arched back down in their direction. Aiming right for them, I could see the bullets coming and dodged them just in time. I had no idea what I was going to do when I reached the copter, but I knew it was the only way to end the sim, one way or another.

As I got within yards of them, I wondered if I could create a large enough gust of wind with my wings to throw them off course. Not knowing what else to do, I flapped my wings toward them with all my strength. The wind that emanated was strong enough to knock a pedestrian off their feet but not enough to alter the helicopter’s flight in the slightest.

It kept coming, and the gunman kept shooting. One bullet grazed the upper right side of my tail, and I growled at the pain. Now I was mad.

Instinctively, as I had done with my fingers to extend my talons, I flicked my right wing out toward them. Amazingly, feathers flew from my wing and shot at the copter-like blades. One pierced the shooter in the chest, causing him to fall out of the helicopter. Several stabbed into the black metal of the copter’s outer shell and through the glass of the windshield. But the winning shot was the one feather that stuck in between the spinning blades on the top, seizing their rotation. The copter plummeted like a rock toward the lake below.

All I could do was stare in amazement as I hovered. No one told me harpy feathers could do that! They seemed so soft and gentle. What the actual fuck?

Before the scene around me finished pixelating back to the white walls and floor of the sim room, Caesar opened the door, applauding with great enthusiasm.

“Arya, that was... Wow! I’ve never seen anything like that before,” he praised as he picked up my sweatpants and brought them to me.

I took them, and he immediately turned around to let me unshift and slip them on.

“I still can’t believe I did any of it,” I exclaimed, standing back up with my pants on. “And my wings—I didn’t know harpy feathers could do that!”

Caesar turned back around to face me. “It’s a higher-level skill, one that takes many harpies years to master, mostly because harpies are mild by nature and tend more toward healing than offense. Not only were you able to shoot your feathers well before expected, but you were able to do it while in two different shifter forms!”

The excitement in his animated face made him look boyish for a moment and not the brooding professor who was several years older than me. The fact that I was responsible for this change in his usual dower demeanor made me swell with pride.

Well, I was swelling with pride for several reasons.

“I have no doubt that you’ll be the salvation of us all,” he said, leading me out of the room.

That comment should have broadened my smile, should have fattened my head to the point of exploding.

But it didn’t.

I’d done something unheard of today—existing in two shifter forms at once—and I’d beaten a more advanced level simulation than I’d ever done before. But that didn’t mean I could save the world.

Hugging my tennis shoes against me as we walked across the defense room, I prayed I wouldn’t let everyone down, Caesar most of all.
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Chapter 7
Shea

Life had become quite calm the last week or so—nine days, to be exact—since I’d walked out on Julian and Caesar. Outside of the day Tobias had tricked me into meeting him in Chicago, I’d spent every day cooped up in my house, with Gram watching me like a guard dog.

It actually wasn’t so bad. It was a lot like every other school break I’d had before Arya came along. Lazy days full of binge-watching Netflix and playing video games.

Except that, thanks to the moody dragon shifter, I had a new project to fill my spare time—scouring the grimoire for a way to break his love curse. It was a nice distraction from wondering when, if ever, I was going to hear from either of my guys. Which I totally wasn’t doing. And they weren’t mine.

I’d decided I was going to take a break from looking for a resurrection spell. Not forever, but I just needed a sort of cleanse from anything to do with Julian and Caesar. Helping Tobias was the perfect way to do that, and I found I spent most of my lonely days in my room doing just that.

This afternoon, however, Gram had bingo at Saint Anne’s Church, and seeing as she refused to leave me alone for even a moment, she’d dragged me along with her. I wasn’t allowed to partake in the activity itself, but she did afford me the luxury of sitting outside on the church patio, right outside the closest window to where she was sitting.

If I had thought the excitement of bingo would take Gram’s eyes off me for even a moment, I was sorely mistaken. The one time I got up from my bench to go inside to the restroom, she was right on my tail, waiting in the hall until I’d come out. I only sighed and returned to my bench like the model granddaughter.

Presently, I looked down at the phone in my lap, tapping the screen to check the time. Ugh, there were still twenty minutes left until bingo ended, and that was only if no one got to the jackpot round, which would add another twenty minutes at least.

“Mind if I sit with you?”

I knew the voice before I looked up, which I did with disdain. “Let me guess. Come to confess your sins?”

Adam chuckled. “Nah. Just visiting a relative. You?”

“Oh, you know, enjoying the delightful weather,” I replied sarcastically—it was frigid and damp out here, the bench I was sitting on freezing cold even through my layers.

He laughed at my comment and sat beside me, even though I answered whether he could or not. Oh well, a little company wouldn’t be so bad.

“So, do you have my clothes?” I asked with no shortage of sass. “Or do you prefer wearing them yourself?”

“Whoa, someone’s extra feisty today,” he said with a smirk. “They’re back at my apartment. Since you didn’t give me your number, I had no way of reaching out to you to deliver them.”

“Well, since you’re so good at running into me, you should just carry them with you everywhere,” I said, ignoring his bait. “I’m sure we’ll run into each other again.”

“I hope so. Though I’d prefer to run into you on purpose some time.” He gave me a flirtatious look, and if I weren’t in my current love triangle prolapse, it probably would’ve worked.

I sighed. “Look, you seem like a nice guy, but I’m just not interested in anything romantic at the moment.”

“Are you sure about that?” he asked, his eyes sparking with a dark heat. “I’m sure I can make it worth your while.”

He lifted his hand to push my hair over my shoulder and leaned toward my neck, and with my painfully slow reflexes, I shoved at his chest before his lips brushed my skin.

“What the hell are you doing?” I snapped, scooting away from him on the bench and keeping my hands held up defensively between us.

He smiled like I was playing hard to get. “Just a little nibble. I thought you, of all people, would appreciate a little love bite.”

Panic flared in my chest, the memory of the vampire attacking me flashing in my mind like a nuclear explosion.

“Arr ma’at,” I blurted, a faint green light pulsing out from my palms and disappearing into Adam’s chest as the truth spell went into effect.

“What was that?” he asked, shaking his head and blinking several times.

“I’ll ask the questions,” I declared, narrowing my eyes at him. “Who are you really?”

“An Initiate,” Adam replied, then paled, his eyes widening.

Initiate. I’d heard that word before... Julian’s roommate. He said she was an Initiate.

“As in a vampire Initiate?” I hissed.

“Yes,” he answered automatically, then winced. “Shit. What did you do to me?”

“Why do you keep following me?” I demanded, ignoring his question.

“I’ve been sent by Hadrian to spy on Julian.” He snarled in frustration, jumping off the bench and clenching his fists at his sides. “Seriously, what the hell did you do to me?”

Fear gripped my heart anew. If Hadrian was having someone spy on Julian, that meant he suspected Julian. What would he do if he found out about Julian’s double agent status?

“So why bother with me?” I asked.

“You’re working with him on something,” he said, the words forcing themselves out through clenched teeth. “I wanted to find out what that was. And you’re hot. Two birds and all that.” He shrugged, which looked really awkward with all his muscles tight with restraint.

I glared at him. “You’re disgusting."

His face scrunched in concentration. “You’re a witch, aren’t you? There was a green light right now when you said that foreign word thingy.”

Fuck, fuck, fuck. How did I keep getting myself into these situations? I had to protect Julian.

“How do I get you to leave Julian and me alone?”

Adam shrugged again, his muscles relaxing as he seemed to accept that the cat was out of the bag. “I don’t think you can. I’ve got orders direct from Hadrian to report everything I find, which I fully intend to do. He’ll reward me, and when I become a vampire, you can be my little toy instead.”

“I’m no one’s toy,” I seethed, even as my pulse was pounding from this information.

He scoffed. “I saw you two at the hotel the other day. What else does a vampire and human do behind closed doors?”

A strange sense of shame seeped into my gut, but I was also relieved. Better that he, and Hadrian by proxy, assumed that was all we were doing. Safer for Julian. But I couldn’t allow this bastard to report that I was a witch. This had to end here.

“Sekha hedjefa,” I said, channeling all my desperation into the memory spell.

Adam snapped to attention, his expression going blank.

“You will forget this conversation and every piece of damning information you have against Julian or me.” I narrowed my eyes as I considered my next words. “And you will forget where you’re living.”

My lips curled into a smug smile as I imagined him riding all around Chicago, looking for his place but unable to find it.

Adam shook his head, his eyes beginning to refocus, so I rushed to seal the spell. “Hetem.”

He blinked a few times, then looked up at me. “What happened?”

“Yes, Shea, what did happen?”

I whirled around to see Gram standing behind me, wizened face fixed in a suspicious frown and arms crossed.

I got to my feet, ignoring Adam as he continued to scratch his head. “Just dealing with a problem, Gram. Is bingo over?”

“It is,” she said with a nod, her dubious tone suggesting she expected an explanation.

“Good, let’s go.” I stomped off toward the parking lot where her gray Subaru was parked, and she was hot on my heels.

As soon as we got into the car, the interrogation began.

“Why did you use magic on that boy?” Her expression was dour and critical.

“I had to,” I said without looking at her. “He was threatening one of my friends. And me.”

Her keys jingled as she set them in her lap, telling me we weren’t going anywhere. “Shea, I think it’s time you start telling me what’s going on. You’ve been acting out ever since Arya started going to that school, and I know you’ve been keeping things from me. If you’re in some kind of trouble, I can’t protect you if you don’t let me.”

I scoffed, even though some part of me wanted to confide in her. “Oh, you think keeping me under lock and key is going to protect me? Just like keeping me from using magic?”

She sighed. “You know why I’ve tried to shelter you from the magical world. It took your mother from us.”

“But I’m not her!” I shouted, turning to finally look at her. “I am powerful and capable of so much more than this mundane life. And without magic, I’d already be dead!”

Fear pinched her features, and I instantly regretted my words. “What do you mean? What’s going on?”

I closed my eyes for a moment, resigned to spill everything. Keeping all the secrets was quite literally killing me, and I was tired of dealing with these issues alone.

“There’s a supernatural war brewing, and I’ve unwittingly found myself right in the middle of it,” I confessed. “Ever since I found out about the shifter school, I’ve been determined to get admitted into it.”

“Is that why you’ve been running around with the gryphon?” she asked, her tone soft and unaccusing.

“Yes.” Well, that had been the initial reason. “He’s the director of the school, and he’s fighting a centuries-old war against a coven of vampires that wants to rule everything. That boy I cast magic on just now, he’s a spy for the vampires. I used a truth spell to make him confess and then a memory spell to make him forget about me. But if I’m on their radar, I’m not safe, Gram.”

She pouted, putting a hand on my shoulder and kneading it with her thumb. “I will protect you.”

I shook my head, giving her an imploring look. “That’s not enough. You can’t shelter me from everything. I need to know how to protect myself. I need magic.”

She held my gaze for a long moment, and when she looked down, I knew I had lost this argument yet again. I wanted to weep with futile desperation.

“Very well.” Her voice was so quiet I barely heard it.

“W–what?” I asked, hardly breathing.

“I will teach you magic,” she said a little more loudly. “I couldn’t save your mother from her own magic, but it seems I can’t keep you from it either. I won’t leave you unarmed with monsters on your shadow. And maybe if I coach you, you won’t befall the same fate as she did.”

She kept her gaze fixed on her lap as she spoke, but I could hear the sadness in the wavering of her voice. I could also hear the love she held for both me and my mother, the daughter she’d lost too young.

Tears welled in my eyes. I’d never considered how painful it must be to lose a child, no matter how old they got. And I finally really understood that her smothering came from a place of love. Aunt Janette and I were all she had left, and she was all I had I ever really known.

“Thank you,” I said, blinking back my tears.

She nodded. “We will start tomorrow. I’ll ask Janette to come over to help. She can at least teach you what not to do.”

I laughed through my thick throat. “Does this mean I’m no longer on house arrest?”

She pursed her lips as she put the key in the ignition and started the car. “I haven’t decided yet.”

“At least during the day? I’ll have to go back to school next Monday anyway.”

That one got her. “Fine. But I want to know where you are at all times. And absolutely no staying out any later than 4 o’clock.”

“Deal,” I said.

“I mean it, Shea,” she warned, giving me the side-eye.

“I know, I got it.” Not like I had anywhere to go anyway, with Julian and Caesar still sulking.

I had only briefly wondered if I should tell Gram about my involvement with Julian, but I’d immediately thought better of it. That could be a conversation for another time, or not at all if he chose to walk away…

I turned on my phone as Gram pulled out of the parking lot, opening the text stream with Julian as we drove toward home. Though we weren’t technically speaking at the moment, I couldn’t keep the Adam thing from him. He needed to know that he was under suspicion.

What more had Adam discovered about Julian’s doings? What things had he already reported to Hadrian?

Though I felt rejected and slightly resentful toward Julian, I didn’t know what I’d do if I never saw him again.
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Chapter 8
Julian

It was two days into the new year when I was summoned back to Heritage Prep. Hadrian called to inform me that he was sending his own private jet to collect Piper and me.

“I don’t want to go back,” Piper lamented from where she sat cross-legged on the floor after I’d hung up the phone. “What if he knows what we did—what I did? Why else would he send a private jet?”

I shook my head, though I, too, thought it was odd, especially after reading the text Shea had sent me about the Initiate who’d been spying on her. “If he knew, he wouldn’t bother with the cost of sending for us. He’d just have us killed outright.”

I didn’t quite believe that either. Hadrian had already told me he’d torture me for years if I failed him, and gods only knew what he’d do if he discovered my betrayal.

“Then why is he calling us back when we haven’t fulfilled our mission?” she asked. “What if he interrogates us about Solomon?”

I sighed. “As long as we stick to our story that we never saw him, there’s nothing to investigate. I’ve made certain that Solomon will not be a problem.”

That night after Shea left with Piper—and Caesar left without a word—I took great care in disposing of the corpse in my living room. The body itself was a simple task. All I had to do was take it to the roof of my building and watch as the sun’s glorious rays incinerated it to ash.

Watching Solomon burst into flames, his flesh melting off his bones, was a gruesome chore, and I had never been so grateful for my ability to walk in the daylight. If he hadn’t already been dead, I couldn’t imagine a more hellish way to die.

And it wasn’t quick the way it was in movies. There was no exploding in a burst of flames and crumbling into oblivion. The older a vampire was, the longer it took for sun exposure to kill them.

I didn’t know Solomon’s exact age, but he had existed before I was turned, and judging by the slow blistering and crisping of his skin, the bubbling of his eyes as they oozed out of his sockets over close to an hour, he’d been old enough.

When the sun had finished the job around 9 a.m., leaving behind the charred and brittle remains of his bones, I stomped them into a fine debris, kicking the dust into the merciful breeze to scatter in the wind over the city. Even with the vast scientific resources the vampires had at their disposal, they’d have one hell of a time finding even a single particle of his remains.

But my job hadn’t been over yet. I also had to remove all evidence of his presence in my apartment. I’d spent the next day scrubbing the floor, walls, and doors with bleach, peroxide, and enzyme solutions to rid all traces of blood and fingerprints. Then I burned both mine and Piper’s clothes from the night before, again on the roof.

While it had been exhausting work, I knew there was no possible way any forensics team, vampire or not, would find proof that Solomon had ever encountered us.

That didn’t ease my suspicions of why Hadrian had sent for us with such priority.

“Julian,” Piper said, bringing me back to the present. “I want out.”

“What?”

Outside of her singular comment that night after she’d killed Solomon, she hadn’t voiced any further doubts since. I’d chalked it up to her just having been spooked and that she’d gotten over it.

“I thought I wanted this,” she went on, looking down at her lap. “Eternal life, power, heightened intelligence, resources to help the world…” She shook her head. “But I don’t. I don’t believe in it anymore. I don’t want to be a monster like them. I don’t want to treat other humans the way I’ve been treated.”

I merely nodded. I didn’t know what to tell her. Hadrian would not let her go so easily. He wasn’t in the business of letting Initiates leave the program with vampire secrets, except in a coffin. But Piper wasn’t just any Initiate. She was his lead genetics researcher. He wasn’t beyond chaining her to a lab desk and force-feeding her through a tube if he had to.

She crawled across the floor to kneel in front of me, where I sat in my wooden chair, clasping her hands up in a pleading gesture. “Please get me out. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

The terror and desperation in her eyes broke my heart, and I wondered how I’d come to care about this strange woman. “There might be a way. The man you met the other night, Caesar. He runs the shifter school, and he’s been my friend for many years. I might be able to convince him to give you sanctuary. He might find your scientific skills useful.”

The despair in her gaze brightened to hope, and she suddenly took my hand with both of hers. “Yes. Yes! I would love that!”

I held up my free hand. “Hold on, it’s not that simple. I need to discuss the matter with him, and that will take time.” Especially considering that he and I were at odds at the moment. “Time we don’t have right now. I’m afraid there’s no option that doesn’t see you coming back to Heritage Prep with me.”

Her shoulders sagged, her eyes darkening again as they misted over with tears.

“I promise I will do whatever I can to ensure your safe relocation,” I vowed. “But right now, we have a jet to catch.”

*      *      *

As Hadrian glared at me across the conference table in his trophy room, I couldn’t help noticing a few new prizes mounted to the wall. The vampire leader was stroking one of them—a long black tail that I could only assume had belonged to a mao. The tail reminded me of Rainbow, who I’d left behind in Chicago. I highly doubted Hadrian would be happy to discover such a creature, and I really didn’t want to explain its origins.

“I warned you what would happen if you failed me in snatching Arya,” Hadrian said casually as if he were talking about the weather.

“As I told you on the phone, the subway station is far too dangerous to be around,” I replied, keeping my eyes on Hadrian. “Human hunters are swarming like hornets at that staircase.”

A cruel smile formed on his face. “You know, most vampires would have died trying to complete their assigned mission. But not you.” He gently tapped a finger against my chest. “Some would say that’s cowardice. But you’re no coward. You’re a survivor. You always have been.”

I wished he’d just get on with it. If Hadrian wanted to sentence me to three years of drowning, then so be it. Perhaps by then, Shea might have moved on, found the resurrection spell for Alice.

If Shea survived the next three years, that is. Hadrian had yet to confront me about her, which made me think that Solomon and the Initiate, Adam, had not reported everything back to Heritage Prep. At least, that’s what I hoped.

Hadrian chuckled, and I shuffled my feet as I returned my attention back to the vampire leader.

“To be honest, I’m surprised you didn’t turn into a fugitive after I requested you return.” Hadrian placed a hand on my shoulder. “And now that you’re here, I know I shouldn’t be shocked to find you unapologetic for your failures.” His smile disappeared, and his eyes narrowed, all humor erased from his features. “I’m used to begging and pleading for mercy when my followers are unsuccessful in their missions.”

I felt no fear at Hadrian’s words. If he intended to kill me, I’d already be dead.

He removed his hand and turned his back on me as he analyzed his trophies again.

“I have spent enough time around you to know you don’t dole out second chances,” I said. “But you allowed me to return once before, and for some reason, you’re letting me return again.”

Faster than a blur, Hadrian moved. He wasn’t the typical vampire—he was an inheritor of one of the ancient sire lines, which meant his abilities were even more enhanced.

I didn’t have time to react and felt my ribs crack as Hadrian’s palm slammed into my chest. The momentum lifted me into the air and flung me across the room. I went crashing hard into one of the stone walls, knocking a few shifter body parts off in the process.

I hurt all over, but the internal pain that burned within me was excruciating. I tried to inhale, but my body refused to let me. I guessed he’d punctured a lung.

Moments later, I felt relief flood in as my body mended itself. Bones snapped back into place, and flesh restitched like water rapidly freezing into ice.

Slowly, I rolled over and got to my feet.

“Consider that your punishment for failure,” Hadrian said, wiping his hands together as if he’d just taken out the trash. He shook his head. “You’re one-of-a-kind, Julian. But you could be so much more.”

I felt at my pocket, ensuring Alice’s brooch was still there. As much relief as my body had just been through regenerating, it was nothing compared to the comfort I received feeling the outline of the metal through my slacks.

With a glance at the trophies I’d knocked off the wall, I said, “Sorry about your harpy talon collection. I’m afraid I crushed a set.”

Hadrian snorted, lifting a hand in disbelief. “You apologize for breaking replaceable talons but not your inability to bring me my daughter?”

“That was an impossible task,” I said, doing my best to prepare for another punch. Nobody talked back to Hadrian. But I was sick of dancing around him. And again, if he wanted to kill me, I wouldn’t still be breathing.

“Impossible for the incapable, perhaps,” Hadrian said, approaching me again with narrowed eyes. “Quite possible for the capable. Have you ever heard the cliché ‘If I want something done right, I’ll do it myself’? It applies to the mission regarding my daughter. I'll see to her capture personally, which means the task is no longer yours.”

I didn’t know how to respond. Hadrian rarely let his followers just hang around the school, and I was sure that would not be the case for me. I still wasn’t sure exactly what he knew.

“What does that mean for me?” I finally asked as I straightened my black jacket. I wondered if the crushed talons had punctured the back of it. That would just be my damned luck.

Hadrian studied me for a few moments—about three feet away this time. The space between us brought me a modicum of comfort.

“I have another assignment for you,” Hadrian said at last.

Turning to the side, I followed his eyes to the two sets of wide wings mounted above the doorway of the trophy room. Gryphon wings. The smaller set was white feathered, while the larger was a deep, dark brown.

Does he know about my contact with Caesar?

“Back in Chicago?” I asked, hiding my hopefulness. Although I didn’t consider Chicago home, my greatest hopes were there.

Hadrian chuckled, returning his gaze back to me. “Old friend, you are done with Chicago for a while. Your new mission is something of a more personal nature.”

I kept my gaze steady, but I didn’t like the sound of that.

“We’ve received intelligence about a flock of gryphons that has been spotted.”

“A flock of gryphons?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. “The last sighting of gryphons was on Framboise Island seven years ago. And you killed all but one of them.”

“Indeed, I did,” Hadrian said, looking back up at his precious trophies. “So, you can imagine how badly I’d love to add the wings of an entire flock to my collection.”

Caesar would kill for this information. The wings on the wall belonged to his parents. Throughout our meetings over the years, Caesar had explained everything, and that he was still going out on expeditions during his summers looking for more of his kind. The poor gryphon had never found any and had admitted to me that he was beginning to think he was the last gryphon on earth.

Instead of exuding wonder, I sighed heavily. “How accurate are these reports? Will I be chasing ghosts?”

“They’re accurate enough for me to send you to investigate,” Hadrian replied without hesitation.

“And what do I do if these reports prove to be true? Do I move to engage?”

Again, he laughed wickedly. “If you seek your own death, then by all means.”

I had only ever fought against one gryphon before, and that was Caesar. During the attack on the school at Framboise Island, the young gryphon had entered a store Marguerite and I had camped out at. It had been a trap, but Caesar and his friend managed to escape. And even then, I hadn’t seen the full force of the gryphon’s attacks. But Hadrian had.

“So, whether I find gryphons or not, I should return and report?” I clarified.

Hadrian nodded.

“And where have these sightings been? Where will I be going?”

“Not far, actually,” he replied as he started pacing the room again. “The sightings have been in Yukon, Canada. In the mountains.”

“Sounds cold,” I said, skeptical.

“And snowy, especially this time of year,” Hadrian added. “Yukon is home to the highest-elevated mountain in Canada, called Mount Logan. Our reports indicate that the gryphons have been seen circling it.”

“Do they live on the mountain?” I had a hard time believing any creature would force themselves to dwell in such an unlivable place.

He shrugged. “Who knows? They could be living in one of the small townships. There’s only one actual city in Yukon, and they could be there, too.”

“So, I’m to search the city and towns, as well as the mountains?”

He smirked. “That’s what I would do, yes.”

It seemed easy enough. I had been assigned a similar task back when I’d first joined Hadrian. The former shifter school had eluded Hadrian and his followers for years, and I had been assigned the task of finding it. I’d been successful in that mission, and I’d regretted it ever since, as Hadrian had destroyed it. If I found gryphons in Yukon, I’d never admit it to Hadrian.

“Is Piper assigned to come along with me?” An expedition like this could give her the perfect out. We could fake her death.

Hadrian shook his head. “No. I need her expertise here at the school. We’re on the verge, Julian. The day of the vampire-shifter hybrid is near.”

His eyes lit as he spoke, as if he could see his dream just inches away.

I set my jaw. Hadrian was mad. Such an abominable goal had to be stopped. The question was, would Arya fulfill the shifter prophecy before Hadrian’s hybrids came to be?

“Where will that put people like us?” I asked.

The light in Hadrian’s eyes snuffed out, and he gave me a hard look. “People like us?”

I shrugged. “Average vampires with standard abilities. When your hybrids come waltzing in, they will crush us.”

Hadrian laughed loudly as he made his way back to me. “If you elect not to become a hybrid, that’s your own choice. But I would advise you to start considering which shifter powers you’d like added to your compendium of current abilities.”

“I will think on that,” I said, lying through my teeth.

A knock sounded at the door of the trophy room.

“Enter!” Hadrian boomed, turning around.

The door opened inward, and I saw a young, dark-haired boy—the same nine or ten-year-old I’d seen embracing Hadrian the last time I was here—sheepishly step inside.

I cast a look at Hadrian, finding the vampire leader’s features warm and soft.

“I’ve lost track of the time!” Hadrian said excitedly, then looked back at me. “You may begin your mission now, Julian. I have other responsibilities I must see to.”

I bowed ever so slightly. “Of course. I’ll return as soon as I’ve learned more about these gryphon sightings.”

Having to walk past the boy at the doorway, I gave him a half smile. The child returned the gesture with a chilling glare. What terrible plans was Hadrian involving such a young child in?

Pushing myself out of the trophy room, I decided I needed some fresh air rather urgently.

Exiting the school, I went down the stairs at an easy pace, then began to hike the northern mountains. It was evening, and although there were clouds, I could see patches of the night sky glittering with stars.

I had a call to make, and I couldn’t afford to be overheard. Once I felt confident with the distance up the easy climb, I pulled out my phone and dialed Caesar’s emergency number, hoping the gryphon was in a position to talk—and that he would even answer me after what happened with Shea.

After several buzzes, I heard Caesar’s gruff voice on the other end.

“What?” His tone was hard to read, but the reply itself was less friendly than usual.

“I have urgent news for you.”

“About Hadrian and his plans?” His tone immediately lost its hostility and became urgent.

“No,” I said quickly. “There’ve been sightings of a flock of gryphons.”
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Chapter 9
Arya

I slammed my palm onto the bleeping alarm, groaning as I tried to curl up under my covers. I felt like a truck had run over me while I slept. My head pounded, my stomach rolled, and my teeth chattered as I kicked off the blankets. I groaned as the air cooled me again, but my sore body protested even the thought of moving to get the blanket again.

After a few minutes, the chill became unbearable. I needed to see Ms. Heather. There had to be something a harpy could do to fix this, and I didn’t feel up to trying to figure it out myself.

Wrapped in my blanket, I slid into my slippers and shuffled from the room, keeping my half-closed eyes on the floor in the hopes I wouldn’t face-plant onto it.

“Arya, what’s wrong?”

I winced as I looked up, the room starting to tilt. Ashlyn’s hand was on my elbow a second later, keeping me vertical.

“Are you okay?” she asked, looping an arm around my waist.

“I—I th–think I’m s–sick,” I stuttered through my chattering teeth.

“Oh no! I’m so sorry.”

I shrugged. “M–Miss Heather?”

Ashlyn nodded. “Yeah, we should get you there right away. I’ll help you.”

I was grateful for the assistance as we made our way down the stairs and through the Grand Hall, and then left toward the infirmary. What should’ve only been a couple of minutes seemed to drag out for an eternity. The halls were thankfully empty, as most students were either getting ready for the school day or were in the dining hall having breakfast.

Ms. Heather’s forehead crinkled as she saw Ashlyn escorting me in, and she took off her glasses as she rushed to my side to help me into a bed. “What seems to be the problem?”

I sat down and hugged the blanket around myself, letting my head fall into my hands as I leaned forward and groaned.

“I can tell you she’s burning up, and I’m a phoenix,” Ashlyn said, folding her arms as she cast a worried glance my way.

“Hmmm,” Ms. Heather said, placing a cool hand on my forehead. Despite the chill in my bones, the coolness of her palm felt oddly comforting. “Have you ingested any mercury or lead?”

I feebly shook my head. “N–not that I kn–know of.”

“And what other symptoms are you experiencing?”

“Aches, ch–chill, n–nausea.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Ashlyn asked, chewing on her bottom lip.

“I’m not sure. It sounds like a bad flu, but that shouldn’t be possible.” She turned back to me, placing a hand on my knee. “Arya, I’m going to draw some blood and do some tests.”

I nodded. “N–not possible? To get a c–cold? What, are shifters im–immune or s–something?”

“No, but harpies are.” Ms. Heather’s answer surprised me.

Ashlyn looked surprised, too. “How long will the test take?” she asked, shifting her weight to her other hip.

“Not very long,” Ms. Heather said, grabbing my ankles and gently swinging my legs onto the bed, forcing me to lie down.

She pulled the blanket up to my chin and smoothed the matted hair from my sweaty face. The soft motion reminded me of Mom, and I would’ve cried if I wasn’t already feeling so miserable.

“Why don’t you rest while I get everything taken care of?” Ms. Heather said.

I nodded and closed my eyes.

“Is she going to be okay?” Ashlyn whispered.

I idly wondered why she wouldn’t at least voice her concerns a little further away so I wouldn’t be able to hear them, but when I cracked one eye open, Ashlyn and Ms. Heather were on the other side of the room. I was too tired and achy to care how I could hear them so clearly. I let my eyelid drop closed again.

“I’ll take good care of her. Don’t you worry. Now, off to class.”

Soft footsteps retreated from the room.

I scrunched my eyes tighter and pulled the blanket over my nose as a wave of chemical scents assaulted my senses. My stomach gurgled in protest but, thankfully, didn’t go any further. It wasn’t like I had anything to throw up, anyway.

I barely felt the needle as Ms. Heather took my blood and sealed the spot with her healing light. The last thing I remembered before finally drifting back to sleep was Ms. Heather laying her hands on my forehead and speaking soft, soothing words that seemed to ease the ache.

*      *      *

I groaned as a gentle hand rocked me awake. Ms. Heather smiled and propped up my bed to allow me to sit up.

“I apologize, but I have something that will help. Here.”

She handed me a plastic cup filled with a clear liquid. There was no smell to it, but I hesitated. I hadn’t been sick much growing up, but I’d seen my mom shudder in revulsion after taking some medicines. I wondered if this was one of the sweet ones or one of the horrible ones.

“It’s best if you drink it all in one go,” Ms. Heather advised, as if reading my mind. She sat in the chair beside my bed. “And you’ll need to drink the whole dose.”

I sighed. So, it was one of the horrible ones. I held my breath and tried to still my chattering teeth as I lifted the cup to my lips.

I only made it halfway through before I started coughing and spluttering. The bitter taste coated my throat and tongue, and I shuddered just like I remembered Mom doing. But as I threw back the last awful dregs of the drink, I noticed that the shaking and chills were gone, my sore muscles beginning to unwind.

“What the heck was that?” I asked, handing the cup back to Ms. Heather. I tried to scrape the taste off my tongue with my teeth, but it just wasn’t letting go.

“Here. Try this.” She handed me a mint, which I eagerly tossed into my mouth.

The flavor didn’t quite cut through whatever was in the remedy, but at least it gave my taste buds something else to focus on.

“Better?” she asked, and I nodded. “The drink is an old were remedy to help ease the change.”

My brows furrowed, and I frowned. “A were remedy? Why would that help?”

She pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “Well, based on your symptoms and the fact that you’re a chimera, it seemed prudent to run some diagnostics on your blood. The flu isn’t really something a harpy would get—we don’t get sick at all—and even with your mer side, your harpy should be strong enough to keep you free of illness. Something had to be blocking that ability.”

She looked down at her nails, and I wondered what would make the woman so nervous.

“It turns out that you have ursa DNA in your chimera makeup.”

“Ursa? As in a werebear? How’s that possible?” I clearly remembered from my shifter biology class that weres were bitten shifters, and I’d never been bitten. Not by anything any bigger than a bug, anyway.

She curled her hands in her lap, looking me in the eyes. “It appears the ursa DNA has been lying dormant in your blood. I think your shift into your dual chimera form activated the latent ursa DNA, and you’re now experiencing the effects of a first shift.”

I groaned in exasperation as I leaned back against my pillow. That was all I needed, another shifter type lurking inside. Was there no end to the surprises and secrets in my life?  “How long will the change take?”

She shifted in her seat. “I’m not entirely certain. Normally, it takes a were about a week, give or take, from bite to first shift. You, however, seem to be developing at a slower rate. I’m estimating two weeks, but it could be more. Or things could change, and your rate could accelerate. No one’s ever seen a born were before, so I’m afraid we’re out of our element here.”

I let that sink in, but a startling thought made me sit back up. “There’s no other shifter types in me, right?”

Ms. Heather shook her head, giving me a half smile. “Ursa is the only other shifter DNA you carry.”

I nodded. I felt like such a freak. What kinds of procedures were done on my mom to produce a chimera with were DNA? For the first time since Mom’s passing, anger bubbled up. What kind of person lets people experiment on their unborn child? It was beyond sick. She wanted to yell or scream or do... something.

If Mom were alive...

But she was dead. And she’d done everything she could to keep me away from my sadistic vampire father. Guilt cooled the white-hot anger burning through me. I was the worst, most ungrateful daughter ever.

Still, the anger gnawed at the edges of my guilt, and I felt almost dizzy from the mood swing. What the hell was happening to me?

“Knock, knock,” came a deep voice from the doorway.

I recognized the man as Mr. Sharp, the world history teacher. It was one of my normal classes, the ones that helped me feel a little less like a fish out of water. What was he doing here?

“Ah, Henry. Thanks for coming.” Ms. Heather stood as Mr. Sharp came in. “Arya, Mr. Sharp here is the Ursa Transformation teacher. I asked him to come talk to you about what you’ll be going through in the coming days.”

I straightened the sheet draped over my legs. If Mr. Sharp knew, how many others did, too? “Um, where’d Ashlyn go?”

Ms. Heather smiled. “I sent her to her classes.”

“You didn’t tell her anything, did you?”

Realization lit her angelic features, and she shook her head. “Oh no, dear. Caesar and Mr. Sharp are the only people I’ve told.”

“Do you mind if we...keep it that way? Just for now?” I asked, twisting a corner of the blanket around my finger.

She nodded slowly. “You want to tell others in your own time.”

I gave her a hopeful smile.

“Mum’s the word.” She winked, then closed the door leading to the rest of the school before returning to her desk.

Mr. Sharp took the chair she had been sitting in and turned it around before taking a seat and resting his arms on the backrest. He appraised me for a long moment. “Feeling a little lost, are we?”

I nodded.

“I’ve always maintained that being a were shifter is the most difficult of shifter types. Not only does getting bitten suck, but the change from being a regular human to a magical shifter is a bit like going through puberty. You may have skipped the bite, but I’m afraid you’ll still have to go through that ugly, awkward phase.” Mr. Sharp chuckled, the sound very much like a bear’s growl.

My face reddened. This was not a conversation I wanted to have with anyone, let alone a male of any age. The thought of telling my friends—or Tobias—was enough to make me cringe. They’d understand, I was sure of it, but this part of me felt so much more personal—not to mention embarrassing. It didn’t help that the weres carried an obvious stigma as the only non-born shifters. I’d never thought of myself as prejudiced, but now?

And things were just starting to get comfortable at this school.

“So, you’ll be experiencing some mood swings, some cravings, and surges of strength and sensory input as your body adjusts to the shift,” Mr. Sharp continued. “It’s one heck of a ride.”

I sighed. “And the were juice?”

Mr. Sharp laughed. “Never took the stuff myself, having been unlucky enough to stumble into being a shifter by accident, but the sick bit only lasts a day or so.”

“Which is all the remedy really addresses, I’m afraid,” Ms. Heather cut in from her perch at her desk. “And with your rate of progression, it might be a few days before you’re past those symptoms.”

“Of course,” I grumbled.

“But hey, better a few seconds of that gunk than a day of the shakes.” Mr. Sharp laughed, but I didn’t see the humor.

“And if you ever want to talk, I and the other were instructors are happy to help.”

I tried to conjure a smile, but it fell flat. “Thanks.”

“Man, a mermaid, a harpy, and an ursa. What do you call something like that, a harmursa? A mersapy? Dang, kid. I think you’ve got the whole shifter kingdom covered in that one body of yours.”

I could tell that he was trying to lighten the mood, but tears still sprang to my eyes. I held my knuckles to my lips as I tried to keep the flood of emotions at bay.

“Oh, man, I’m sorry. Bad time to make a joke,” Mr. Sharp said, grimacing.

I shook my head as I began to weep. “It’s okay. I’m sorry, I just—”

“Feel like a pile of emotional goo? Yeah, I get it. It’s been a while since my first shift, but the power of that transformation...” He shook his head, a faraway look in his eyes. “I know you want to keep this to yourself for now, but you should probably tell your friends, at least. It’ll be hard trying to keep the shift under wraps now that it’s started. And this really isn’t something you should bear alone. Catch my drift?” He smiled.

I tried—and once more failed—to smile at his corny joke.

“Well, is there anything you want to ask? Anything else I can do for you?” he asked.

I shook my head, wiping the tears from my cheeks. I just wanted to disappear. “No. Not that I can think of.”

He looked to Ms. Heather, who shook her head as well.

“Then I suppose I’d better grab some grub before break’s over.”

Just like that, the guilt was back. He’d used his lunch break to try to ease my mind about my new shifter form, and I was too miserable to be grateful.

“I’m sorry I—” I began, but the door clicked.

I looked up, a true smile tugging at my lips as I recognized the familiar red hair.

“Arya! You’re up!” Ashlyn bounded over to the bed and gave me a big hug.

Mr. Sharp gave me an encouraging nod as he slipped out of the room.

“Are you all better?” Ashlyn asked. “I was so worried. I mean, it’s so weird you getting sick, being a harpy and all.”

I laughed. “I’m doing a little better, but I guess it’s not over yet.”

“It’s not contagious, is it? Because you looked like crap, and I don’t think I want whatever you got.”

I gave her a half-hearted smile. “I don’t think you have to worry about that.”

“Why?”

I glanced at Ms. Heather, who was studiously focused on her paperwork, though I had a feeling the nurse was still listening.

I wasn’t ready to share my news yet. I hated the thought of lying to my friends, but they’d all find out soon enough. And I had a feeling I should tell Tobias first, anyway. It was hard to sort out the details when my mind and emotions were spinning so furiously.

“It’s kind of a chimera thing. You wouldn’t be able to get sick from it.” Not exactly a lie.

“Oh, cool. I mean, not for you, obviously, but I’m glad I can’t catch it.”

I snickered. “Me too.”

Ms. Heather’s lips were pressed in a tight line, but she didn’t comment.

“Was that Mr. Sharp?” Ashlyn asked, glancing at the open door.

“Yeah,” I said, my cheeks heating.

“What was he doing here?”

“Um—” I began.

“I asked him to help me with something,” Ms. Heather filled in, and I shot her a grateful look.

Ashlyn hopped up as her tablet chimed. “Oh, dang it. I need to go back to class. I ate before I came over here. I hope you don’t mind. Are you going to still be here after classes are over?”

I looked to Ms. Heather for the answer I didn’t know.

“If she’s feeling okay, she’s welcome to rest in her room,” Ms. Heather told Ashlyn with a smile.

Ashlyn looked to me for my verdict.

“Yeah. That would be nice. I think I will go back to my room.” Maybe I could sort through this mess of thoughts before school let out for the day.

Ms. Heather nodded, and Ashlyn clapped her hands. “Okay, I’ll be in to check on you as soon as I’m off. Ping me if you want me to bring you anything. Even if school isn’t out yet.”

“Okay, thanks.”

Ashlyn jetted from the room, and I chuckled. I sure was grateful I had Ashlyn in my life right now.

Ms. Heather grabbed what looked like four water bottles, but I was sure their unlabeled contents held the antidote I’d taken earlier. The memory of the drink made me cringe, but I supposed if I was desperate enough, I’d get over the awful taste.

“You’ll want to keep these in case the chills and aches come back. One a day should suffice, but only take it if you’re still experiencing flu-like symptoms. Here are some mints to help with the aftertaste.” She grabbed a tote and put the bottles and a large bag of mints she’d pulled from her desk inside, then brought it to me.

I nodded as I swung my legs off the side of my bed and grabbed my blanket. The ursa thing was a bit of a shock, but at least I didn’t feel like death warmed over anymore.

“Bring any unused bottles back when you’re done with them,” Ms. Heather requested.

“I will. Thanks.”

I reached for the bag, but Ms. Heather held on a moment longer. “And please check in once a day. We’ll need to monitor your progress closely, along with the phases of the moon. Most weres experience their first full shift during a full moon, and we have one coming up soon.”

“Of course, we do,” I deadpanned—just my luck.

She let me take the bag, and I stood on uncertain legs.

“And Arya?”

“Yes?” I said before I headed for the door.

“Please consider Mr. Sharp’s advice carefully. I know this particular shift is kind of a sensitive thing, but it might be easier on everyone if you don’t try to deal with it on your own. Tell your friends. You’ll need them.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

I would tell them. I just needed a little time to process first. Hopefully, a few hours would be all I needed.
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Chapter 10
Caesar

The late-morning Canadian winter air was bitter cold, but my gryphon form was well equipped to withstand the biting currents. After all, I was a master of the weather. And the possibility that I’d finally run into other gryphons ignited a fire within my soul that no chill could bite through.

Without any hesitation, Celeste had approved the funding to get me to Yukon by plane. I’d worded things in such a way that protected Julian’s identity, and I was set to meet the vampire at the only city in the province: Whitehorse. It was just under two hundred miles east of Mount Logan.

Julian wasn’t due to arrive until the evening, and though I was immensely grateful for his intel, I wasn’t sure how to feel about seeing him. We hadn’t been in contact with each other since Christmas Eve, and I didn’t know where that left our strange friendship.

He had intimate feelings for Shea, and she clearly returned those feelings. But she also claimed to have feelings for me, and there was no questioning my obsession with her. How could anyone have romantic feelings for two people at once? One would have to win out, wouldn’t it?

I wanted to demand she choose, but what if I wasn’t her choice? Was sharing her with someone else better than not having her at all? Did it make it better or worse if that someone else was a friend?

As soon as I landed, I checked into a hotel, went to my room, and stripped down to nothing. After opening my window, I’d jumped out six floors above the ground and shifted in mid-air. My wings had instantly caught the harsh wind that was now carrying me.

A surge of liberation unfurled as my wings whipped through the air. It wasn’t just an escape from my turbulent emotions. The confinement of the Dome wasn’t obvious, probably due to its technological majesty, but being above everything and away from it showed how stifling the underwater school really was. Gryphons were meant to be free to fly. Still, I wouldn’t trade my experience as Director for anything.

But that didn’t mean I couldn’t enjoy myself while I was away. I swooped, climbed, spun, and drifted on the winter wind. The sky was my playground, and I felt like a teenager again, allowing the air to blow away all my concerns and worries.

I was flying toward hope—a hope I hadn’t felt in a long time. The kind of hope that invigorated my body and outmaneuvered exhaustion. Flying two hundred miles without stopping? It would be a breeze.

Although I couldn’t smile with my beak, the thought of finding out I wasn’t the last of my species made my heart soar. What if I found a female gryphon my age? What if she turned out to be wonderful and made me forget about Shea?

Rather than igniting more hope, the thought made me sad. I didn’t want to forget about Shea. I might even love her… That thought scared me more than anything else.

It seemed no time had passed at all when the tall, snow-covered mountain came into view.

This is it. Mount Logan.

It stood as a single pointy peak like a volcano. While one part sat higher than the others, the entirety was a big piece of landmass, like an island cropping out of the snow. From such a high elevation, the late-morning sky was a gorgeous blue background to the blanket of white snow. Sure, the water above the Dome was a sight to behold, but the shifter-made structure seemed to pale in comparison to the natural wonder before me.

The place looked untouched and remote—a perfect place for gryphons to hide from the rest of the world.

But there was only one problem. I detected no scent of another gryphon. Had there been a flock that gathered here, it hadn’t been for a very long time.

I swooped lower, circling my way down until my large talons grabbed the snow-covered rocks below.

Grateful for the chance to rest, I tucked my wings in and felt my muscles burn from the long trip. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d flown so far in one go. I made a mental note to exercise my wings better when I returned to the Dome.

With my eagle eyes, I looked around for any potential signs that gryphons had been on the mountain recently, but the snow looked untouched. If gryphons had been spotted here, it had been a while ago.

I pressed on, keeping to my talons to give my wings a break, hoping to smell even a stale scent on the verge of disappearing. The powerful hope that had filled my chest during the flight began to wane, and a sudden panic struck my heart.

Was this a setup? Had Hadrian figured out Julian’s treachery and tasked him with getting me away from the Dome? If he had, there would be only one reason—an attack.

My phone was in my hotel room, and I wished I’d had the foresight to bring it. With how cold it was, though, chances were the phone wouldn’t have worked. Even less likely was the possibility of a cellular signal on top of the mountain.

My heart filled with a chilling terror as if confirming I had made a grave mistake in traveling away from the school so rashly.

Leaping and unfurling my wings, I ignored the aches of my sore muscles and let fear-filled adrenaline send me shooting through the air. I had to get back to Whitehorse. I had to get in contact with Julian!

*      *      *

Whitehorse was a smaller city, its population just under one percent of Chicago’s. I wasn’t too concerned with being spotted as I rocketed through the sky overhead. Although it was late afternoon, the sun had already set—an outcome of the geographical location.

My raptor eyes found my open window on the sixth floor of the hotel, and I decided to attempt the acrobatic maneuver of shifting back to human form mid-air just in time to clear the opening and shoulder roll into my room.

It had been years since I’d attempted anything like that, but I figured it was better than walking into the hotel lobby naked.

Slowing my momentum, I climbed the air just a tad higher than the open window, then tucked my wings in and began the rapid transformation. My claws shortened into feet, and my large, feathery body shrunk just in time as I entered my room, the drapes blowing side to side from my velocity.

As I impacted on the carpet, I tucked my shoulder down and rolled easily, coming to a stop before slamming into the wall that separated the bedroom and the bathroom.

I slowly got to my feet. “Looks like I still have it in me, after all.”

I shivered. Without the protection of my downy feathers, the freezing temperature practically scalded my skin. The window had been wide open for hours, allowing the room to match the chill from outside. I made my way to it and shut it with icy fingers.

I wanted to take a shower to help myself heat up, but my anxiety superseded that desire. I needed to call Julian. I settled for bundling up in the warm clothing I’d packed, then reached for my phone.

The screen illuminated, showing I’d missed two calls from the vampire. Of course, Julian hadn’t left a voicemail. He wouldn’t want his voice recorded, especially directing a message to a shifter. That would put him in too much danger.

Likewise, I would hate to be caught with a message from a vampire.

Tapping on Julian’s missed call, I held the phone to my ear. I didn’t even hear the first ring before his smooth voice was on the other end.

“Caesar, I’ve been trying to call you.”

My nervousness spun at the urgency in Julian’s voice.

“Have you arrived in Whitehorse?” I asked. “Are you here?”

“Yes, I’m at the Snow Eagle Inn, just as we’d planned,” he replied.

“So am I. We need to talk.”

“I’m in my room, but we can meet at the hotel café by the lobby,” he suggested.

I made for the door, only pausing long enough to crank up the heat on the thermostat. “I’m already heading that way.”

Verifying I had my hotel key in one of my pockets, I slid my phone into the other and pulled the door closed behind me. Walking down the narrow hallway, I skittered past a member of the hotel’s housekeeping staff.

“Good afternoon, sir,” she said, flashing me a smile.

Putting on a smile of my own, I nodded and returned her greeting, then scuttled to the elevator. I mashed the button pointing down, and it lit up with golden light.

Moments ticked by, and I spun my thumbs around one another as I waited for the elevator to arrive. I trusted Julian. At least, I thought I did. Julian had his own agenda, and now Shea was part of that. Had Julian made some deal with Hadrian as a ploy to get rid of me? Eliminate the competition?

The elevator chimed, and the doors opened. Julian was standing on the other side.

“Caesar,” he said, cocking an eyebrow.

I hesitated a moment, finding myself unable to enter the elevator. In such confined quarters, Julian could snap my neck faster than I could react.

“Is everything okay?”

I set my jaw, deciding to cut to the chase. “I need to know, Julian. Did you bring me all this way just to kill me?”

The elevator doors began to close, but faster than a blink, Julian threw an arm out to catch it, all without breaking his gaze from mine.

“I have no qualms with you and have never wanted to kill you.”

His voice was silky and sincere as he spoke, but he’d been lying to much more shrewd characters than me for months now—his acting abilities had clearly improved to undetectable.

“Not even to have Shea all to yourself?” I growled.

He gave a sad sort of laugh through his nose, then looked down at the carpeted floor of the hallway. “Not even then.”

The grief on his alabaster face touched me, and despite my possessive suspicions, I believed him.

“You and I have been allies for too long,” he said, looking up to meet my eyes. “And I would hope you know me well enough by now to at least be certain of one thing—I can’t ensure Hadrian’s defeat without you. No witch, no matter how tempting, could sway me from our allegiance.”

He stepped out of the elevator, and the doors closed angrily behind him as if they knew they’d been held up.

Coming closer, he put a firm hand on my shoulder, and I let him. “I know we need to talk about Shea, but she has nothing to do with why we’re here.”

I nodded, trying to rein in the emotions wrestling in my gut. “I already made the trip to Mount Logan. There was no sign of gryphons there.”

Julian’s brow furrowed. “What? That’s impossible. Hadrian said the reports came from good sources.”

I shook my head. “We’ve been duped. And I fear something terrible will happen because of it.”

He stared at me seriously. “You’re sure there weren’t any signs of gryphons?”

“The mountain was untouched. Gryphons put off a scent that is easily detectable by other gryphons, and there wasn’t even a slight chance they were there.”

He pursed his lips, considering all I’d said. “It’s more likely that Hadrian was given bad intel. If he knew of our involvement, the last thing he would’ve done is let me leave the premises, let alone order it.”

“Unless he’s planning to attack the school while you have me distracted,” I countered, the thought flashing a fresh wave of panic over me.

He shook his head. “Such an attack would take a great deal of preparation, and I saw no such signs of that while I was there. The last time they made an attempt on Arya, there was so much movement in the building it would have made any non-vampire dizzy.”

I took in a shaky breath, unsure what to think.

“I can assure you that, whatever the intentions behind Hadrian’s task, an attack on the school isn’t one of them,” he said in a soothing tone. “At least, not today. If it makes you feel better, you should call the school, if for no other reason than to get some peace of mind.”

I let out my shaky breath as I nodded. Perhaps I was being overly paranoid.

The elevator dinged, and an elderly couple emerged through the open doors and walked past us.

“I will do that,” I agreed, “but let’s go to my room. The things we have to discuss are too sensitive for the lobby’s audience.”

He nodded, and as I led the way back to my room with long strides, I pulled out my phone and dialed Celeste.

“Good evening, Caesar,” she replied after two rings. “Did you find what you were hoping for?”

“No, not yet, but that’s not why I’m calling,” I said quickly. “Have you had any visions about an impending attack on the school?”

“No,” she answered, her voice lilting questioningly. “Why do you ask?”

The first signs of relief began to settle the tension in my muscles, but I wasn’t completely reassured yet. “Have there been any signs of proximity, either in the lake or at the subway?”

“No, none of our radar or senses have detected anything alarming,” she said, concern raising the pitch of her voice. “Do you have reason to believe there will be an attack?”

My shoulders relaxed, and suddenly, I felt both foolish and guilty for causing Celeste to worry unnecessarily.

“No,” I sighed. “I guess I’m just uneasy being away from the school. Paranoia is getting the best of me.”

She hummed in understanding. “I know it’s been a while since you’ve gone on any extended trips, and with the recent dangers, it makes sense that your fears might run away with you. But let me assure you that I’ve foreseen no such threats tonight—or tomorrow, for that matter. Enjoy this time away, Caesar. If anyone needs it, it’s you.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll try.”

I hung up as we got to my room, then pulled out my key and unlocked the door. Pushing inside, I made my way to one of the armchairs and collapsed into it, letting out a heavy breath.

Julian closed the door and came to sit in the opposite armchair. “Is it just my imagination, or is it very cold in here?”

I groaned, the chill coating my face as if inspired to do so by Julian’s reminder. “Yeah. I left the window open while I went out for a flight.”

“Then it’s a good thing I brought this.” He set an expensive-looking glass bottle filled with brown liquid on the small coffee table between us. “That should warm you up quickly.”

“Where did that come from?” I asked, leaning forward to pick up the bottle and inspect it. Thirty-five-year-old Glen McKenna.

“I snagged these from the bar downstairs before I headed up here,” he replied, pulling two glass shot glasses from one of his jacket pockets. “I was of the same mind that we shouldn’t talk in the lobby, and I figured I could extend this as a peace offering for the conversation to come.”

“I didn’t even see you holding it,” I mused as he set the two glasses on the table and began to fill them with the scotch.

He held one of the brimming glasses toward me.

“I shouldn’t,” I protested with a shake of my head.

He sighed. “The mermaid told you to enjoy your trip. And do you really want to have this discussion sober?” He arched a dubious eyebrow at me.

I rubbed a hand over my face. He had a point. If we were really going to hash this out, I’d need more than one shot.
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Chapter 11
Caesar

“You’re not trying to poison me, are you?” I asked as I accepted the glass, mostly joking at this point.

“Not today,” he replied with a smirk, picking up the other glass. “Besides, if I wanted to kill you, we both know I wouldn’t need poison.”

I chuckled. “You seriously think you could beat me in a fi—”

Before I’d even seen him move, a blurred and powerful hand whipped across my cheek, causing me to spill a few drops of my drink onto my pants.

“You asshole,” I barked, trading the glass to my other hand to shake off the wet one.

He shrugged, wearing a sly grin. “I was merely proving a point.”

“It’s not just that,” I snapped, gingerly holding up my glass. “This is thirty-five-year-old scotch! You could’ve at least waited till I wasn’t holding it.”

“Then stop clucking and take it already,” he teased, lifting his own glass to his lips and tossing the contents into his mouth.

I ignored his bird joke and followed suit, hissing and wincing as the burn moved slowly down my throat.

“Why are you drinking that anyway?” I asked, still squinting and swallowing against the sting. “You’re a vampire. Can your system even digest alcohol?”

He shrugged, seeming completely unfazed by the burn of the stiff and potent liquid. “As a matter of fact, alcohol bypasses our digestive system entirely, going directly from our stomachs into our bloodstream. But it doesn’t affect us as strongly as it does humans. I’m guessing, with your natural ability to heal more quickly, the same is true for you shifters.”

I nodded, wondering how much longer we could get away with avoiding the elephant in the room.

He refilled both glasses, then held his aloft above the table. I chuckled dryly and leaned forward to pick up mine.

“What are we cheering to?” I asked in a sardonic voice, holding my glass up next to his.

“To burying the hatchet,” he suggested.

In silent agreement, I clinked my glass against his, and we both downed our shots.

The swallow burned less this time, and I could feel the familiar buzz settling in my head and chest, the haze creeping in on the edges of my peripheral vision.

“Well, I guess I’ll start,” he said, leaning forward and bracing his elbows on his knees. “When I first met Shea, I had no idea she had ever met you. She’s a witch, so naturally, the thought that she might be in a relationship with any shifter never occurred to me.”

“We weren’t,” I interrupted.

He cocked his head.

“In a relationship, I mean,” I clarified. “Not then. I had only met her twice at that point. The first time was when I found Arya; the second was when she snuck into the school, and I was called to ‘handle’ her.”

Julian laughed. “That doesn’t surprise me at all. When Shea wants something, not even advanced shifter technology will stop her.”

The memory of that afternoon flashed into my mind, and I couldn’t fight the amusement it triggered, or the laugh that burst from my lips. “Apparently, neither will clothes.”

“What?” Julian asked, a confused frown on his face.

My smile grew. “She had apparently tried to convince us she belonged there by drinking a potion that turned her into an animal. By the time I got there, she had turned back and was standing in the anteroom completely naked.”

I had been struggling to speak while a snicker trembled in my throat, and by the time I finished my story, I was squawking with laughter and slapping my knee, which was only made worse when Julian joined in.

“Are you serious?” he asked through his own laughter.

All I could do was nod as I began to tear up, clutching my aching ribs.

He stifled his laughter and leaned forward again. “What animal did she turn herself into?”

The hilarity of the answer made my throat constrict, my laughter peeling out of me and making it hard to breathe.

“A kitten!” I finally managed to squeeze out, and he roared a laugh so booming that it made the frame on the wall rattle.

We carried on like that for several minutes, surrendering to our mirth until it had run its course. When we had mostly recovered, he poured us another round.

“Well, after seeing her naked, I can absolutely understand how difficult she would be to resist,” Julian mused, sipping his scotch now.

“Especially after I’d had a few drinks,” I added, tipping my glass toward him before drinking the whole thing. “I was at a local pub, enjoying an afternoon away from responsibility, when who should stroll in but the vexing witch. She went right up to the bar and used magic to trick the bartender into serving her a drink.”

Julian hummed a laugh. “Classic Shea.”

I pushed my back away from the chair and leaned forward, feeling uncomfortable admitting this out loud. “That was the first time anything happened between us.”

His expression sobered, his eyes darkening, but he nodded. And in my altered state, I could sympathize with what he must be feeling hearing me say that. I remembered how greatly it had upset me when Shea told me about her and Julian’s…extracurricular activities.

And yet, the memory wasn’t enough to keep from asking about it. “When did you and Shea… When did your involvement…” The fog in my head was making it even more difficult to form the words.

“It was a few days after Thanksgiving,” he said, all humor gone from his voice, his eyes cast off to the side. “She had been coming to my apartment to practice with the grimoire. She called me to show me a spell she found, and I had been very thirsty at the time, and—”

“Okay,” I cut him off. I could already see where this story was going, and I didn’t want to hear the gory details of the ending.

Part of me wanted to lash out at him for attacking Shea, but, though it was slightly different, I had done the same thing only a week ago. This whole situation left me feeling possessive, rejected, oddly turned on, and mostly confused.

“So, where do we go from here?” Julian asked after a moment.

I dropped my shoulders and hung my head back. “I have no idea.” I returned my head to eye level and locked eyes with him. “Do you even really want her?”

He stiffened, his facial muscles twitching ever so slightly. He looked down at his lap and sighed. “Shea has made me feel things I never thought I could feel again. Things I haven’t felt in a hundred and fifty years.”

“Alice,” I said.

He nodded. “I don’t know what to do with these feelings. I only befriended Shea in the hopes of getting Alice back. Wanting her, caring for her, makes me feel like I’m betraying Alice.”

My heart tugged over his obvious misery, running my mouth with things I never would’ve said sober. “Have you ever considered that Alice might want you to move on? She wouldn’t want you to mourn her forever, to be bound to her memory alone.”

“That’s what Shea said,” he murmured, looking off to the side. “But I’ve dedicated my immortal life to this quest of bringing her back. Giving up on that feels like the ultimate disgrace to her.”

I leaned forward, reaching across the table to put my hand on his knee. “After a century and a half, I would hope that she’s found peace. And if she has, how horrible would it be to rip her away from that and bring her back into this shit hole?”

He hung his head and laughed, a dark, tight sound, and when he lifted his head again, I could see blood tears trailing down his cheeks.

“Don’t get me wrong. My problems—or at least one of them—would be solved if you stuck to your vow and denied Shea.”

He chuckled again, wiping at his face with his hands, leaving only the faintest trace of red behind. He blinked a few times, my guess was to hold in more tears, then looked at me.

“Let’s say I were to let go of that dream. Where would that leave us? Would we share her?” He asked the last question as if the idea was unthinkable.

And before that moment, it had been. But right now—probably because of the scotch freeing my inhibitions—it didn’t sound quite so horrible.

Julian was a good man—er, vampire—even if I had only moments ago accused him of betraying me to Hadrian. And with me stuck at the Dome most of the time, it was nice to know she had one other guardian angel at her disposal.

Holy fuck, was I actually considering this?

Could I really devote myself to someone who wasn’t willing to devote herself to only me?

And yet, I hadn’t done that, had I? I hadn’t done everything in my power to make Shea a student at the school. I had hidden any sign of our relationship from everyone at every possible turn. She wasn’t wrong about being my “dirty little secret,” and that wasn’t okay. I needed to fix that.

“Caesar?” Julian waved his hand in front of my face, trying to get my attention.

I shook my head. “Sorry, I was thinking. I guess we both have some stuff to figure out. You need to deal with your grief and make a decision, and I need to do right by her with the Dome.”

He nodded, a tumultuous storm of indecision raging in his eyes. Then he picked up the glass bottle and poured another round of shots. “One last shot—before you pass out.”

As the motion of scoffing made my head feel light and airy, I silently agreed he was right. But I wanted that last shot, dammit. Because now I had a bigger job than any that had come before.

I needed to convince Celeste, Kai, and the other professors that Shea belonged at the Dome.
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Chapter 12
Julian

As I tucked my unconscious gryphon friend into bed, I envied the effect the scotch clearly had on him. Apparently, alcohol did not work as impotently in shifters as it did in vampires. Though I had never been much of a drinker in life, I did occasionally indulge when the misery of immortality and the pain of Alice’s loss became too great.

But no amount was ever really enough. What I wouldn’t give to find oblivion for even a single hour. Caesar would certainly be out for several.

Now I sat here, in the armchair of his room, with only a meager mellowness in my bones. Not enough to ease the grief warring inside me.

I reached for the half-empty bottle of scotch, then paused. I didn’t want to be in this room alone with my thoughts and Caesar’s raucous snoring. I needed to do something productive, clear my head, at least for a little while.

With a new purpose, I strode out of the room.

I had been sent here to investigate the possibility of gryphons nearby, and I had yet to do so personally. Caesar may have spent some time searching, but he’d only done so by air.

It stood to reason that such shifters were likely living as regular humans in the surrounding dwellings and only taking to the mountains to stretch their wings. And seeing as I had nothing better to do, I intended to scour the entire town for any signs of them. If I could accomplish this for my friend, it would ease at least one thing on my guilty conscience.

I stepped out onto the snow-covered ground outside the inn’s main doors, enjoying the crunch of ice as I crossed the clearing toward the shadowy trees that encircled the building. Once there, I harvested the shadows to conceal myself and broke into a vampire’s sprint.

I combed the nearest neighborhood—which was mostly houses spread out over a wide, hilly area. I focused my senses, homing in on every word spoken, every stray scent that might resemble Caesar’s, every flutter of wings in the night sky, as I passed each home.

I cleared the town in a half hour with no luck. But I wasn’t finished yet. I knew from peering out the window of the plane before landing that there were at least a handful of cabins and such scattered through the mountains in more remote locations.

So, I followed the road that led toward Mount Logan and trailed every path that strayed from it, all the while scanning with my eyes, ears, and nose.

With these more isolated residences, I took my time, circling each house, peeking through windows, sniffing doors. One after the other, they proved to be nothing more than the homes of regular humans—though I did find one family of ursas in a lavish cabin at the base of a mountain.

After coming up short so thoroughly, I decided to dash up to Mount Logan and scout the area for myself.

For any other creature—aside from one of the flying shifters—the trek up the steep and seemingly endlessly-climbing mountain would have been perilous, to say the least. Even I stumbled for the briefest second on a broken-off rock, but my supernatural reflexes and powerful fingers allowed me to claw into the mountain face to catch myself before I’d even begun to call.

I held myself against the frosted rock for a long moment to regain my bearings, staring down at the blanket of white punctuated by dots of trees hundreds of feet below, and I wondered what it would be like to fall from this great height.

A human would die instantly on impact unless they bounced off one of the ridges that jutted out, smashing bones and making their last seconds of life agonizing. But would a vampire die? Would I die?

No. Unless I landed in such a way that my spinal cord severed at the base of my neck or some miraculously sharp rock punctured my heart, I would not be so lucky to die. The more likely scenario would be that I shattered every bone in my body and had no choice but to lie there for however long it took my bones to heal themselves.

Living was so much more painful than death.

I continued my climb, thinking back on what Caesar had said about Alice being at peace. He was right. It was beyond selfish of me to rip her out of whatever afterlife she’d found and subject her to the difficulties of life once more. As I was unwilling to ever damn another with immortality, the action would be ultimately moot.

She would age, get sick, experience loss, and one day die again. All only so I could steal a few decades with her. Would she want that? What if I brought her back, and she hated me for it?

Carrying the burden of my emotional discord like a heavy weight, I finally made it to the mountain’s peak and collapsed onto the snow. I stared up at the black sky, dotted with thousands of stars that didn’t seem to give a fuck I was here.

“What am I doing?” I murmured in a broken voice.

The mild winter wind whistled softly in reply, blowing a light dusting of snow over me.

“Alice, what would you have me do?” I asked, willing my desperate prayer to find her in the great beyond. “Am I meant to hold on to your memory? Am I meant to devote my existence to bringing you back, to share the life with me we both deserved?”

Of course, there was no answer. Not even a breeze anymore. I couldn’t even find her voice in my head now, the one I’d always turned to for guidance.

Perhaps that was because I truly didn’t know what her answer would be. My rigid loyalty told me I couldn’t let her go. She’d been the one good thing in my life, and I’d only gotten to call her mine for such a short time. It had been easy to hold on to her ghost when life was bleak, empty, meaningless.

But ever since Shea came into my life, there was meaning. Existence no longer felt empty or bleak. And maybe, just maybe, I was tired of being alone with my memories.

“Alice, please,” I whimpered, closing my eyes against the grief-stricken red that began to coat my vision. “Please give me a sign. Tell me what to do. Am I allowed to move on? Am I allowed to let you go?”

The air remained still and listless around me, and unable to hold it back anymore, I succumbed to my sorrow. Heavy, raw sobs fled from my chest, racking my shoulders as blood tears spilled down my cheeks.

I didn’t know how long I lay like that. Eventually, my lamenting croaks subsided, my tear wells ran dry, and I drifted into a nothingness akin to twilight slumber.

My stupor was broken by something small, moist, and oddly warm grazing my cheek. I immediately opened my eyes, my vampiric speed jackknifing me into sitting on instinct to prepare against a possible attack.

But my darting gaze found nothing at eye level in any direction. What had that been?

“Mew.”

Furrowing my brow, I cast my eyes to the lower left corner of my vision, then slowly turned my head toward the ground beside me.

A tiny, white kitten hunched there, licking at the blood that soaked into the snow from my crying. It was no wonder I hadn’t seen it immediately. Its fur blended so perfectly with the snow, making it nearly invisible save for the little pink bow affixed above its ear.

I stared at it for a long moment, watching it lap at the blood-coated ice. It looked strangely familiar, but I couldn’t place how. It looked nothing like Rainbow or Goldie—the only other two cats I’d been in contact with in decades.

Also, how the hell did it get here? Surely, it couldn’t possibly have climbed up this mountain on its own. I barely made it, and I was a fucking vampire.

I looked around, scanning the area for signs or sounds of its owner and wondering why on earth anyone would bring such a small kitten to this frozen place.

The night was just as silent as it had been for hours. There was definitely no person within at least a mile radius of me.

I turned back down to my left side, but the spot was empty. Not as if the small creature had wandered off but as if it had never been there at all. The snow around me was completely undisturbed. No indentations of tiny paws leading away, no pressed down spot beside my spilled blood where it had been sitting. Nothing anywhere but the impressions I myself had left.

Had I hallucinated it? Was the high altitude and thin air messing with my mind? But if so, why would my mind conjure that particular image? Why not Alice, who I so desperately wanted to see that I didn’t care if she was real or not?

Coming up with no reasonable answer, I sighed.

The horizon toward the east was beginning to brighten with the first hints of impending dawn. It was late, and I needed to get back before the lack of shadows restricted my ability to run at my full speed because I had no desire to walk the long distance at a human pace.

I began the arduous climb back down the mountain, having surmised that Hadrian’s intel was, indeed, faulty. There were no gryphons in this area at all.

As I made my way down, I continued to think about that strange apparition. Why had I seen it? Was it possible that it had somehow hopped away in my footsteps, and that was why I couldn’t see its pawprints? That was highly unlikely.

And why had it seemed so familiar? I was certain I’d seen it somewhere before, but where?

The answer hit me the second I stepped off of the precipice of the mountain and onto flatter ground—the sweater Shea had gotten me.

I paused there for several seconds, remembering the sweater in vivid detail. Yes, that had been the exact same kitten. White with a little pink bow.

But that still didn’t explain why I had imagined it there. Was it that I was missing Rainbow? If so, I would’ve seen him, wouldn’t I?

Or…

What if it was my mind telling me what I really wanted?

I had asked for a sign. Maybe this was my subconscious’s way of answering that call.

With a glance at the eastern mountains, I kicked into a sprint through the blanketed and woodsy terrain. I needed to talk with Caesar one more time before he left. We had one final issue to discuss.
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Chapter 13
Ashlyn

I’d been dying to tell Arya about my wild night with Jackson since it happened, but there hadn’t been a good opportunity with all of her extra training. I had planned to tell her yesterday morning before classes, but then she got sick, and it had been killing me all day keeping it to myself. When I checked on her yesterday evening, she was fast asleep in her room, and I about died from the need to share this juicy gossip.

So, the next morning, I got up bright and early, even though it was Saturday, and made my way to her room. Of course, I hoped she was feeling better because she was my friend, but also because if I kept this bottled up any longer, I was going to explode!

I knocked on her door, and when I didn’t hear a response after a couple of seconds, I just let myself in.

Her room was dark, and there was a faint snoring coming from the mass under the comforter of her bed. There was an odd musky odor, one that reminded me even more of my night with Jackson, and I hoped Tobias wasn’t under those covers with her.

I crept closer, seeing the mess of black hair spread over her pillow, and I sighed a breath of relief that she was alone. Though why that pungent smell clung to the air, I couldn’t imagine.

I gently sat on the side of her bed, brushing the stray lock of vibrant blue hair from her face. Her eyelids fluttered a few times, then narrowed to squint up at me through the darkness.

“Hey,” she mumbled, rolling halfway onto her back and stretching an arm over her head.

“How are you feeling?” I asked in a soft voice.

“Like death warmed over,” she groaned, covering her face with her hand.

Concern for her gripped me, shoving my excitement to the backburner. “Did they find out what’s wrong?”

It was a well-known fact, even to someone as clueless as me, that harpies don’t get sick. They die of old age after a long, healthy life. But Arya was also a mermaid. Did that leave her more vulnerable to disease or infection?

She slid her hand down her face, revealing a frown and eyes cast down and to the side.

Oh God, this must be something really serious!

“Come on, what is it?” I pleaded, my stomach twisting in worried knots. “If you don’t tell me, I’m just going to imagine the worst. Is it cancer? Are you dying?”

“What? No! I’m not dying.” Arya buried her face in her hands once more and mumbled something.

“I can’t understand you. What are you saying?” I leaned forward and tried to pry Arya's hands away from her face.

After a moment of struggle, she scoffed, removed her hands, and pushed herself up to sit against her headboard.

“Okay, okay,” she conceded, continuing to avoid making eye contact, which only made me worry more. “Ms. Heather ran some tests, and it turns out…mermaid and harpy aren’t the only shifters in my DNA.”

I stared at her for a moment, not understanding what that meant and why it was making her sick. “What do you mean?”

She sighed, fingering a loose string at the top hem of her comforter. “I’m also part ursa.”

My eyes widened, a surprised smile beginning to stretch my features before I recognized embarrassment in hers. “Hey, why is that a bad thing?”

She pursed her lips, then finally looked up at me and shrugged. “I know all the other shifters kind of look down on weres. Especially…”

Oh, now I got it.

“Dragons?” I ventured.

She nodded, her frown deepening.

“You’re worried about what Tobias will think,” I surmised.

She nodded again. “It’s just, things are finally really, really good with us. I’m afraid this news is going to screw everything up.”

I chuckled lightly and shook my head. “Listen, Tobias is a lot of things, but he’s not a fool. That boy is legit head-over-heels for you. And if he’s pigheaded enough to think that adding an ursa to your arsenal of badassary is somehow taboo rather than incredible, then he doesn’t deserve you.”

She gave me a half-hearted smile, obviously not convinced. “Either way, can we just keep this between us for now? I’m already the first topic on everyone’s lips in this damn place. I don’t need to give them another thing to gossip about.”

I nodded. “I understand. But you’re not going to tell Tobias?”

“I will. When the time is right. I just want to get a handle on this new part of me before I share it with anyone else. Especially Tobias.”

“Okay. These lips are sealed.” I mimed locking my lips and tossing the key.

She snickered. “Thanks.”

“Wait. If that’s all this is, how is it making you sick?” I asked, still confused about that part.

“Oh,” she said, sitting up even more and putting her hands in her lap. “Apparently, weres experience fever symptoms when they go through their first shift. Apparently, my ursa is going to burst out any day now.”

Relief washed through me, cooling the fiery anxiety of my phoenix. She was going to be fine. My best friend wasn’t dying; she was just even more of a powerhouse than I already knew.

“Speaking of which, could you hand me that bottle on the nightstand?” she asked, gesturing to a glass bottle filled with a foggy white liquid.

I reached for it, frowning at its curious contents as I handed it to her. “What is it?”

“It’s a sort of medicine the weres take to reduce the symptoms of a shift,” she explained as she twisted off the cap. “It’s disgusting, but not worse than I feel without it.”

I watched her take a swig of the liquid, unable to fight a grimace as I watched her face contort with revulsion as she swallowed. She coughed and put the lid back on.

“Can I get you anything?” I offered. “Are you hungry?”

Her eyes sparked with interest. “Now that you mention it, I’m starving. Ugh, I just want to eat and nap. It’s horrible.”

I bit back on an amused grin. “Now I can see the ursa in you.”

She glowered at me, and I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Okay, you hibernate, and I’ll bring you a basket of food from the dining hall,” I said, getting to my feet.

“Cute,” she deadpanned, I assumed referring to my use of the word “hibernate.” Then she rolled over and buried herself back under her covers. “And thanks.”

“No problem.” I left her room and gently closed her door.

As much as I wanted to spill everything about my wild night to her, Arya clearly wasn’t up for that kind of confession. And after hearing her low opinion of weres, I worried she might think lower of me because of what I did. And what I kinda intended to do again.

But, gah! I needed to tell someone about this! Tobias and Bret were clearly off the table—I didn’t particularly want it getting back to Niko. There was only one other person I could talk to.

As I made my way to the dining hall with an empty laundry basket—because I didn’t have anything else—I dialed Shea.

“Fire Girl, what’s up?” Shea said after a few rings.

“Hey, Shea. I know this is random and last minute, but are you busy today? Arya’s under the weather, and I have some juicy news I need to share with someone before I explode!”

“Ooh, I like juicy,” she said in a mischievous tone. “Let me just check with my Gram. Hold on.”

I heard shuffling and then a pause on the other line as I piled various foods into the basket. What did ursas like? Was the honey stereotype a real thing? Did Arya still need fish? Fuck it; I’ll just put a little bit of everything.

“Okay,” Shea said, coming back to the phone. “So, I’m not exactly grounded, but I’m kinda supposed to stay home today.”

My spirits immediately deflated, causing me to pause along the buffet line.

“Would you want to come to my house for a bit?” she suggested, and I was so happy I practically jumped.

“Yeah, sure!”

“Sweet! My Gram is stepping out for a bit to get some…supplies—anyway, I’ll text you the address.”

“Great! See you in a bit.” I hung up the phone, smiling from ear to ear.

“Do you mind? Some of us actually have places to be after breakfast,” said a snide voice to my left.

I shot a scowl at Cora, who was tapping her foot indignantly as she waited for me to move.

“And why on earth are you filling a laundry basket with food?” She grimaced with distaste at my choice of dining ware.

“Why don’t you mind your own business?” I snapped at her.

“Why don’t you—” She abruptly broke off what I was sure was going to be a nasty comment, her eyebrows twitching as her Barbie doll features took on a decidedly frightened expression. She looked like she’d seen a ghost.

“Never mind,” she mumbled, all the venom drained from her tone. Then she hung her head and just went around me, filling her tray quickly before scurrying to her table.

“What the hell was that about?” I mumbled to myself.

Oh well, who cares? I needed to get this food back to Arya and then dash off to Sheas. Cora could be someone else’s problem.

*      *      *

The ride to Shea’s house was longer than I expected. When I’d agreed to meet her there, I didn’t realize she lived so far out of town. But the scenery was nice, and the bus ride was empty enough for a late Saturday morning, so I just put my headphones on and enjoyed the trip.

Shea’s house was a ten-minute walk from the bus stop, and I couldn’t help but envy its white-picket-fence look. I mean, it didn’t actually have a fence, but it looked like an actual home. Nothing like the dingy trailer I grew up in.

Seconds after I rang the doorbell, the door flew open, and Shea pulled me inside.

“Whoa!” I stammered with surprise.

She wrapped me in a hug, and I returned it awkwardly. Was it just my imagination, or was she acting a little…squirrelly?

“Are you okay?” I asked after we pulled away.

“Yeah, sorry,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Things have just been weird lately.”

I eyed her for a moment. “Do these ‘things’ have anything to do with why you’re ‘not grounded?’” I asked, bending my fingers in air quotes.

She nodded as she took in a deep breath through her nose. “Yep. But we can talk about that later. First, I need your juicy story—wait, what’s going on with Arya? You said she was sick?”

I hesitated for only a second. I had promised Arya I would keep her new shifter breed between us. Even though Shea was her best friend—tied with me, obviously—I didn’t think she’d want me to tell her. It would be better if Arya told her herself.

“Yeah, just some cold or something,” I replied casually. “She’s pretty much just sleeping it off.”

“Aww, I hope she’ll be alright,” Shea said with a frown, then gestured for me to follow her into the living room.

“Eh, you know Arya,” I said as I found a spot on the couch. “Nothing can keep that girl down.”

“Ain’t that the truth,” Shea agreed, sitting on the opposite end of the couch. “Okay, spill. What naughty things have you been to?” She waggled her eyebrows at me.

I felt my cheeks heat, embarrassment suddenly hitting me. “Well, do you remember that party we all went to?”

She frowned, her tone flat when she replied, “How could I ever forget?”

“Sorry to bring it up, but do you remember the host?”

She pursed her lips in thought, looking up for a moment. “Maybe? Was he the jock-looking guy who kept making fur grow on his arms and showing it off?”

I snickered because I could totally see Jackson doing that. “Yeah, that was Jackson. Well, you know how you and Arya were encouraging me to get a rebound?”

Shea’s face lit with intrigue, and she tucked her knees under her as she turned her whole body toward me. “You and the werewolf?”

I sucked my lips between my teeth before answering. “Technically, not just the one.”

“Omigod!” she gushed, making my cheeks burn even hotter. “Wait, like, at the same time.”

“Yeah,” I admitted, dragging out that one syllable.

“Oooh! Wow, how was it?”

My chest shook with impish giggles, encouraged by the fact that Shea didn’t seem to judge me in the slightest for my escapade. “It was… I don’t know…a lot…but also kinda awesome.”

She howled with excitement. “Holy shit! Okay, exactly how many werewolves? Was it just guys or girls, too? How did it even happen? I need all the details!”

I laughed and prepared myself to recount that night, considering exactly how much I should divulge. “So, it was the night of the New Year’s Eve Ball. I didn’t expect to do anything with Jackson except for dance.”

“We never do,” Shea commented, making me giggle.

“But then I ran into Niko, and he was a dick, so I decided, fuck him.”

“And, so you did.”

We both laughed.

“I dragged Jackson out of the ball, and he was all too eager to take me back to his room,” I continued. “I had meant for it to be just the two of us, you know. But, um, apparently, weres are polyamorous—”

“—Code for huge slots,” she interjected.

“Pretty much,” I agreed, getting more animated as I remembered the events of that night. “Well, I guess his friends could smell us getting into it, or whatever, and they just kinda…joined in.”

Shea’s eyes were burning with interest as she looked at me, and it made me wonder if she had dabbled in group action herself.

“That’s nuts,” she said. “But also…I mean, just, wow! How many was it?”

I bit my lip. “Um, it’s kinda hard to remember. But I know there was at least one girl in there—besides me, obviously.”

Shea pressed both hands to her cheeks. “Did you like it?”

“Well, yeah!” I blurted. “But it was crazy intense. I kinda want to do it again.”

“So why don’t you?”

I frowned, remembering Arya’s comment about weres. “Weres are kinda seen as lower class citizens in the shifter world, and polyamory is considered super taboo to everyone but weres.”

Her excitement seemed to falter, her gaze darting down to her lap for a moment. Then she bent an arm over the back of the couch and leaned against it. “Fuck it. Don’t bother with caring about what other people think. The only thing that matters is what you think.”

I nodded, then cocked my head. “Well, that’s just it. I don’t really know what I think. I know that I had a really good time. But I don’t think I like Jackson in any real way, and that makes me feel sort of…dirty.”

The admission made the muddy feeling I’d been shoving down rise to the surface, saturating me like swamp water.

“I guess I understand that,” she said. “But on the bright side, that makes it easier for you to walk away when you lose interest. No one’s feelings get hurt.” Something in her tone told me she was speaking from experience and that it wasn’t a particularly happy one.

“Something happened with those guys,” I guessed, her words and expressions making more sense after I said it out loud. “The two you were texting before Christmas.”

She nodded without looking at me.

“What happened?” I asked, mimicking her posture to give her my full attention.

She let out a heavy sigh. “It’s a long story.”

I shrugged. “I’ve got time.”

She looked at me for a moment, debating whether or not to tell me.

“Okay, fine, but only because keeping all this secret has been driving me insane!” she finally said in a burst. “But you really have to keep every single thing between us. Promise.”

Great, another thing I had to keep to myself. First Arya’s ursa, and now whatever this was.

But how could I possibly resist?

“Okay, I promise,” I said.

She blew out a breath with puffed cheeks, seeming to psyche herself up for this confession. Damn, it had to be even juicier than mine.

“So, the first guy is a shifter, and he’s started out as kind of an asshole,” she began.

“They always do,” I said, mimicking her commentary on my story while silently wondering who she might be talking about. Did I know this shifter? How had she met him?

“We just kept running into each other, and I figured I might be able to, you know, schmooze him into helping me get into the Dome. I never, in my wildest fantasies, actually expected him to be into me, or for anything to happen. But it just did. We connected on so many levels. But he wants to keep us a secret from everyone, and even though I get it, I hate the whole thing.”

The sorrow and rejection in her expression and voice touched me. I could relate. I’d been rejected at the Dome for a long time until recently, just for being different from everyone else. And she had it worse because she was a witch, a total outsider. I hated that for her.

“And this other guy, well…” She looked up at me skittishly. “This is the part you absolutely have to keep secret. Like, take-it-to-your-grave secret.”

I mimed crossing my heart with my finger.

“So, don’t freak out,” she said, holding up both hands in a calming gesture, “but he’s a vampire.”

My eyes widened, but I kept my gasp in my throat.

“Now I know what you’re thinking, and that’s what I thought, too, when I first met him, but he’s not like the other vampires,” she said in one rapid string. “He’s good and kind and beautifully sad. He approached me for my magic, asking me to help him resurrect his dead lover. He offered me a grimoire, an actual chance to study spells, so I agreed. Again, I never thought it would turn into anything, especially considering he’s still mourning someone else, but things just…happened, and—”

“Hold on,” I interrupted, gesturing with a raised hand for her to pause. “Are you sure you can trust this vampire? That he’s not putting some kind of trance on you? Or using you to hurt us?”

After the attack I’d fought and narrowly survived, how could I not be concerned about that? I’d always wanted to believe there was good in everyone, but all I’d seen vampires to be was monsters. They’d proved themselves the enemy.

She gave a bitter laugh, rolling her eyes. “No, there’s definitely no way he’s using me. Even after I offered.”

I cocked my head at her curiously.

“Trust me, this guy is on our side.” She leaned closer and whispered. “He’s secretly working against Hadrian. He’s a spy.” She put a finger to her pursed lips, then sat back.

Why was she whispering that? Did she think we were being listened to? And by who?

I dismissed that thought. “Okay, so what happened? Are you still seeing both of them?”

She scoffed. “No. Turns out they both know each other, that they’re actually friends. And when Caesar, huh—” She slapped her hands over her mouth, her face paling as she stared at me.

It took me longer than I was proud of to realize what she’d just said. And then even longer to connect the dots.

Caesar. Professor Douche. Holy shit!

“Oh. My. God! Caesar is Professor Douche! You’ve been sleeping around with Caesar? The Caesar?!”

She winced like she was in immense pain, shushing me loudly. “Yes, yes, alright! Yes.”

“Whoa,” I said slowly, staring at her.

The color that had drained from her face after her slip had now returned in vibrant red. One of my best friends was having an affair with my shifter history professor, my defense trainer, the director of my school!

“You really are a badass,” I said with admiration.

She barked a laugh and shook her head. “Not in this case. Please don’t tell anyone. It would destroy Caesar!”

“Of course,” I reassured her quickly. “I swear on my phoenix that I won’t say a word.”

“Not even to Arya?” she prompted. “I’m not ready for her to know.”

I swallowed. That was a tougher pill, but I’d already promised. “Okay. I won’t tell her.”

She closed her eyes and let out a slow breath. “Well, anyway, after he found out about me and Julian, he kind of freaked out, and they started arguing, so I told them both to basically fuck off until they figured their shit out.”

“Wow,” I said with a slow nod. “And you haven’t heard from either of them since?” I guessed.

She shook her head. “Nope. Not a fucking word.”

A silence settled between us for a few seconds, but then something she’d said occurred to me. “Wait, you said they were friends. Are you saying that Caesar and—”

She lunged forward and pressed a firm hand over my mouth, shocking me into a temporary paralysis.

“Yes,” she whispered. “They’re working together against Hadrian.”

I nodded behind her palm so that she understood I knew the danger of this particular secret, and she slowly lowered it.

“Why are we whispering?” I asked in the same hushed decibel, almost afraid of the answer.

Her eyes darted from side to side as if she was afraid she was being watched as well as overheard. “The vampires have been spying on me. They can’t know about Julian, or they’ll kill him.”

“But it’s daylight,” I hissed softly.

“They have humans working for them,” she whispered. “No time of day is safe.”

My eyebrows shot into my hairline. Fuck, this was a much bigger deal than I ever could have imagined walking into when I came here.

The silence returned. I didn’t know what else to say. If we were being listened to, what could I say without incriminating anyone?

“What are you going to do?” I asked finally, having found a safe question.

She shrugged, pushing a hand into her long brown waves. “I don’t know. My gram finally agreed to teach me magic, so I’m just going to focus on that for a while. Take a break from romance and drama.”

“That’s awesome, Shea,” I said. I knew how much she hated not having access to learning magic. That had been the whole reason she wanted to get admitted to the Dome. “And for the record, I think you’d make a fine addition to the school. They’re all idiots for not seeing the potential you could offer us.”

She gave me a half smile. “Yeah, well, doesn’t matter now.” She looked to the wall where a ticking cuckoo clock hung. “My gram should be back soon. First magic lesson!”

I nodded and got up off the couch. “Thanks for letting me come over and vent. And thanks for trusting me with your troubles. They’re safe with me.”

She stood and pulled me into a grateful embrace. “Thank you. Arya’s lucky to have you as a friend.”

I smiled and pulled away. “Good luck with your lesson.”

She held up both hands with her index and middle fingers crossed. “Here’s hoping I don’t burn the house down.”

We laughed as she escorted me to the front door.

“Stay safe,” I said sincerely as I stepped out onto the porch.

“You, too,” she said, then quickly closed the door behind me.

I turned to face the street and the light of the afternoon sun, whose faint warmth did nothing to the chill that rose up my spine. Shea said the vampires had humans working for them during the day. They could be anywhere at any time. And though they weren’t anywhere near as formidable as the vampires themselves, I couldn’t help but feel just as squirrely as Shea had seemed when I arrived.

I scurried at a brisk pace back toward the bus stop, urging the bus to arrive soon so I could feel some sense of safety, of relief.

I couldn’t help but appreciate the irony. I had come here with the intention of sharing a secret that now paled in comparison, and I was walking away with a handful more, each of them far more deadly.
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Chapter 14
Shea

As I walked back to the couch, I felt so much lighter, like this massive weight had just been lifted off my shoulders.

I finally told someone everything. I finally wasn’t keeping these secrets alone. I just hoped Ashlyn would keep them, too. I hadn’t meant to tell her about Caesar, and though I was brimming with relief that I did, I couldn’t help but worry that he might get in trouble because of it.

I had to trust Ashlyn. I had to trust that she wouldn’t say anything to Arya. If Arya ever learned about any of this, it had to be from me. And I would tell her. I just had to figure out how and when.

But that was a matter for another time. Now that I’d vented about my relationship problems, I could hopefully focus on my mission for the day—learning magic from Gram. I tried not to get too excited about it as I waited for her to come back with Aunt Janette. This had been the one thing I’d wanted for so long, and I was afraid that Gram might change her mind at the last moment.

When the door opened, and I saw Aunt Janette come in behind Gram, I knew it was actually happening. Finally! The excitement I had been hesitant to feel all day flared within me like gasoline splashed onto smoldering embers, making me jump off the couch and scamper toward them.

“What are we going to learn first? Do we need any special supplies? Should I—”

“Calm down, Shea,” Gram chided in a soothing tone. “I know you’re excited, but we have to venture slowly. Magic takes patience and a level head.”

I frowned as she set her purse on the table. I knew she was right, but venturing slowly was the last thing I wanted to do. I had waited seventeen years for this. Couldn’t possibly go much slower than that.

She sat down and waved in a gesture for us to sit around the table as well before she began pulling various items out of her purse. I took the seat closest to her and looked at the items with curious fascination: a braid of sage, a lighter, and a long yellow flower petal that looked freshly plucked.

I bit my tongue against asking what these things were for. I knew Gram would explain soon enough, and I didn’t want to push her too hard. She wanted me to be patient, so I would be the embodiment of patience—at least on the outside.

Gram laced her finger over the table and turned her attention to me. “While there are many things I can teach you, I think the spells we should start with should be ones that can protect you from vampires.”

I nodded eagerly, scooting closer, the same word screaming in my head on repeat. Yes! Yes! Yes!

“Now your Aunt Janette is more practiced at these spells than I am, so she will guide you,” Gram continued, opening her hand to Aunt Janette beside her.

My aunt lit up, a wide smile spreading across her face. She seemed almost as excited as I was.

“The first spell I want you to try is a threshold binding spell,” she said as leaned over the table and reached for the sage braid. “That’s what the sage is for. You’re going to light the sage until it begins to smoke, and then you’re going to go to every exit and smudge the air while reciting the words ‘hetem me kekeru’. That will make it impossible for a vampire to enter without your permission.”

I nodded, then cocked my head. “Is that where that notion comes from, you know, that vampires can’t enter without an invitation?”

“Exactly,” she replied with a smile.

“Huh, interesting,” I mused. “What are the words again?”

“Hetem me kekeru,” she answered. “Are you ready?”

“Damn straight,” I said excitedly.

“Shea,” Gram scolded, and I gave her an innocent shrug before picking up the sage and lighter.

I had heard of smudging before. It was typically for warding off troubled spirits and cleansing a house of negative energy. I had no idea it could be used to create an actual barrier that vampires couldn’t cross, and now that I did, I was eager to give us that extra layer of protection.

I sparked the lighter and held the flame to the end of the sage braid until it began to burn, then blew out the flame so that it only smoked. As Aunt Janette had instructed, I went to the kitchen door, waving the smoking braid across it as I repeated the words she’d told me.

Then I went to the kitchen window, then the front door and so on. Gram and Aunt Janette followed behind me as I worked my magic, repeating the spell at each other possible outlet of the house. I smudged Gram’s room, my room, the bathroom, and even the vents in the ceiling—I wasn’t taking any chances.

When I first started, I couldn’t feel a difference, couldn’t tell if it was working. But with each window and door I sealed, I began to sense a kind of psychic shell forming around us. And when I finished sealing the final window, the shell seemed to breathe like it was a living thing, and I had never felt so safe.

“Very well done, Shea,” Aunt Janette commended, gripping my shoulders from behind as we came back to the kitchen table.

My pride soaked up all the praise like a dry sponge. Not only was I learning magic, but I was learning spells that could actually help people. What if I could cast this spell at the Dome? They’d never have to worry about the vampires finding them. I could save everyone!

If only they’d let me in. Maybe Caesar could sneak me in again—if he ever manned up and spoke to me again.

Gram and Aunt Janette took their seats around the table, and I quickly followed, eager to start on the next spell.

“This next spell is called Ra Senen, or Sun-Kissed,” Aunt Janette said. “If it’s performed correctly, it will give your skin the same power as the sun, meaning if a vampire touches you, they will burn as if shined by the sun’s rays.”

“Whoa, cool!” I said. That would keep me safe from any vampires who might try to bite me.

Wait. Oh…

Julian was a vampire. If I went through with this spell, that would mean he could never touch me…

My excitement deflated into sorrow and hesitation. But why? Julian hadn’t reached out to me, and chances were that when he did, he would friendzone me or break off our involvement altogether. Was the dimming, naive hope of having something more with him worth leaving myself susceptible to another vampire attack? One that would probably kill me next time?

“Shea? Did you hear me?” Aunt Janette asked.

I blinked, feeling stupid for not paying attention. “Sorry. What was that?”

Gram let out a sigh that made me wince in embarrassment, but Aunt Janette repeated herself.

“You will light the sunflower petal as you say the incantation.” She held up the long yellow petal. “It will burn bright without charring, and you will eat the petal.”

I wrinkled my forehead. “Won’t that burn my mouth?”

She shook her head. “No. The fire represents the sun’s light and doesn’t hurt. I’ve done it myself, and if anything, it just feels warm all the way down your throat.”

I nodded, not fully convinced. “And…how long will this spell last?”

She smiled and shrugged. “It’s permanent. Once you swallow that petal, you will never have to worry about vampires ever again.”

My heart slammed against my chest like the bang of a gavel. If I did this, I could never be with Julian ever again. And even though I knew he was probably going to brush me aside anyway, this felt like closing a door I could never reopen.

Without this spell, even if he did reject me now, there was always the hope that he might change his mind. Going through with this would blow out that flame of hope forever.

But what was the alternative? Denying this gesture after years of begging to learn magic would probably ruin any chances of future lessons. I’d come too far, fought too hard, to stop now. And I certainly didn’t want to ever be bitten and drained by a rogue vampire again. If that meant losing out on that experience with Julian, so be it. I had to do this.

“Okay,” I said with a firm nod. “What’s the incantation?”

She pulled a folded piece of paper from her purse that hung on the back of her chair and slid it over to me. “Say the words at the same time as you light the petal, and channel your will into the flame.”

I unfolded the paper and read over the spell several times until I felt I had it memorized. Then, with shaky hands, I picked up the petal and the lighter. I flicked the lighter a few times before it finally lit, then held the petal just above the flame.

Taking a shaky breath, I lowered the petal to the flame and spoke the words. “Hena hedj sedjet, berek af-i hena woser shamesh.”

The flame engulfed the petal with a whoosh, startling me so suddenly that I nearly dropped the petal. But before the fire could singe my fingertips, its color changed from orange to gold, emanating a warm glow. It felt like I was holding nothing more than warm air between my fingers.

“Very good, Shea,” Aunt Janette said. “Now put it in your mouth and swallow it.”

I stared at the flaming petal, marveling at how it really didn’t burn or char at all. Magic was pretty fucking awesome. Even if this particular spell was going to hurt as much as help.

Well, here goes nothing.

Closing my eyes tight, I opened my mouth wide and slowly lowered the petal onto my tongue.

Aunt Janette was right. It didn’t burn. It just felt like cozy summer heat bathing that spot on my tongue. I closed my mouth and swallowed, the silky petal going down easily without the need to chew. That same heat caressed my throat all the way down to my belly.

As the heat radiated from my belly and spread through me, my skin began to glow with the same golden light, but only for a fleeting second before dulling to its natural state.

When I looked up at the two women, they were both smiling, and I could almost swear I saw pride in Gram’s eyes.

“You did very well,” she said, reaching over to place a hand over mine on the table. “We can all rest assured that you will be safe from any foul vampires who might want to harm you.”

And even those that don’t…

My phone pinged in my pocket, and when I pulled it out to check who the message was from, my heart plummeted to my pelvic floor. Why now? Why at this very moment? Why not an hour ago before—before—Ugh!

Julian: “Can you meet Caesar and me at my apartment? We’re ready to talk.”

Tears welled in my eyes as I read the message over and over. His timing couldn’t possibly be any worse, and my heart was breaking for it.

I blinked away the sting and looked back up at Gram, plastering on a neutral expression.

“Now that you know I’ll be safe from attack, will you allow me to go out for a few hours?” I asked with a steady voice. “I need to meet with Caesar and discuss an important matter.”

Gram and Aunt Janette exchanged furtive glances.

Finally, Gram nodded. “Okay, but be back before sunset and make sure your location sharing is active on your phone.”

I nodded and offered a smile. “Okay. I will. And thank you guys. I won’t let you down.”

I hugged both of them before shouldering my bag and heading out the door. I had no idea what I was about to walk into, but I was expecting a goodbye. Not that it mattered now anyway. One of those doors was already closed.
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Chapter 15
Arya

It was around noon when the aches and chills flared back up again, making it impossible to sleep any longer.

I scowled at the bottles sitting on my nightstand. I didn’t want to take more of that shit, but it was Saturday, and I didn’t want to spend the rest of the day in bed and miserable. I’d been holed up in my room for what felt like weeks—even though it was only about a day—and I needed to get out.

I sat up and grabbed a bottle of were remedy. Opening it, I stared at its contents, willing the vile liquid to somehow taste better. I took a deep breath and held it as I chugged it down as fast as I could. When I had it all down, I shuddered and stuck out my tongue as if exposing it to the air would remove the foul bitterness. Throwing the bottle to the side, I grabbed one of the mints and popped it in my mouth.

The flu-like symptoms cleared up almost immediately, just like the last time. At least the bad taste was worth it.

I threw on a t-shirt and jeans and pulled my hair into a low ponytail. Ashlyn had said she was going out today, and though I had refused the invitation to join her, I missed her company now. But I had been in no way fit for an outing. I still wasn’t.

I was just about to go to the dining hall for lunch when a soft knock sounded on the door. When I opened it, Tobias was standing on the other side. His eyes seemed to smolder as they took me in, and he winked, making my belly heat.

“Got any plans today?” he asked, an almost boyish uncertainty behind those honeyed eyes.

I had the sudden urge to pull Tobias into my room and close the door. Why would I need to leave the shelter of my cave if I had him to snuggle with? But then I remembered Ashlyn’s smartass comment about hibernating, and I was determined to prove that notion wrong. I did not need to hibernate.

I cleared my throat, hoping the heat blooming from my neck didn’t make me look guilty. “Nope. No plans.”

His sexy grin widened. “Good. Let’s grab some food, and then I want to show you something.”

I slipped my hand into his and closed the door as I let him usher me to the dining hall.

As we walked, I couldn’t help but smooth my hair with my free hand and try to catch a whiff of myself when I lifted my arm to fluff the back of it. Did I look like as much of a mess as I felt? Could he tell something was off about me? Did I smell different?

I spotted Cora and her posse chatting near the entrance as we approached, and my worries were immediately replaced with apprehension. They fell silent when they saw us, focusing all their energy into glaring at us.

Cora opened her mouth as if to say something but then closed it again, giving a faraway look. As her eyes began to uncross, she frowned and folded her arms, looking both uneasy and frustrated. I smiled and waved as smug satisfaction spread across my chest, wondering what kind of nightmare Cora had just lived through at the hand of her own cruelty. Karma really was a bitch.

“What was that about,” Tobias asked.

I shrugged, holding his hand a little tighter. Celeste was the only person who knew about my little siren experiment on Cora—not even Cora remembered what happened—and I wanted to keep it that way. Being able to manipulate people like that was exhilarating, but also terrifying, and God only knew how bad things would get if that skill entered the rumor mill.

Tobias and I got food from the buffet line and sat down at our usual spot.

I took a bite of sausage and sighed. I was craving meat like nothing else and had loaded my plate with anything even closely resembling protein. Again, I silently thanked whoever had made that drink. The flavor was nearly gone, but I didn’t have to worry about nausea getting in the way of my voracious appetite.

I suddenly realized I must look like a huge slob, so I slowed my chewing and wiped my mouth with my napkin. “So, what did you want to show me?”

“It’s a surprise.” Tobias looked at my plate with a quizzical expression on his handsome face. “Are you on a special diet or something?”

I paused midchew. I wasn’t ready to tell him. Not now that everything was going so well. “Umm—”

“Dude! Who’s up for smashing some serious zombies?” Brett said, dropping into the seat next to Tobias. “Most of our clan should be online today. You in?”

My hackles rose at his sudden presence. Why did Brett always have to interrupt us? Why was he always trying to hog Tobias’s attention? And did he have to put on so much body spray?

“Maybe later. Arya and I already have something planned.” Tobias winked at me, then grabbed his own bite of sausage.

“Gee, thanks, Arya. You finally get this guy to loosen up, and then you monopolize all his time.” Brett’s stupid, playful smirk only made my blood boil faster.

“Maybe if you did something besides play games all day, he wouldn’t be so opposed to hanging out with you,” I snapped.

Brett leaned back, holding up his palms. “Whoa. Okay, then. Not like I got him the game for Christmas.” He leaned toward Tobias and muttered, “PMS much?”

I narrowed my eyes as I leaned toward him, placing both my hands on the table. “I’m sorry, but does me being a girl offend you?”

Tobias placed a hand on my shoulder, and the tension coiling in my chest unwound. “Are you okay?”

I knew I was way overreacting, that I was acting like a raging bitch. But my emotions were so sensitive, it was like every action by others was a trigger. I needed to get a hold of myself. This wasn’t me.

I blushed, shrinking in my seat. “Yeah. Sorry. Just haven’t been feeling well the past few days.”

“Told ya,” Brett whispered loudly, and my rage was back in an instant, urging me to rip his fucking face off.

Tobias ignored him, giving me a concerned look. “You mentioned that yesterday in your text. Is everything okay? Did you go see Ms. Heather?”

“I thought harpies didn’t get sick,” Brett commented, and I really just wanted him to shut the hell up.

I bottled my irrational fury, clenching my fists under the table to vent some steam as I answered. “Yeah. It’s nothing. I’ll be fine.”

Despite my super casual tone, Tobias didn’t seem convinced, so I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile.

“Well, I’ll just have to beat Flesh Eaters 4 without you,” Brett said, ducking out of Tobias’s reach with his tray. “Later, suckers!”

“You be careful with that game,” Tobias called after him. Brett waved and laughed. “It’s a collector’s edition!” he yelled over the din of the dining hall.

I shook my head and popped a chicken nugget into my mouth. I was glad that he had left us, but the idea of him damaging the game I got for Tobias had my left eye twitching. If he got so much as a scratch on it, I’d—

“Seriously, though, are you okay?” Tobias asked as he turned back to me.

I shoved another nugget in my mouth, hoping the chewing would muffle my words and make them more convincing. “Yap, jus’ tye-erd.” I swallowed. “Sorry if that makes me a little moody.”

He nodded, though the crease didn’t leave his brow. “Do you feel up for a flight?”

I stared at him dumbly for a moment, like he was speaking a foreign language. “A flight?”

He chuckled. “Your harpy, my dragon, topside. What do you say?”

My eyes widened as understanding finally dawned on me.

“Yes! Ohmygosh, that would be a-may-zing!” Since learning how to fly, I hadn’t done it outside of a training room. Now, the idea of spreading them through fresh air under the unfiltered sun, with Tobias by my side, made me positively giddy. “Where will we go?”

Tobias smirked. “You’ll see.”

“Wait. Topside?” The memory of his last tantrum flashed in my mind, and I folded my arms and fixed Tobias with a stern stare. “Last time I went topside, you went berserk on me. What makes this any different?”

Tobias made a playful grimace. “Yes. And I believe I’ve apologized for that. But now that I’m your boyfriend, I can go with you and personally see to it that you’re safe.”

“Ooh, boyfriend. I’ll never get tired of that word,” I mused with a coy smile.

“It’s a good word. Almost as good as girlfriend.” He nudged me with his shoulder, and I leaned my head on it, trying to draw as much comfort as I could from his presence.

This flight would be a good thing. A great thing! It was going to be a completely new experience. I just hoped that the were potion would last until I came back.

*      *      *

I watched Tobias take off his clothes with my mouth practically watering—apparently, it wasn’t just my mood and appetite that were affected by my erratic ursa hormones. Were all weres this horny all the time?

I glanced around the rooftop as I stripped down to my smart suit. I was grateful that my harpy form allowed for privacy, but despite Tobias’s insistence that this spot was safe from prying eyes, I still felt exposed. I’d never shifted outside of the Dome before, and paranoia was an easily accessible state at the moment.

The smart shirt I wore was long-sleeved and warm enough to wear without a coat despite the deep chill in the air. My toes felt like they might freeze when I took my shoes off, but as soon as those black talons emerged, I was good to go. I reveled in the transformation, circling my shoulders as my wings came out, enjoying the lightness in them, the soft feathers tickling my hands.

Tobias smirked at me as he rounded his shoulders, letting the shift happen in a flash. I stood mesmerized at the sheer size of my now-dragon boyfriend. I’d seen him in action several times, but it still seemed startling. Even though I’d been at this school for a few months now, sometimes I still struggled believing such fantastical creatures were real.

And I was dating one of them.

He flicked his scales, and suddenly, his image melted into the access door behind him.

“Whoa,” I gasped, stumbling backward slightly. I hadn’t been expecting that.

“Try to get above me once we’re in the air,” his disembodied dragon voice rumbled. “You shouldn’t be too conspicuous at the height we’re going, but it doesn’t hurt to be safe.”

I blinked at the seemingly empty air before me. “How will I know where you are? I can’t even be sure where you are right now, and I just saw you disappear.”

“Here.” There was a sound like playing cards being shuffled, and a strip of gray scales appeared, marking a patch along Tobias’s back. “That will let you know where I am.”

“Neat trick,” I commented with a nod of approval.

“Yeah, about that,” he said, the gray strip bending back and forth like a snake. “It’s not really widespread knowledge that I can change the color of my scales.”

“Oh, that’s not some advanced dragon thing?” I asked.

“No. So I’d prefer that we keep that knowledge just between us.” Even through the rattle of his dragon timber, I could hear the intimate nature of his tone.

Not all dragons could change the color of their scales, let alone go invisible as he just had. When he’d done that in the sim before, I just assumed every dragon could learn it. Now, knowing that he was trusting me with this knowledge, even though he kept it well guarded, made my insides tug with a strange sort of pride.

Tobias, the stoic, closed-off dragon, was trusting me with a secret. And yet, I was unwilling to share mine with him.

I smiled and shrugged, the gesture feeling a little odd with my wings out. “Of course. My lips are sealed.”

“Thanks,” his dragon voice practically purred. “Ready?”

I nudged my discarded coat and shoes a little further against the wall with my talon. “Whenever you are.”

“Then come on!”

There was a whoosh of air as Tobias launched himself, and I followed behind him. It was a little difficult to keep track of his exposed gray patch of scales as I shot into the sky, but thankfully, the sky was clear enough to spot it.

I chased that patch higher and higher, then when I saw its direction level out, I swooped above it and found a current to soar on.

The air flowing over me felt delicious, the bite of cold dampened both by my shifted form and the heat regulation of the smart clothing. I had known it would be different than flying inside, but I didn’t expect it to be so exhilarating.

Up here, I was completely removed from the vampires who wanted to capture me, the general who wanted to wield me, the teachers who had all their expectations. Up here, I was free, untouchable. And even though I couldn’t wholly see Tobias, it was nice to know he was with me, that we were free together.

Once we traveled far enough past the city, I decided to test out some of those trick maneuvers Ms. Heather had shown me. Arching backward, I managed a shaky loop-the-loop that I was sure looked very ungraceful, but it felt so cool.

“This is amazing!” I yelled over the wind rushing past my ears.

“I always love a good flight topside,” Tobias’s voice came from my right. “The Sim Room is great, but there are subtle things missing. But today is the best.”

“Why’s that?” I asked, turning in that direction.

“Because you’re with me.” Even though I couldn’t see his face, I could imagine his dragon smiling.

We were well away from Chicago by now, the wind at our backs speeding their flight.

“I want to try something,” Tobias said, and suddenly, all his scales seemed to materialize from the air, turning a deep shade of red as they flipped and flattened.

I gasped at the stunning display, admiring the fact that this was a skill no other dragon had. But my moment of affectionate reverence completely shattered as his scales began to rescind, exposing smooth flesh.

“Catch me!” he called as he flipped over and spread his arms and legs wide in free fall.

My heart just about exploded in my chest with terror. I didn’t think. I just dove after him. I tucked my wings in to reach top speed, begging gravity to pull me closer to him before we reached the earth.

Every second that I stretched toward him felt like an eternity, driving my pulse to breaking point. Twenty meters. Ten meters. Two feet. Two inches.

Finally, my outstretched hands reached his chest, and I grabbed him, wrapping my arms around him under his arms.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I shrieked at the playful smirk on his face.

“This.”

And then his lips were on mine, delicious and warm with that tantalizing hint of cinnamon. For an instant, I almost forgot we were still falling.

Tobias broke the spell as he pulled away from our kiss. “Spread your wings.”

“What if I can’t hold on?” I called above the howling wind. Tobias easily weighed seventy pounds more than me, and I wasn’t so confident I could carry him.

Tobias smirked. “Then I’ll fly.”

Holding on as tight as I could, I fanned out my wings. The action was like pulling the chord on a parachute, our fall slowing instantly. Gravity jerked Tobias downward, but my hold was so desperate that not even the force of the earth’s pull could take him from my embrace.

“I did it!” I squealed with excitement.

“Yeah, and you’re crushing my ribs,” he grunted. “Let go.”

“Oh!”

I reluctantly released him, my eyes widening as I finally saw just how close to the ground we’d gotten. He twisted in the air, bursting back into his dragon form and pulling into a glide barely a tree’s-height from the frozen earth. I hoped I hadn’t hurt him too badly with my new ursa strength.

Tobias banked to the side and pulled up into the air again, hovering over a specific spot.

“What is it?” I asked as I came up beside him.

“Aw, it’s gone already,” he lamented, looking down at the ground.

“What?”

I followed his gaze, trying to figure out what he was looking for. After a few moments of staring at the snow, she could see the faint traces of a giant heart. But that wasn’t it. There was something in the middle.

I blinked a few times, squinting as the letters KD + MF became slightly more visible. And then its meaning hit me, warming my chest with so much joy.

“You did this?” I asked, grinning.

Tobias nodded, and I couldn’t decipher the lingering look he was giving me in his dragon form.

“You’re not thinking of taking another dive, are you?” The thrill of that trick was a dead match for the terror he’d put me through, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to try it again or punch him in the arm for it.

“No. We’re too close to the ground. Hey, that was some strength back there.”

Arya shrugged, ignoring the bear in the room. “It was probably the adrenaline. You scared me half to death, asshole.”

A chuckle rattled up his dragon throat. “Just trying to keep you on your toes.”

“Uh-huh. Well, just know that if you ever try something like that again, I will get you back,” I threatened.

A devilish glint sparked in his large dragon eye. “Don’t tease me with a good time.”

Something must have been seriously wrong with me because my core tightened with desire at the dangerous rumble of his dragon voice. I was going to blame it on my weird ursa hormones.

“I think it’s my turn for a game,” I said, flashing him an impish smirk.

“Oh yeah? What kind of game?” he asked.

“It’s called”—I spun around and shot off into the sky with several forceful pumps of my wings—“Catch Me If You Can!”

He immediately took chase, and a giggle peeled out of me as I flew as fast as I could.

I would eventually tell Tobias about my ursa. But for now, I was going to enjoy this outing. Leave everything else under the Dome where it belonged.
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Chapter 16
Shea

My palms were so sweaty that my gloves had begun to freeze to my hands, sticking stubbornly as I peeled them off in the lobby of Julian’s apartment.

My legs wobbled as I crossed the polished floor to the elevator, and for those few steps, I couldn’t quite remember how to walk. Do my hands usually swing this much? How wide is my stride supposed to be? Why is this so difficult?

I had no idea what to expect when I got there. Surely, they wouldn’t ask me to come all this way just for both of them to dump me. Right? But then again, Julian was a very careful person. He wasn’t the type to break someone’s heart over text but talk them down face to face.

Aww, fuck!

I reached Julian’s door to find that it had been replaced. Out of habit, I took out the spare key he’d given me, then paused. Under the circumstances, it didn’t feel right to just let myself in. So, I stashed the key and knocked instead. Well, that just felt foolish.

The door opened to the heart-stopping sight of Julian standing behind it, and my breath hitched as I took in his beautiful face and stylish physique for what might be the last time. He stared at me for a moment, a playful smirk on his full lips.

“You know, you’re not the vampire here,” he said in a light tone, “you can come in without a formal invitation.”

“Oh.” My cheeks burned as I stepped inside, hoping they just looked frost-kissed from the bitter cold outside.

Caesar was leaning against the island in the kitchen, his arms folded over his deliciously broad chest that was hugged by a fitted sweater and one ankle resting atop the other. I couldn’t tell if his stance was guarded or casual, especially since his face was an unreadable mask as his gaze lingered on me.

I jumped slightly when Julian’s hand pressed gently on the small of my back through my thick jacket, then immediately relaxed at the knowledge that he was touching me. Even through so many layers, his touch felt so good. I let him guide me toward Caesar in the kitchen, again focusing way too much on my feet and whether or not my steps looked awkward.

“So, what’s all this about?” I asked, my voice sounding surprisingly confident with my typical snark as I shrugged out of my jacket.

“We—” Caesar began to speak, but he broke off, and his eyes flared wide when he took in my slinky red sweater dress, black leggings, and black leather boots. “Whoa, you look…”

“Delectable,” Julian volunteered in a low tone that dripped with desire.

I tossed my bulky jacket and coat onto the island counter with maybe a little too much cavalier swagger. “Yeah, well, I figured if I’m going to get dumped, I might as well look smoking hot while I do it.”

Caesar’s mask cracked into a smile, and he scooted closer to me. “We’re not dumping you.”

I furrowed my brows at him skeptically, then turned to Julian, who nodded slightly.

“Oh,” I said awkwardly. “So…”

“We asked you here to talk about the dynamics of our relationship and what you would like to have happen here,” Julian said, his voice so velvety smooth I had to fight a swoon, especially considering the words he spoke with it.

They looked at me expectantly for a moment, and I guess I hadn’t realized that statement was a question, and they were waiting for an answer. I suddenly felt very hot and on the spot.

I cleared my throat and scraped my teeth over my bottom lip. “Well, you guys already know what I want. I want both of you. I don’t want to have to choose. Not that that matters because you still don’t even know if you want me at all.” I looked sheepishly at Julian.

“I guess that’s a good place to start,” Julian said, a crease forming in his smooth brow as he seemed to mentally prepare his next words. “I have spent my entire immortal life mourning the woman I always believed was my forever. And it’s been an incredibly lonely existence. I don’t believe that Alice would have wanted that for me. I think she’d want me to move on and find happiness with someone else. I never thought I’d find anyone who could be her equal, and I avoided any form of intimacy out of loyalty and respect for her. But that’s not living. I’m ready to truly live.”

He stepped closer, and my heart was beating so fast I thought it might burst out of my chest like the Energizer Bunny. Was he actually saying what I thought he was saying?

“Caesar and I went to Canada together this weekend to follow up on a lead of possible gryphon sightings,” Julian continued.

“Oh, that’s great!” I said. “Did you find any?”

Caesar shook his head with a disappointed frown.

“No,” Julian said. “But the trip was beneficial in other ways. It gave us time to talk about our situation and navigate our feelings better. He helped me understand that my determination to bring Alice back might be a fool’s errand. Alice has been gone for a long time, and wherever her soul has ended up, she might not want to be dragged back into life. I’ve been selfish not considering that, and yet not selfish enough in other ways.

“After our heart-to-heart, I went out searching the snowy mountains for gryphons on my own. I didn’t find any sign of them, and when I’d gotten to the top of the mountain in question, I…asked Alice for a sign. Anything to help me know what to do in regard to you.”

I tried to swallow, but my mouth was as dry as the Sahara. “And…?”

He breathed a laugh through his nose and looked down. “I saw a kitten.”

I frowned deeply at him in confusion. “A kitten?” What the hell did that have to do with anything?

“Yeah. At the top of a mountain with no other living beings, let alone people, for miles around, here was this little white kitten—with a small pink bow on its head.” He gave me a meaningful look as if trying to impart some secret knowledge to me.

Clearly, I wasn’t getting it.

I turned my confused gaze to Caesar, who flashed me a sexy smirk and wink. The heat that flared in response to his gesture distracted me for a second, reminding me of our first impromptu tryst in the bathroom of the pub—then it suddenly hit me.

The kitten Julian was describing was the kitten on the matching sweaters I’d gotten for both of them. And he had seen such a kitten in real life at the top of a mountain with no one and nothing else around.

“Th–that was your sign,” I said, turning back to Julian. “The kitten from the sweater.”

He nodded, and I couldn’t help but stare at his broadening smile in aching appreciation. “Just as suddenly as she appeared, she vanished just like that. No paw prints. No sign of her having arrived or leaving, only the impression in the snow where I’d seen her. I believe that was Alice’s way of telling me,” he took my hand in his and held it, “that it’s okay to move on, and that I should move on with you.”

He brought my hand to his lips and brushed a sweet kiss on my knuckles. And I did swoon then.

With a sudden gasp of panic, I yanked my hand away and clutched it against me. The Sunkissed Spell! It would burn Julian!

But his hand and lips hadn’t hurt him, at all. Only my crazy action had.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to…” I stammered. “My aunt had me perform a sunkissed spell on myself, you know, to protect me from other vampires. I didn’t know that you were going to want me. I thought—I thought—”

He sighed in obvious relief, a grateful smile brightening his briefly somber face. “Oh, thank goodness. I was worried that you changed your mind.”

“No, of course, not,” I cooed. “But…I don’t understand. Did the spell not work? There was like a glow and everything.”

He nodded in understanding. “I know the spell you’re referring to. But you forget, Shea—I’m immune to the effects of the sun, which means I’m immune to the magic of your skin. Well, at least in that way.”

He reached for my hand again, and I hesitantly let him, staring for a moment to make sure there was no smoke or blistering skin.

“This is only one more reason why I believe our paths crossed for a reason,” he said, tracing his thumbs lightly over the top of my hand. “I don’t think the three of us ended up here by accident.”

I inhaled shakily at the sincerity and conviction in his tone. He really meant what he was saying. This deep, wounded, beautiful creature wanted me, thought I was worthy of him sacrificing the love that had anchored him for a century. I could hardly believe it, could hardly breathe around the impact it had on my frail, often naive, heart.

As incredible and amazing as this revelation was, Julian and I weren’t the only ones in this triangle. I had yet to hear what my other paramour thought and felt, and I was dying to do just that.

I looked to Caesar, and he seemed to understand that it was his turn to speak, unfolding his arms and clasping his hands down at his thighs.

“After a lot of tortured thought and restless sleep, I’ve come to agree with Julian,” he said, locking my gaze with his chestnut eyes so that I had no choice but to swim in them—hell, I’d gladly drown in them. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since the moment I met you. Our paths have continued to cross in the most surprising and auspicious ways, and the feelings I have for you are so powerful, they border on irrational.”

I snickered through a joy-thickened throat, butterflies flapping in a mad dance inside my belly.

Caesar took my other hand in his, holding it as Julian did, and I was so overwhelmed with happiness that I thought I was going to explode.

“I haven’t been the man you deserve me to be up to this point,” he said, looking down at my hand. “I have been arrogant and avoidant and possessive—basically, I’ve been a giant jerk.”

“I would’ve said ‘asshole,’ but go on,” I commented.

“Smartass,” he said through a chuckle. “I’m ready to be who you deserve, to stand up for you and defend you against the judgment of my peers. I don’t want you to be my dirty little secret. I want you to be my mate.”

I didn’t even realize how goofily wide my smile had grown until my cheeks began to ache.

“Okay, so you both want me, but…how is this going to work?” I looked between the two of them, these two gorgeous men who had both pledged their loyalty and affection to me, and the joy that filled my chest to bursting began to deflate and sour into agonized indecision. “I can’t choose.”

“We’re not asking you to,” Julian said. “Like I said, I think the three of us wound up together for a reason.”

I blinked hard. “Wait. You mean, the three of us, together? Like together, together?”

They exchanged glances, then nodded.

“While I’m not the biggest fan of the idea of sharing you, I don’t want to live without you,” Caesar said. “And Julian has become the most unlikely friend I ever thought I’d have. We’ve bonded in a way I never expected. I trust him to protect you when I can’t. And if I have to share you with someone else, I’m glad it’s him.”

They shared an intimate glance with each other and linked their free hands, and my eyes practically bugged out of my skull in surprise. Omigod, why is that so hot?!

“So, back to my original question.” Julian stepped even closer, making me back into the counter as he put his hands on my hips. He looked down at me with desire burning in his gaze and purred, “Is this what you want?”

He lowered his head to my neck, and I sucked in a breath of anticipation as his lips and tongue began to nibble at the flesh below my ear. My eyelids fluttered closed, and a warm, calloused hand combed into the back of my hair, turning my head to expose my neck even more. When heated lips met mine, I knew without opening my eyes that they were Caesar’s, his mossy scent filling my senses as I invited him into my hungry mouth.

This was unbelievable. Caesar and Julian, at the same time! I hadn’t really even dared to fantasize about such a thing, and it was actually happening. Caesar kissing my mouth while Julian kissed my neck. Caesar’s warm hands squeezing my breasts and ass while Julian’s pelvis pressed against mine, his rigid desire grinding into the apex of my thighs.

Was this real? Was I just having the most incredible dream ever and about to wake up to a sad reality?

Julian’s fangs pierced into my skin, and I hissed in pleasure-pain.

Ah, who fucking cares! If this was a dream, then I was going to enjoy every beautiful, sinful moment of it!
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Chapter 17
Julian

I had tasted Shea’s blood before, but I still hadn’t been prepared for the explosion of decadent flavor that scintillated my tastebuds or the frenzy that the scent of her desire drove me into.

Her blood was liquid fire, euphoria in every drop, and I drank from her slowly, forcing myself to only sample while I satisfied my need for her in other ways. And this time, there was no holding back, no guilt halting me from proceeding to worship her. I was finally allowed to be obsessed with her and to give her every manner of pleasure she deserved.

And strangely, feeling her moans vibrate through her neck as she kissed Caesar, as he caressed her body, only intensified the desire I was grinding into her. Fuck, the heat between her legs felt so damn good, and I couldn’t wait any longer to plunge myself into it. After so many months of craving and denying and teasing myself with stolen moments, I needed this so badly that it hurt.

My nimble fingers swept up under her sweater dress, tickling her thighs as I reached up to find the top of her leggings. She whimpered at my teasing touch, and the sweet sound made me groan against her neck as my hard cock pressed against my pants with renewed urgency. But as desperately as I wanted her, I was determined to take my mind, to savor her in every possible way. 

I hooked my fingers onto the top of the material and slowly pulled it down, pausing when I got them below her ass so I could explore the warm heaven between her legs. I slid my fingers over her sensitive folds, delighted beyond belief to find them so wet and warm. 

The slow flow of her blood over my tongue paused suddenly, her heart skipping a beat as I ran my fingertip over her clit. I could feel the muscles in her neck constrict with a gasp of pleasure, encouraging me to coax more out of her.

I circled my fingers around her clit, pressing and caressing as if playing the piano, and eliciting the sweetest music from her mouth, even as it was trapped by Caesar’s kissing. And then I felt another pair of knuckles brush mine, and Shea gasped sharply as Caesar drove a finger into her opening.

We worked together to bring her to ruin, Caesar pumping her pussy while I toyed with her clit. Her body bucked between us as her pleasure intensified, translating through her blood and into me. I could feel what she felt, her blood telling me what she needed and when. I had never felt so connected to anyone as I did to her in this beautiful moment.

I continued to pet her the way I knew she needed, and when she reached the pinnacle of bliss, I knew exactly how to touch her to stretch out her pleasure, savoring every one of her delicious sensations until they slowly ebbed away.

Only then did I withdraw my teeth from her neck and bite my tongue to seal the wound. As addictive and intoxicating as she was, I couldn’t take much more from her, and I wanted her to have the full use of her strength for what was to come.

She gripped my chin with her blind and clumsy fingers, then pulled my face toward hers as she pulled away from Caesar’s hungry mouth. He kissed down her neck as she planted a breathy kiss on my lips.

“I need you inside me, Julian,” she panted, those maddening words making my cock throb against the fabric that confined it.

“Yes,” was all I could say.

I gathered the bottom of her dress in my hands and lifted it, and together, Caesar and I pulled the item off of her. Her perfect breasts bounced as they were released. The little minx hadn’t worn a bra, and that fact made me smirk as I devoured the beautiful sight with my eyes for a moment.

With obvious impatience, she jerked the button of my pants open and yanked down the zipper, wasting no time in finding my cock and stroking it with her delicate hand. My eyes rolled up into my head, my eyelids fluttering at the sensation of her gentle touch.

I was done waiting.

I pulled down my pants and kicked them off as Caesar helped her out of her boots and leggings. The removal of clothing was a frantic, hazy dance, but finally, the three of us were naked, our garments strewn hastily around the kitchen. 

I gripped her perky little ass and pulled her against me, lavishing in the warmth of her skin on my cold flesh. I nudged my needy cock between her legs, bathing it in her hot wetness as I only teased both of us.

“Please,” she whimpered, her fingers tangling anxiously in the hair at the back of my neck.

I groaned, helpless to deny her any longer. I hoisted her onto the counter, and she spread her legs wide in invitation, baring her glorious, shimmering pussy to me. Fuck, I wanted to lap at her pink flesh, explore it with my tongue and taste her desire. But she demanded more, and who was to deny her any request?

Fisting my cock, I guided it to her opening, languishing in her heat with every slow inch that I pressed into her, deeper and deeper, until finally, I was buried inside her completely. This was ecstasy, at long torturous last!

Once inside her, my restraint dissolved, the monster in me tugging on the reins of my control. My hips had a mind of their own as they thrust into her with preternatural speed, and she cried out in bliss as she clutched my shoulders for support. 

The struggle to restrain myself was its own form of torture. I couldn’t go too hard or too fast. If I lost control, I could hurt her, and I would never forgive myself. But she felt so fucking incredible! Her warm, addictive flesh squeezing and contracting around my cock was a pleasure I’d never imagined, and it took every ounce of my willpower to hold myself back, to slow myself down.

Caesar’s moans joined ours, and I cast a drunken gaze in his direction to see that Shea was stroking his cock with her free hand as she anchored herself to me with the other. 

I only felt a faint tug of guilt for being selfish with Shea’s body. Caesar had already known it who knew how many times where I hadn’t, but still, I didn’t want to leave him out. I wanted him to be just as much a part of this as I was. So I slowed my thrusting and pulled him closer, then gently guided Shea’s face toward his, and he greedily shoved his tongue in her open mouth.

Watching him kiss her and kneed her breast while I fucked her, watching her stroke him and hearing their moans synchronize with mine, I had never expected it to be so damned hot. Pleasure and lust and irresistible need saturated every cell of my body, and I slowed to a lazy rhythm as I visually feasted on what they were doing to each other.

I had the strongest urge to bite Caesar, to taste what he was feeling at Shea’s strokes. And I wanted him to feel the edge of oblivion that I was nearing. No. I needed him to feel it.

A slave to this need, I gripped Caesar’s wrist and coaxed it away from Shea’s voluptuous breast, lifting it toward my mouth. He paused his dominion over Shea’s mouth to glance at me in curiosity. I brushed my lips against his skin, asking a silent question. His eyelids fluttered with a pulse of desire, and he gave me the slightest of nods.

I spread my lips over his wrist and pierced his skin as gently as I could. He hissed sharply, but as soon as his hot blood touched my tongue, we both moaned deeply. Simultaneously, I could feel my own euphoria of being sheathed in Shea’s pussy and the pleasure of her hand pumping his cock. 

It was un-fucking-believable! The duality of such sensation was overwhelming in the best possible way, my entire being singing with rapturous elation. I couldn’t take it, it was too damned much!

Oblivion overcame me in a sudden eruption, pleasure like I’d never known shattering me entirely as I buried myself as deep into her body as I could go. Her muscles quaked and clenched around me, her muffled, high-pitched cries telling me she had followed me into bliss once more.

I sloppily sealed Caesar’s wrist and collapsed against Shea’s sweaty body as I endured the waves of lingering ecstasy that radiated through me. I wanted nothing more than to stay here forever, to remain hugged inside her heaven, but I also wanted Caesar to find the bliss I had.

Reluctantly, I slowly pulled out of her, and Caesar wasted no time in taking advantage of the opportunity. He lifted her off the counter and spun her around so that her back was to him, then pushed her back forward so she was bending over, bracing herself on the counter’s edge. Then he penetrated her, her cry of pleasure sending another wave of need through me.

Watching him fuck her was intoxicating, and like a magnet drawn to her, I took her hands from the counter and placed them on my hips to replace myself as her anchor. I didn’t expect her to take that as a request for anything, so it surprised me in the best way when she closed her mouth around the tip of my still-hard cock.

“Ho-oh, my god,” I gasped as she took me in deeper, her tongue sliding along my shaft.

Her grip tightened on my hips, her nails digging into my hard flesh as her head bobbed over my length in time with Caesar’s thrusts. The sensation of her soft lips circling my cock, of her tongue caressing my tip, was wholly different from the feel of her pussy, yet equally mind-blowing.

After finding such a powerful release moments before, I had accepted that my fun was over, that I was too spent to build up again. But the ravenous way she was suckling me and the feel of her moans at Caesar’s destruction of her vibrating over my cock had renewed need rising in me, and with seemingly greater demand than before.

I combed my fingers into her hair, gripping it gently to give myself more control over her movements—not because I wanted to use her, but because it was quickly becoming too much, and I wanted this to last.

Shea didn’t seem to like that idea. She pulled against my hold, increasing the pressure of her lips and tongue as she demanded my submission. I grunted in pleading refusal, trying to hold back as she took me in deeper and deeper. My tip reached the back of her throat, and I sucked in a breath, internally bucking against the sharp zap of pleasure that shot through me. 

But she held me there, flexing her throat around the head of my dick, and both the pressure and knowledge of what she was doing sent me over the edge. My cum shot into her throat, the poignant pleasure of my release weakening my limbs and nearly causing my knees to buckle.

Caesar’s moans chorused mine, and he managed one final hard thrust behind Shea as he fell to ruin inside her. 

As one, the three of us slumped to the floor in a sweaty, exhausted heap, Shea’s head in my lap and Caesar curling up behind her and nuzzling his head into her side as the sounds of racing hearts and heavy breaths filled my ears.

Shea’s hands found mine and Caesar’s, lacing her fingers through ours at the same time. Nobody said anything for a long time. There was nothing to say. 

For the first time in a very long time, I felt whole. I wasn’t lost anymore. 
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Chapter 18
Ashlyn

My talk with Shea had really hit home—in more ways than one. Carrying the weight of Shea’s secrets, I didn’t want to add any more to my own. And seeing how messy life gets when you add romantic drama to the mix, I just didn’t want any of it.

I woke up the next morning with my mind set: I was finally ready to let go of Niko, and I was going to end my relationship with Jackson. And once the decision was made, I immediately felt so much lighter, and so much more confident, because I finally realized that I didn’t need someone else to make me feel whole.

I threw on my high-heeled boots and kept my hair loose, the wild curls bouncing with extra life. To add the final touch of closure, I slapped on my dark lipstick. I knew I looked like I was ready for a night out, despite the school uniform, but I was feeling particularly bold, and I didn’t give two shits what anyone else thought.

Once ready, I walked around my room and collected the small mementos that I’d kept from Niko—a keychain from Mack's, a small stack of books, and two hoodies that I’d borrowed from him, which I may or may not have spent a few nights sniffling as I fell asleep—done with that. I left my room with my hands full and my heart cleansed.

I went straight to the library before class. I hadn't been to our spot for so long, but I didn't even hitch when I stepped through the front door. He could gather his things the next time he came here—and I was positive he’d return.

Hopefully, he wasn't there now. Then again, it didn’t really matter anymore.

Even so, I was still grateful that the small space was empty when I arrived. Everything was the same, even after all the time that had passed. Nothing had moved or changed.

I placed his belongings on the empty, dusty chair, and when I let it all go, a weight lifted off my shoulders. I was officially done with my first relationship.

I clapped my hands clean and spun around with a bounce to my twirl—only to find Niko standing behind me with a deer-caught-in-the-headlights look.

His expression changed to confusion and then to grief as he caught sight of his things. “So, that’s where my two favorite hoodies went.”

“Thought you might want them back.” I shrugged and gave him a haughty smirk, for the first time not getting a flutter in my stomach in his presence. The spell he’d had over me was broken, and damn, that felt good. “Well, gotta get to class. See ya ‘round.”

I moved to walk past him, but he gently took hold of my wrist. “Wait, Ash—”

My phoenix flared to life at the uninvited physical contact, and I yanked my arm out of his hold. “Don’t. Take your shit and move on. I am.” 

Without a look back, I sashayed my way out of our secret spot for the last time, each step escalating the feeling of power that sizzled inside my chest. One down, one to go.

Jackson would be in the Defense Room, and though my own class was about to start, I needed to get this done before anything else. 

As I strode through the halls, the click of my heels against the polished metal floor had every head turning in my direction, and the dark lipstick held them there. I couldn’t help but smirk smugly as I ignored every single one of them. I was a force to be reckoned with, and no one would ever convince me otherwise again.

When I entered the Defense room, I looked around until I spotted Jackson by the target area. He had on a tight black t-shirt that accented his biceps, and his hair was pulled back in a thin black headband. He looked mouth-wateringly hot, but not even his bad-boy appeal could dampen the fire of my determination.

A few of Jackson’s hound buddies saw me cutting across the room—thankfully, none who had been there that night—and they howled and whistled in appreciation. Their cat-calling spurred Jackson to turn around before I got to him.

“Well, damn! You are a snack, a meal, and dessert.” He grabbed my hips and pulled me into his chest, but I pushed against his pecs to keep space between us.

“Can we go somewhere private for a sec?” Even with all my boss-bitch energy, I didn’t exactly want to dump him in front of his friends.

“Private, huh?” he purred before biting his lip. Clearly, he misread my tone and took my words as a come-on. 

I rolled my eyes and grabbed his upper arm, dragging him to the sim room where I knew we wouldn’t be othered.

As soon as we entered the space, he began to take off his shirt. “I knew you were kinky, but this is next level.”

“Um.” I paused, momentarily distracted by his lickable washboard abs—and the memory of how they tasted.

I shook my head and forced my gaze to focus on his face. “No, that’s not what we’re doing.”

“Oh yeah? Then what are we doing?” he asked in a deep, sensual tone, sauntering toward me.

“God, it’s a good thing you’re hot,” I said with a sigh. “I’m breaking up with you.”

He stared at me with confusion for a few seconds, then he frowned as it finally sunk in. “Wait, seriously?”

I folded my arms around my ribcage. I’d never actually dumped someone before, so I didn’t really know the words to use. I didn’t exactly want to hurt his feelings.

“Yeah. We’re just too different, and I need to be single for a while,” I said, deciding to just be honest. No cliches, just the truth.

His brow puckered, giving him a distinctly sad, puppy-dog look. “But what about the other night?”

“That was…insane—and amazing,” I confessed. “But it was also just way too much for me. I get that you’re into that sorta thing, but it’s just not for me. I’m more of a one-on-one type of girl, and right now, I’m a solo type of girl.”

“That’s hot,” he said, nodding his head in appreciation.

I shook my head. “That’s so not what I meant.”

He shrugged, his features returning to his default sultry smugness. “I get it. But you’ll be back. Once you go were, nothing else compares.”

I barked a laugh. I couldn’t help it, this guy was just too much. Apparently, nothing I could say or do would wound Jackson’s ego.

“Until then, have fun for me.” I gave him a pat on the shoulder before brushing past him and marching out of the sim room and toward the back door of the defense room.

Stepping out onto the lawn, I was electric with pride. I pulled out my phone and opened my music app to the new playlist I created full of songs by Sia, Demi, and Ava Max. As I pulled on my headphones and clicked Random, I felt like I was on top of the world. 

With one last look at my phone before I put it in my pocket, I could only smirk at the title. It ran across my screen, giving me goosebumps of self-confidence.

#GirlBoss

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 19
Tobias

I tapped my pencil against my desk in English class Monday morning. Mrs. Sharp was reading a lengthy passage of The Great Gatsby to prove a point, but my thoughts were trailing. I doubted Gatsby would have any importance in my life past my grade.

Instead, my thoughts kept circling back to the flight I’d had with Arya over the weekend. That day had been…magical. After I caught her during our little game of chase, I tackled her into the snow, bursting back to my human form and taking her right there. I had been so absorbed in the chase, my primal dragon urges taking hold, and I just couldn’t hold back anymore. 

Sex in the snow had been incredible, our bodies heating so much that the blanket of powder beneath us had vanished into steam around us. And there was no one but the forest critters to hear her sweet cries of passion as I fucked her.

But what had me concerned about that rendezvous wasn’t just that I’d felt so connected to her, so intoxicated by her. It was her smell. It was still the same overpowering, delicious scent that had always held me captive, but there was something else mingled with it. Something distinctly darker, muskier.

Was that what rejection smelled like? Was this some precursor to the curse being triggered? I was so dizzied and jaded by my feelings for her that I couldn’t be sure just how deep they were. Was this the beginning of the end?

I’d spent the day with Arya yesterday and had seen her briefly this morning. Fortunately, she still smiled whenever she saw me, still welcomed my affection, so that told me one thing—I wasn’t in love with her yet, and therefore, the curse hadn’t been triggered. But I knew I was dangerously close.

“Tobias,” Mrs. Sharp called, snapping me back to the present moment. “Will you read the next few lines?”

A naga sitting next to me pointed at the place in the book, and I quickly flipped to it without missing a beat.

I cleared my throat and began reading the lines where Gatsby was insisting to Nick Carroway that he could change the past. 

“‘I wouldn’t ask too much of her,’ I ventured.

“‘I’m going to fix everything just the way it was before,’ he said, nodding determinedly. ‘She’ll see.’”

“Thank you, Tobias,” Mrs. Sharp said. “This passage is probably Gatsby’s most famous quote. Why do you think that’s so?”

Adina raised her hand and was called on.

“Well, it shows the contrast between Nick’s worldview and Gatsby’s,” she said.

Mrs. Sharp smiled the way she always did whenever a student seemed to get it. I was the usual recipient, but my daydreaming wasn’t conducive to literature dissection.

“Exactly, and what is Gatsby’s worldview?” Mrs. Sharp asked.

“He’s naïve,” Adina continued, this time without raising her hand. “He thinks that he can recreate everything as it was back in Louisville, like it will somehow be the key to winning Daisy back. Gatsby is delusional in thinking it’s possible if he wants it enough.”

“Precisely,” Mrs. Sharp said, then flicked her tablet to project an image on the screen behind her.

I was no longer paying attention. Something Adina said caused me to lean forward in my seat. Panic ignited and grew.

I raised my hand but was instantly impatient and asked my question without waiting for Mrs. Sharp to look in my direction. 

“Does Gatsby ever win her back?” I ignored the stares around me that quickly snapped away. “By recreating the past, or whatever. Does it work?”

Mrs. Sharp didn’t look irritated for being interrupted mid-sentence. “Has anyone read to the end yet?” she asked the class.

A hand must have shot up in the back, but I didn’t turn and waited for whoever it was to speak.

“I’ve finished.” It sounded like Ashlyn, and I suddenly felt self-conscious. “Is everyone okay with a tiny spoiler to answer Tobias’s question?”

Everyone nodded or hummed their agreement. It wasn’t like she was spoiling the ending to the latest superhero movie or anything.

“Alright, Ashlyn,” Mrs. Sharp said. “Go ahead. After all of Gatsby’s antics in buying a mansion across the bay from Daisy and attempting to recreate the past, believing that he could somehow win her back... Does it work? Does he win her back?”

“No, he doesn’t,” Ashlyn said. “She never intended to leave Tom.”

“Thank y—”

“So what’s the point?” I blurted. “What’s the point of him doing all of that? What’s the point if he doesn’t get her back?”

Mrs. Sharp looked at me, seeming unsure of the answer.

“Sorry,” I muttered, sinking against my chair as I felt the eyes of everyone in class on me again.

She paused for another brief moment before moving on, but I didn’t move on. I couldn’t move on. I was acting so stupid. I was being so careless with my feelings, first with Christmas and then taking Arya on that flight...

I didn’t even know if breaking the curse would work—if Shea could pull it off.

I tuned out the rest of the class and was the first one out the door as soon as it was over. I wasn’t sure why Gatsby had gotten to me so badly. Our situations were worlds different, yet they felt tragically parallel. 

Besides the facts that the characters in Fitzgerald’s novel were human and that I wasn’t trying to win an ex-girlfriend back who happened to be married, Gatsby’s situation actually seemed possible. 

It wasn’t a happy ending. The real world had precious little of those.

And curses? Centuries-long curses, no less. How could that possibly end well?

I checked my tablet as I strode through the halls. I’d been waiting to hear from Shea far longer than I would have liked. Unfortunately, the only new message was from Arthur.

It was a vague question about how I was doing or something about school, but before thinking, I responded with a quick: Gatsby is stupid, but I’m fine.

I realized too late that it was not the response I should’ve given Arthur because my tablet immediately rang with a video call.

I groaned but quickly found an empty classroom and called him back. There was no sending my father’s calls to video mail without repercussion, and school wasn’t an excuse. So, to avoid the consequences, I always called him back within minutes. My teachers—annoyingly—didn’t seem to mind, even if I had to slip out in the middle of an exam.

But when the familiar pose of my father—the beginning of the general’s video mail—popped up, I ended the call and sat for a moment. Arthur was sure to call me back in a few minutes, so there was no point in heading to my next class.

Ping. My instant messenger alerted.

I pulled up the app.

Arya: “Hey, are you alright?”

I racked my brain for a reason why I wouldn’t be. But another message pinged before I could respond.

Arya: “In English, Ashlyn said you were acting like you were upset.”

Ah, I should’ve suspected the phoenix would go blabbing about my strange behavior over Gatsby.

Me: “It’s nothing. Gatsby is drama.”

Arya: “Like Gatsby, the character? Or is an assignment giving you drama? Because I can help with that (study buddy) *winky face* *kissy face*”

I laughed. I wasn’t one to use emojis, but they did have a nice way of conveying context and tone that typed words didn’t have alone.

The inference in her message had me getting hard, and I couldn’t help but think of our romp in the snow.

Me: “How about another flight instead?”

My tablet rang with Arthur calling again right as Arya’s last ping came through.

Arya: “Deal *blushing smile*”

I hastily answered the call before my face was ready, and I knew I had an uncharacteristically, almost goofy smile on it. 

So I said the first thing that came to mind, as if that would cover my dreamy look. “Did my insult of a great American literary character prompt an immediate call to set me straight? Or are you also of the opinion that Gatsby is maddening?”

Arthur’s face flashed brief confusion, then shifted into an expression I wasn’t used to seeing. It almost looked like concern.

“Is everything alright, Tobias?” he asked.

“Everything’s fine,” I replied quickly, plastering on my mask immediately. “I’m fine.”

Arthur’s eyes narrowed. “Meet me in three hours. At the tree.” 

No obscure restaurant in Chicago. No teacher’s or director’s office. I knew exactly where Arthur was talking about. It meant we were meeting alone.

“Three hours.” I nodded, my stomach knotting. If we were meeting alone, something must be wrong, but I didn’t think I was in trouble.

Maybe Arthur knew something. Perhaps a certain something I’d made a point to keep secret from him about a certain siren girl.

I ended the call and shoved the tablet into my bag before rushing out the door. Three hours meant I had to leave right then. The flight was a long one.

***

Shifting and flying was different this time than it had been with Arya. There would be no shifting mid-flight, no daredevil antics to impress, no exhilarating kisses or gigantic hearts melted into the ice and snow.

Instead, I pumped my wings hard over Lake Michigan, the Dome far behind me as the fire churned within. At least flying this time cleared my head. I was able to sink into the dragon part of my brain, avoiding all the complications behind and in front of me.

It felt good, flying for so long. I might’ve enjoyed it if the human side of me didn’t insist on reminding me who I was meeting.

I circled, then landed in the familiar spot in the middle of Hiawatha National Forest—right by the tree. It was a dead northern hardwood, a massive one that, despite the paleness and lack of greenery, remained standing like a skeleton amid the living.

I only waited a few moments, still in dragon form and wearing my usual dark gray scales, when the silhouette of my father descended through the canopy. With jet-black scales and hulking size, Arthur was even more intimidating in shifted form, but he began his transformation the instant his claws touched ground.

I followed suit, hoping our meeting would be quick since deep snow covered every inch of the ground, and I hadn’t had the forethought to wear my smart suit. 

Neither had Arthur, and being naked in the freezing woods with my father was its own version of hell.

“How are things?” Arthur asked, standing stiff with his arms behind his back. He didn’t look the slightest bit chilled, and it took all of my willpower to keep my eyes focused on his face.

“Things are fine,” I said, resisting the urge to lift an eyebrow and comment that this wasn’t the sort of conversation that needed the secrecy of a three-hour flight to the middle of a forest.

“How are things with the girl...?” Arthur squeezed his eyes tight for a moment as if searching for her name. “Arya?”

My stomach lurched. Did he know I’d disobeyed orders and was now, in fact, dating her? 

“Arya?” I asked, injecting an aloof tone into my voice. I wasn’t sure if it was convincing, but my father looked distracted enough by his own thoughts that I hoped it was.

“Yes.” Arthur waved a hand like he wanted the conversation to move quicker. “How are her abilities coming? Do you know if she’s been able to use her siren voice yet?” 

He seemed impatient, and I wondered why I was being asked these questions and why Arthur wanted to know. It worried me more than I could let on.

“I’m not seeing her anymore,” I said, suddenly speculating if it was just a trap to find out if I had followed orders. “Remember?”

Arthur took several steps forward until we were only a foot apart. “Don’t be ridiculous, Tobias. You must know something. I find it hard to believe that you haven’t seen the girl or had any interaction with her for one second.”

“Wha–why?” I stammered, wanting to step back but not wanting to show weakness.

“You don’t just cut ties like that, especially as a teenager in a shifter high school.” The words sounded like a scolding, but Arthur’s voice didn’t match it. “I know you didn’t follow orders exactly. You must have some relationship with her.”

Heat rose up my face, and I looked down at the untouched snow near my feet in an attempt to hide it. “I don’t—”

“You don’t want to tell me, that’s fine,” Arthur interrupted, and I could feel his eyes boring into me. “But I know more than you think, Tobias.”

I swallowed and nodded, meeting his eyes again.

Arthur’s face softened as he looked at me, and I wondered what he saw.

But I didn’t really wonder. I knew what Arthur saw on my face. The same expression he’d seen on my mother’s face for decades. The expression that meant I was very nearly—if not already—in love with Arya.

I didn’t affirm or deny any of it.

After an awkward moment of silence, he closed the distance between us and put a hand on my shoulder. The expression on his gruff face was no longer soft but in full general mode, and I felt small. 

“Don’t be a fool,” he warned in a soft tone that was somehow even more frightening than his yell.

Then he erupted into his massive black dragon and thrust through the canopy with a mighty swoop of his wings that knocked me flat on my bare ass onto the ice.

I climbed to my feet with a tremble that had nothing to do with the cold. Arthur had done this on purpose. Brought me out here, hundreds of miles from all safety and comfort, so that I would be vulnerable to his interrogation. He knew about Arya and at least suspected my feelings for her. 

But what was he going to do with that knowledge? The question scared me more deeply than the curse did.

I really didn’t have any more time to lose. Shea had to fix this ASAP.

I shot into my dragon and whizzed back toward the Dome, desperate to contact her as soon as I dragonly could. The clock was ticking, and I had to beat the cruel hand of fate.
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Chapter 20
Caesar

“I can’t believe Maggie is ghosting me. We had such a great time the other night.”

Kai was slumped in the chair across the table from me in the teachers’ lounge after classes, frowning down at his phone and lamenting the lack of activity on it. I imagined he was staring at this girl’s picture on whatever dating app he found her through.

“You’ve got to stop dating non-shifters, man,” I said. “Normal human girls aren’t going to get you.”

I did understand why he resorted to online dating. The only other kitsunes anywhere around were either our students or in the military, neither of which was a viable option. And the only non-kitsune under this dome that he’d ever had his eye on was obstinately uninterested in him. 

It was too bad. Objectively, he was an attractive man with his oriental features being both rugged and pretty. Yet, despite his good looks, he lacked confidence, and it showed every time he tried to talk to a member of the opposite sex. The corny dad jokes and obsession with technology didn’t help.

He looked up at me over the top of his phone. “How else am I supposed to meet anyone? I never leave this damned fish tank. And it’s not like there’s a dating app for shift—” 

He broke off, his eyes widening with a look I knew all too well. The look that said he had a crazy idea.

“Holy shit, how did I not think of this before?” he exclaimed, tossing his phone onto the table. “I’m going to create a shifter dating app! Not only will that help me find love, but it’ll connect lots of different shifters around the world and bring in a nice little profit, too. Hell, we might even find you a date.” He reached across the table to whack the side of my arm with the back of his hand, winking.

My breath caught as my mind jumped to Shea. I had been trying to find the perfect window of opportunity to bring her up, but this definitely wasn’t it. My proposal of bringing a witch into the fold was already going to be met with animosity, but top that off with the fact that I was also romantically entangled with said witch? That would just be suicide.

“Thanks,” was all I could think to say in response.

Though Shea seemed to no longer care whether she got into the Dome or not, as her grandmother and aunt were finally teaching her magic, I still felt very strongly that she deserved a place here. She had healed Letti when even our harpies couldn’t do it. And she had broken past our defenses to sneak in all those weeks ago. With the aid of her magic, we could do so many more things to protect and benefit this school. I just needed to get the other professors to see that, too.

I cleared my throat, getting Kai’s attention back off his screen. “What do you think about witches?”

He arched a curious brow at me. “I hardly think dating a witch would be any better than dating a human.”

I scoffed. “That’s not what I meant.” Although, come to think of it, it probably would. “I just meant, what do you think of them in general?”

He pursed his lips in a thoughtful frown. “I don’t really have an opinion, as I’ve never actually met one. But I have entertained the thought, from time to time, that perhaps their magic could benefit my tech. I mean, I can do a lot of things with the right supplies and resources, but there’s always a limit. And no matter how much I innovate and push that limit, it doesn’t break; it just gets moved ahead so incredibly minutely. But if we had magic on our side, too, imagine the great things we could accomplish.”

Excitement sizzled inside my gut as I heard him talk, watching his features grow more animated with his own excitement. He had such a wonderful, brilliant point!

“That’s precisely what I’ve been thinking,” I said, leaning onto the table. “I would like to propose a radical idea: what if we start a sort of exchange program? Bring in a few witches and see what we can accomplish. On a trial basis, of course.”

Kai sat straighter and leaned against his chair, a wild look in his foxy eyes. “That’s a brilliant idea!”

“What’s a brilliant idea?” Celeste had entered the room and was walking over to the coffee pot to fill a fresh mug with the brown liquid that was likely lukewarm at best.

Kai’s face immediately flushed, and if I weren’t so keen on the topic of conversation, I would’ve had to stifle a chuckle at his consistent reaction to her presence.

“Oh–er–Caesar had a geat suggrestion—I mean, a great suggestion.” The pink in Kai’s cheeks turned even brighter, and it was just as hard to watch as it was to hear—poor bastard.

“Is that so?” she asked flatly, her back still to us as she took a sip of her mug—then grimaced at the stale taste and dumped the coffee into the sink. 

She turned to face us and leaned her hips against the counter, looking only at me. “What’s this great suggestion?” she asked, smirking wryly as she clearly enunciated the two words Kai had botched.

Kai spat out a response before I could even open my mouth. “He thinks we should bring witches into the school.”

She eyed me in that skeptical, stoic way of hers for a moment, then held up a finger and turned back to the coffee pot. Kai and I watched with curious confusion as she proceeded to pour a second mug. Once filled, she turned back around, took a sip, and then dramatically spit the liquid into a spray in the air between us.

“Are you insane?” she snapped as Kai and I tried to recover from the shock of her spit-take.

“Very funny,” I deadpanned, folding my arms over my chest.

“You know what’s not funny?” she asked, jutting a hip to one side. “Allying with those who wish to hurt us.”

I balked at her sudden fierceness. “What witch has ever tried to hurt any of us?”

“That Le Fey witch broke into our top-secret facility just months ago. If she could get through our firewalls, imagine the havoc she could wreak. Their powers are unpredictable and undetectable. They can’t be trusted. They’re no better than vampires.” Her eyes narrowed into slits, and I didn’t understand the wounded shadow I glimpsed inside them.

“Wait, a witch broke in?” Kai asked, ears perked with intrigue. “When? How? Where?”

“It was early November,” Celeste informed, her tone still biting. “She’d used some sort of spell to get past the scanner at the main entrance, then had the nerve to use a potion to change herself into a kitten, of all things. As if that would gain her admittance here.” She scoffed and looked off to the side.

“How did she find the school? Should we be concerned?” Kai’s rising anxiety was radiating a static charge through the air, making the hairs on my arms and neck stand on end.

“Calm down, Kai,” I said, raising my hands in a soothing gesture. “Sh—the girl is not a threat. No need to sound any alarms. She was Arya’s best friend from before the Dome, and she was with Arya the night I found her and brought her here. Under the drastic circumstance, there was no way of hiding what Arya and I were, and as soon as the witch found out about the school, she wanted to come.”

Kai seemed to settle down, the current in the air subsiding. Celeste only seemed irritated by the mention of Shea.

I sighed, preparing myself for the confession I was about to make. “That witch has proved valuable in our cause. Do you remember when Letti Greeves was attacked, and the harpies couldn’t wake her?”

Celeste’s gaze slid to me as if in warning not to say what I was going to. But she needed to know.

“Well, I took a leap of faith and asked for Shea’s help. I brought her into the school, and—look, she’s the reason Letti is conscious and healthy today.”

“You did what?” Celeste hissed, her emerald eyes full of venom as they glared at me.

“Hey, chillax,” Kai said to her, choosing the absolute wrong moment to play it cool. “Caesar did what he thought was best, and it paid off. I, for one, think it was—”

“No!” she said, slamming a palm onto the table. “There will be no witches at this school. Not as long as I am funding it. This conversation is over.”

Without another word, she spun on her stilettos and stormed out of the lounge, leaving a ringing silence in her wake.

Kai and I exchanged nervous glances.

“What the hell is her problem?” he grumbled, then flicked the side of his phone with his index finger. “Women. They’re all fucking crazy.”

I nodded quietly. I hadn’t expected such a dramatic response from Celeste. I knew she could be elitist, like most mermaids were, but I also thought she had a level head on her shoulders. I had believed she would hear me out and at least be open to discussion. Instead, she just shut me down.

What was I going to do about Shea? I’d made her a promise, and I still had every intention to keep it. I just couldn’t see how now.
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Chapter 21
Julian

It had been two days since my rendezvous with Caesar and Shea, and returning to Heritage Prep after had been more difficult than ever before. I didn’t know how to feel about what we did. I enjoyed it, obviously, a lot more than I thought I would. I supposed what struck me as odd was that it hadn’t felt odd at all. It felt…like home.

But was it something that was really sustainable? Even now, knowing I was so far away from Shea while Caesar was right around the corner… I felt both relieved and pained by that. Relieved because he was there to protect her. Pained because he would get far more time with her than I would.

And then there was the Alice of it all. Though I had made the conscious decision to move on, to let her continue to rest in peace, letting her go wasn’t quite so simple. I’d held onto her memory for so long that holding on was almost an integral part of me. I didn’t quite know who I was without her as my purpose.

But it was possible that Shea—and Caesar—could be my new purpose. Keeping them safe from the vampires of Hadrian’s army. Helping them to defeat Hadrian once and for all. Building a world where shifters, witches, and vampires could work together in harmony.

That thought had been the only thing compelling me to return to my post as spy at Heritage Prep. Since I’d been back, however, I’d hardly left my quarters. Hadrian was out on one of his missions, so there was no one to boss me around. It gave me time to plot an escape plan for Piper.

That’s where my thoughts roamed as I played the piano in my room. I’d brought along my new piano book—my Christmas gift from Shea. And while I didn’t care much for contemporary pop music, it was at least somewhat enjoyable to play something outside of my usual repertoire on the piano.

My eyes bounced along the notes while my fingers followed suit in practiced perfection. Sight-reading was a skill I’d worked hard on over the years, but now it came so easily.

Julian’s fingers danced along the keys as my mind turned over various options to help Piper. No matter what, Hadrian would never willingly let her leave. If she escaped and he knew she was alive, he would never stop hunting her down, and then he’d either kill her or shackle her to the lab to finish her job before killing her.

The best way to ensure Piper’s safety was to stage her death. But what was the best way to do that?

A soft knock came at the door, and my fingers stopped. I closed the lid on the keys, then hid Shea’s piano book inside the bench—I couldn’t afford unwanted eyes to see that modern collection on the antique piano.

I opened the door to find Marguerite standing on the other side, resting a shoulder against the stone doorway. She was in her typical black getup, her black hood up to the crown of her head and her blonde hair trailing like locks of light. Her arms were folded, and her face held a mischievous smirk.

“Bad Blood?” she asked, puckering her darkly rouged lips. “Really, Julian? I’d never have marked you as a Taylor Swift fan.”

Had I been capable of blushing, I knew my cheeks would have been as crimson as a cardinal.

I scratched at the back of my head and adopted the same irritation that came so easily in Marguerite’s presence. “Never too late for an old dog to learn new tricks.”

Marguerite snorted, then straightened her pose. “The boss is back and wants an update from you. But I can tell him you’re too busy busting out pop music up here if you’d like.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I said quickly, stepping past Marguerite and pulling the door shut behind me.

Marguerite smacked me on the arm. “Oh, you’re no fun. But your nervousness is extremely cute.”

I stopped dead in my tracks and cocked an eyebrow at her. “Cute?”

She snickered. “Sorry, was that not formal enough for you? How about endearing? Charming? Adorable?”

Sighing, I tore my gaze away and kept walking down the stone corridor toward the staircase.

“Julian, wait up,” Marguerite called, grabbing my arm a second later. “What I’m saying is that it normalizes you. That’s not a bad thing.” 

Her grip gently dropped from my arm to my hand, and I felt her familiar fingers against my own. Long ago, before we’d become vampires, I’d found great pleasure in holding her hand. I’d looked forward to any chance at physical contact with her after working in the Frost orchards all day. But that was before she left. And that was before Alice had come into my life.

At the thought of Alice, I pulled my hand away and shoved it in my pocket. Marguerite’s shoulders slumped.

“Why?” she said, her sad eyes piercing into mine. “Why won’t you give us another chance?”

I shook my head. I was tired of this question. It was this question that had ended with me turning into a vampire. It was this question that had led to the death of Alice. It was this question that she’d thrown at me after saving me from hunters and bringing me into Hadrian’s fold.

At first, I’d let her down gently. When we were friends. Now, everything about her disgusted me, and despite my obvious disdain for her, she still persisted.

“I’ve spent my whole life forcing myself to become more than what I was,” she continued. “I’ve done it all in the name of increasing my status here at Heritage Prep. Our fellow vampires respect me. Hadrian respects me.” Blood tears beaded at the corners of her eyes, and she gritted her teeth. “And you know what? It wasn’t for them. It wasn’t even for me. I’ve spent the past one hundred and fifty years trying to become worthy of your love, Julian. That is all I’ve ever wanted. For a few years, long ago, I had it. And I want it back.”

I returned her gaze, although it pained me. I had cared for her before she’d left the boarding house. Back then, I’d seen a potential future with her. But after experiencing the soul-deep connection I’d had with Alice, I knew that what I’d felt for Marguerite was little more than childish infatuation. And that’s all it would ever be.

“We’re not the same people we were back then,” I said, softening my tone in hopes of making her understand. “I’m a broken man with a heart that belongs to another, and you’re Hadrian’s right hand.”

She shook her head as if my words simply bounced off her. “I’ve learned from our past, and I’m ready to do whatever it takes.”

“Marguerite,” I groaned, more out of exasperation than anger.

“No, hear me out.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Right now, I will leave with you, abandon Hadrian, forsake the life I’ve created. We can run away together—anywhere you want to. I know you desire solitude. I will join you in that solitude if it means we can be together.” She tapped my chest, then hers. “You and me, like the keys of a piano—the white and the black, making an eternity of harmonious music together.”

Her words were enchanting, and for a moment, I saw the sweet human girl I’d once adored. Her talk of music and her willingness to let everything go just to be with me. That she would turn her back on Hadrian for me and risk death at his hands. It seemed sincere, and it touched me somewhere in my cold heart.

But like I’d said, we weren’t the same people anymore. She may look like that sweet human girl, but she had become a monster. She would just as soon as drink a random human dry as she would blink an eye.

I sighed. In that moment, Marguerite seemed as delicate as a butterfly. I placed a hand on her shoulder. “I’m truly flattered by your words, but your dream of exile with me would never be enough for you. Not while I’m unable to reciprocate your affection.”

She inched closer until our bodies touched. My instinct was to step backward, but I held my ground as I stared into her rich brown eyes, unwilling to buckle. We stood like that for several moments, studying each other, until Marguerite made a slight movement and pressed her lips against mine.

Again, my instinct was to step away and reprimand her for her actions. Instead, I let her lips linger while I remained still as stone and just as cold. I needed to show how little she affected me.

Her eyes were closed, and her lips trembled against mine until she pulled away.

At last, her eyes opened, tear-filled and pained as if I’d stabbed her through the heart with a copper dagger.

But she didn’t weep or groan. With a sniff, she softly said, “Hadrian’s waiting.”

As she stepped forward, her shoulder roughly knocked into mine. I stared after her for a few seconds before following.

Was she really that surprised? She couldn’t have thought that, after all this time, all my unfiltered enmity, I could possibly ever want her.

Marguerite’s shoes clicked on the stairs, echoing through the passageway leading down to the main floor of the school. Upon reaching the Great Hall, I was surprised to find the large room completely empty. Besides our footsteps, not a sound filled the air.

Something didn’t feel right. A dread crept over me, causing cool tingles to dance up my spine and my mouth to run dry. Marguerite’s quick pace didn’t slow, and she kept her eyes forward.

I had walked to Hadrian’s trophy room countless times, but this time there was a heaviness settling on me, and for a moment, I felt the urge to turn around. But I’d been summoned, and Hadrian wouldn’t just let me walk away this time.

Marguerite pulled the door open without knocking, which surprised me. It was an unwritten rule that Hadrian demanded the option of allowing visitors to enter or be sent away.

I followed as Marguerite slipped into the trophy room. Across the room, Hadrian sat at his desk, pouring over three tablets angled up, illuminating his face.

I stood at the entrance, waiting for the vampire leader to acknowledge me and invite me in. I glanced at Marguerite, who stood just a few feet away from me, leaning against the wall next to the doorway with her eyes downcast.

A moment of discomfort went by before Hadrian finally looked up.

“Ah, Julian, forgive me,” he said, scooting his chair back and straightening his spine. “DNA is such a fickle thing to study—more detailed than an image with a trillion pixels, more intricate than a hand-woven rug, and more delicate than love.” He waved at me. “Come in, come in.”

I stepped forward, and a loud clang sounded behind me. I whirled to find Marguerite standing in front of the now-closed door, crossing her arms as if she were guarding it. The pained look was still in her eyes, making my pulse increase.

“We need to talk, Julian,” Hadrian said, his tone resounding with disappointment as he got to his feet.

Panic shot through like a bolt of electricity, and I knew that what I’d felt in the Great Hall had been a warning I’d ignored.

I forced myself to swallow. “About what?”

“A lot of things, I think,” Hadrian replied airily as he approached me with authority in his stride. “Let’s start with your mission. How did your hunt for the gryphons go?”

I faced Hadrian, planted my feet, and stood my ground. “Something tells me you already know the answer to your question.”

“Of course I know,” Hadrian snapped. “I asked you a question. Now answer it!”

I licked my lips, noticing their dryness. “There were no signs of gryphons at Mount Logan nor in Whitehorse. You were given bad intel.”

A wicked grin formed on Hadrian’s pale face. “Oh, there was a sighting of gryphon activity.”

The vampire leader strode back to his desk and removed one of the tablets from its docking station. With several quick taps, he approached me and handed over the device. “For your viewing pleasure. This footage was taken four days ago by drones equipped to handle extreme temperatures. Go ahead, push play.”

Setting my jaw, I looked at the screen. The date stamp embedded on the video read January 7, 1:11 p.m. I tapped the play icon, and the top of Mount Logan showed against the light-blue sky. Seconds ticked by, and a large brown gryphon suddenly flew into frame. 

I gasped. Caesar!

“So there was a gryphon in the Yukon Mountains on the day you went to check for yourself,” Hadrian said in a mysterious tone. “But you just told me there were no signs of them. Tell me, old friend, why did you lie to me?”

I’d been caught. How was I going to talk my way out of this?

“It seems you’re a bit tongue-tied at the moment,” Hadrian commented. “Perhaps I can elaborate for you. Of course, I don’t have all the pieces of the puzzle, so please, do correct me if I’m off. First of all, you know exactly who that gryphon is. His name is Caesar Rex, the director of the shifter school.”

I didn’t acknowledge my recognition of the gryphon. The less I verbalized, the better off everyone would be.

Hadrian waited a few moments before continuing. “Perhaps a little more dissemination is in order? Let’s go back to the evening you voluntarily came back to Heritage Prep. You smelled of gryphon the moment you entered my trophy room, which means you had dealings with one. And it stands to reason that those dealings had to have involved Caesar Rex, the last living gryphon in the world. Am I right so far?”

I blinked but didn’t say anything. I focused on maintaining a neutral mask and regulating my breathing to slow my pulse. Still, Hadrian continued to study me, his eyes piercing through as if reading my mind.

He chuckled and extended his hands forward. “Your silence speaks volumes, Julian. So Caesar sent you here, but for what purpose I have yet to discover. You came back and suffered a full day of drowning, followed by three awful days of hallucinations. You sacrificed much to join me again. I can only assume the great gryphon promised you something in return.”

This time, I didn’t even blink. What were my chances of getting past Marguerite at the door? Then making it out of the castle after?

“Whatever he promised is of little consequence now,” Hadrian said, his wicked smile growing wider. “You played your part well. You caused the accident that blocked access to the subway station in Chicago, but you stood by as we fought my daughter and her friends. You knew I was watching then. And then your assignment to catch Arya and bring her to me... It was all a ploy. I sent you back to Chicago so I could keep eyes on you. And those eyes saw much. On Christmas day, one of those vampires suddenly disappeared.”

I glanced down as I recalled the fight in my apartment with Solomon. The Australian vampire had nearly killed me, but Piper had come through and saved me at the last moment.

“Ah, yes, it seems you remember that particular detail,” Hadrian said. “It didn’t take much for your Initiate to spill what had happened.”

I could no longer contain the panic. Everything was spiraling down. Hadrian knew everything.

“What did you do to Piper?” I hissed.

Hadrian’s brow raised. “Do I detect concern for your Initiate? Good heavens, Julian, you’re growing soft. You’ll be happy to hear that her punishment was minimal, and she’s back at work helping me. As of a few days ago, she’s unassigned.”

If Hadrian was telling the truth, Piper likely was still alive. I just hoped Hadrian hadn’t done something terrible to her. My only relief was that Hadrian hadn’t said anything about Shea. I hoped it would stay that way.

“You’re a traitor, Julian. You’re a traitor to your species. You’re a traitor to those who once called you friend. Your disloyalty eliminates any status you once held. You are below the humans and shifters you sympathize with. And your silence magnifies your guilt.”

Hadrian kept his gaze poised on me, and the silence screamed at me to retort, to argue, to give the vampire leader an earful.

I breathed deeply, then found words tumbling out of my mouth. “Whatever you decide to do to me today, I need you to understand why I left you and your vampire legion seven years ago.”

Hadrian nodded. “Go on.”

“You seek peace in this world, but you go about attaining it the wrong way. Your motives are barbaric and genocidal. You’d destroy the majestic shifters because you feel you’re somehow greater than they are. But at the same time, you’re envious of them—you want to take what they have and throw their corpses away once you have what you want. I left because I knew there was another way to live peacefully with the shifters. I talked with them. I learned about them. And I cared about them. I care about all life.

“So tear my status away—it means less than nothing. Kill me, I don’t really care. But know this: I was done with you seven years ago, and that fact hasn’t changed since I’ve been back.”

Hadrian shook his head like a pendulum. “Julian, Julian, Julian, I’m not going to kill you. I’m not going to give you the freedom you’ve been wanting since your precious witch was buried.”

Anger surged within me like a thunderstorm.

“How dare you talk about Alice that way!” I shouted, and I could withhold my bursting abhorrence no longer. 

Fueled by the desire to defend Alice’s name, I moved faster than ever before, slamming a fist into Hadrian’s jaw and sending him flying backward. The vampire leader slammed into his desk, and the hardwood cracked from the impact. I leaped through the air and planted a knee into the crook of Hadrian’s neck, then clapped my hands on either side of his head.

“Your rule ends today, Denholm Heir,” I hissed. 

Flexing my muscles, I clenched my teeth as I prepared to tear the vampire’s head from his shoulders.

My hold slipped as something impacted my back, and my head smashed against the corner of the desk, leaving me dazed for precious seconds. Something pulled on my shirt, tearing it in places while I was thrown to the ground. My head cracked against the floor, and stars blasted into my vision. They cleared fairly quickly, and I found I was looking up at Marguerite, who was now sitting on top of me. I’d forgotten she was in the room.

She punched me once in the side of the head, causing another burst of stars to pop in my vision like fireworks. It happened again, then again.

Before my vision cleared, I heard Marguerite crying nearby. She’d gotten off me but had proven where her loyalties remained.

“You broke my desk,” Hadrian growled. His voice sounded distant, but I could see the vampire leader towering over me, holding...something. I couldn’t focus enough to see what it was.

“Like I said, I’m not going to kill you, although you more than deserve it. And the three years of drowning I promised you before? That’s not nearly enough of a reward.”

Hadrian bent closer and grabbed my wrists. I was too weak to resist. The cold kiss of metal on my wrists was followed by a series of clinks.

“Your eternal punishment?” Hadrian continued. “I’m turning you over to Marguerite for whatever purposes she intends.”

I wiggled my arms uselessly against the cuffs.

“You get to test a new invention we’ve created.” Hadrian grabbed the chain holding the cuffs together, dragging me upward like a rag doll. “These are called probe manacles. Let me just push this little button.”

My eyes were slowly coming back into focus enough to see what Hadrian was doing. There was a small button on the middle chain, and when the vampire leader pushed it, I felt a prick as something within the manacles inserted into both of my wrists.

“The probes are detecting what kind of creature you are, and after a few moments...”

The dull sting in my wrists flared as if I were being branded by a hot iron, and I cried out.

“Ah, see? The probe has discovered that you’re a vampire. Every six hours, it will insert a minuscule speck of copper into your wrists to keep you in a weakened state. In this manner, Marguerite will be able to have her way with you.” Hadrian looked up at Marguerite and smiled. “Will this suffice, my most loyal friend?”

My head slumped to the side as I looked up at my ex-girlfriend and new captor.

“I’ve waited a long time for this,” she said, her eyes growing distant, perhaps remembering something from our past.

I couldn’t think clearly. The sharp pain was one thing, but whatever copper had been placed in my bloodstream was clouding my thoughts. What would Marguerite do to me? How would I escape?

“On your feet,” Marguerite ordered, grabbing the chain and pulling me up. 

I swayed back and forth. Dizziness threatened to throw me back to the floor, but Marguerite steadied me. 

“Let’s get you to my chambers and make you a little more comfortable, hmm?” she purred.

My will to resist had been drained. My legs moved maladroitly, following Marguerite’s guidance like an injured animal.

As she towed me through the doors and into the Great Hall, she whispered, “You should have taken my offer.”
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Chapter 22
Shea

There were no words to describe the way I felt after the other night. Even now, two days later, I still couldn’t put it into words. That had been the best night of my entire life. Both of the men with whom I was head-over-heels for—at the same time! And it hadn’t felt weird or clumsy or too much. It had felt right. And I’d been walking around with rose-colored glasses ever since.

But I knew I couldn’t keep my head in the clouds forever. My love life might finally be in an incredible place, but Arya’s was in danger. Based on the twenty or so messages I’d received from Tobias within about an hour’s span yesterday, he was dangerously close to tripping his curse. If I didn’t find the right counterspell soon, they’d both be doomed, and I couldn’t live with myself if that happened.

But how the hell was I going to do that? The damn book sure wasn’t yielding, and even though Gram was finally teaching me magic, I didn’t feel right about coming to her with this, not yet. 

I would give it one more try today, and if I couldn’t figure it out, I’d come clean to Gram about the grimoire. Even if she decided to cut me off after that, how could she deny someone the chance at true love?

I came home after school with the intention of going straight to my room, but Gram was waiting for me in the kitchen with an eager smile.

“Ready for your next lesson?” she asked. “I wanted to show you a spell for erasing your scent.”

Damn my stupid timing. After years of wishing for her to ask me that question, I would have to reject the offer. Just this once.

I frowned. “Didn’t I already learn that one?”

“Yes, but that was specific to vampires. There’s a variation on the spell that helps with weres—hounds, specifically. You know, I dated a hound once. He was a real dog.” Gram winked, and I burst out laughing.

“Are you pulling my leg, Gram?”

“Maybe. Maybe not. So, you want to learn the spell or what?”

I tugged on a lock of hair, digging the toe of my shoe into the wood floor. “Actually, I think I have to skip the lesson today, if you don’t mind. Homework.” I shrugged.

Gram gave me an appraising look, seeming more skeptical than surprised. “I suppose that’s fine. Your schoolwork is more important, after all. We can continue tomorrow.”

“Thanks!” I gave Gram a quick peck on the cheek before heading to my room. 

After locking the door, I performed the reveal spell and retrieved my grimoire.

The grimoire, not mine, I reminded myself. 

I sighed. It didn’t seem fair, being in possession of the key to unlocking my magic and still not being able to use most of it—stupid magic rules. 

But the rules are there for a reason, Gram’s admonition rang in my head. I couldn’t help but be reminded that my parents had died at the hands of unguided magic. At least I had something, even if the grimoire refused to yield all its secrets.

And I didn’t need all its secrets. Just one.

I flipped through the pages to the love spell I’d marked, hoping to find inspiration for Tobias’s dilemma.

“Ow!” I hissed, jerking my stinging hand from the offending edge. “Papercut.” 

I examined my finger, then pushed it into my mouth in hopes of sucking away the sting. But something caught in the bottom of my peripheral vision, and I looked down at the book in my lap.

A speck on the page began to glow, and my eyes widened. That was my blood on the page. And the book was reacting to it.

“Oh no!” I licked my thumb and tried to rub at the spot, but my attempts only managed to spread the blood further. And the light was growing.

“Crap, crap, crap!” 

Gram had said something about blood and magic, so whatever this was couldn’t be good. My heart hammered, and I tried to slam the book closed, but it felt as if a weight was on top of the pages.

In a flash of brilliance, the light disappeared. I took a quick inventory of the book and myself, but nothing seemed wrong. Hopefully, that was a good sign.

Except…the pages felt different. When I turned the current page, it turned into four, revealing relationship spells of all sorts... Had my blood unlocked the grimoire?

One spell in particular caught my eye, sending that question to the back of my mind. It was the one titled Love Unrequited.

I held my breath as I read through the description, then how to place the curse…and how to break it.

Holy shit!

There was no mistaking it. This was Tobias’s curse, the one that had followed his family through generations. The one that stood in the way of my best friend’s happiness. I should be smiling right now.

But there was one problem—the spell needed the magic of three witches. There was no way I could perform the counter-curse alone.

“Fuck.” Looked like I was going to have to come clean to Gram after all. There was no way around it. The only other witch I knew aside from her was Aunt Janette, and even she wouldn’t help me without Gram’s permission.

But that wasn’t the only thing. The grimoire had reacted to my blood. Not just reacted, but unlocked! What the hell did that mean?

I wrestled over the decision for only a moment. Arya needed this break, and I needed answers. I’d figure out a way through the rest of the mess later.

I folded the corner of the page and closed the book, then stood with my fingers hooked around the bottom of it and made the walk of shame out of my room. Gram was still at the kitchen table, working on the crossword section of the newspaper.

“Okay, so, I have a confession,” I hedged as I approached her.

She glanced up from her newspaper at me, and her eyes widened as they landed on the grimoire pressed against my waist.

“What is that?” she asked in a hushed voice, pushing aside her newspaper.

“It’s a grimoire,” I said, pursing my lips as heat flooded up my neck. “I accidentally got blood on it just now, and it glowed.”

I couldn’t quite look at her as I placed it on the table in front of her. Even at seventy-five, she was an intimidating figure, not by stature but by presence and knowledge of magic. I was dreading the riot this revelation was sure to incite, as so many conversations about magic had in the past.

“Where did you get this?” she asked, marveling at the various pages as she turned them.

“Um, that’s not important. What is important is that I just magically unlocked this thing with my blood.”

Gram looked hard at me for a long moment, but eventually, she turned her gaze back to the book. “Le Fey,” she said, and the pages glowed again.

What? Come on, could it really have been that easy this whole time?  

“Does this mean that it’s ours?” I asked slowly, disbelievingly.

Gram sighed. “I think this is a conversation best had sitting.” 

She patted the seat next to her, and I slid into it.

“Yes, this is our grimoire,” she continued. “If it wasn’t, chances are all your hair would’ve fallen out, or your joints would’ve become as gnarled as an old tree. Witches aren’t exactly known for their sharing nature. Your blood probably would’ve activated a curse if the book didn’t belong to our bloodline.” 

Julian had said this book had belonged to Alice. He also said that I looked like her. Holy crap, she was one of my ancestors!

Gram looked at me, and I reluctantly met her gaze. “Where did you say you got this?”

I pulled my lips in and clamped down on them. “I didn’t. And actually, I need your and Aunt Janette’s help releasing Arya’s boyfriend from a curse that I found in this book.”

Gram frowned. “How would Arya’s boyfriend be cursed by a spell from our book?”

“I was hoping you might know something. Here.” I opened the book in Gram’s hands, flipping to the page with Tobias’s curse. “It’s this one.”

Gram stared at the page for a long moment. “Is he, by chance, a dragon?”

“Yes,” I replied, uncertain what that had to do with this.

Gram leaned back, looking up. “There is one story, though it’s hard to say how much of it is truth and how much is fiction at this point. But what I heard is that a vampire stole our grimoire after a dragon killed a member of our family. That witch’s sisters placed a curse on the dragon but never found the vampire.”

The vampire she was talking about was obviously Julian, and the witch who got murdered had to be Alice. That meant it was Tobias’s ancestor who killed her.

But now wasn’t the time to get caught up in the details.

“So, will you help me undo this curse?” I asked.

“I don’t like it. Our ancestors placed that curse on his family for a reason.”

“A reason that’s centuries old and has hurt countless people in the process. They cursed that dragon’s entire family—not just the dragon. And if that dragon’s descendant, Tobias, falls in love with Arya, who he imprinted on, she’ll hate him if we don’t lift that curse, and he could die. Love unrequited.” I tapped the page for emphasis.

Gram shook her head. “I don’t know. I think our family has suffered enough at the hands of magic.”

“But we’ve got the book to guide us now,” I insisted. “Please, we can’t just let Tobias and his whole family suffer like that. Or Arya.”

Gram looked at me for another long moment, then leaned forward again. “Before I agree to anything, I need to know how this came to be in your possession and when. You’ve been avoiding that question, but it’s time to come clean, Shea.”

I winced. She was right. No more secrets. No more lies. “I got it from a vampire who’s helping the shifters a few weeks ago. His name is Julian. He sensed my magic and wanted me to help him bring back the love of his life, Alice, who I now realize was one of our distant relatives.”

I kept my eyes closed after I stopped talking. I didn’t want to see the look of disapproval and disappointment on her face.

But then I heard the last sound I expected to hear from her—she chuckled. I slowly pulled open my eyelids, and the look in her eyes was warm.

“You really are something special,” she said.

I blinked at her for a moment, unsure how to take that.

“Does that mean you’ll help me break the curse?” I asked finally.

She smiled and nodded. “Tell your unfortunate dragon friend to be here tomorrow at 4 o’clock.”

A smile slowly spread across my face. “Omigod, thank you!” I threw my arms around her and hugged her tight in my excitement and gratitude.

Then I pulled away suddenly. “Wait. Does this mean I can keep the grimoire?”

She put her hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes. “After all these generations, it found you. Your blood unlocked its secrets. I think it’s time you take your rightful place in the Le Fey line. I won’t hold you back anymore.”

I hugged her again, squealing with overwhelming joy. This outcome was the last thing I expected to receive for my confession, and I was overcome with pride.

Tomorrow, we would break Tobias’s curse. I only hoped it wouldn’t be too late.
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Chapter 23
Tobias

Waiting an entire day after I got the message from Shea was literal torture. Anxiety had so much cortisol coursing through my system that I didn’t sleep at all, and having to sit through classes the next day was agony. I spent practically every second of those twenty-four hours watching the clock, any clock, willing time to pass more quickly.

It was worse than watching grass grow, and far more urgent. I needed this curse to be broken so desperately, and I was finally blissfully close to that end.

The instant my final class was over, I couldn’t get out of the school fast enough. I didn’t even shower after Defense, and I didn’t care how badly I smelled or how soaked my clothes were.

At least, not until I met the frigid air outside of the controlled climate of the Dome. Even for a dragon, being damp in the cold was miserable, but it was a worthy price to pay for what I was about to gain—the freedom to be with Arya without fear, the hope of something no one in my family had had in a dozen generations.

Happily ever after.

With shivering fingers, I hastily opened the door of the Uber that was waiting for me outside the subway entrance and hopped in, just about slamming the back passenger door closed.

“A little cold back there?” the driver asked, eyeing me through the rearview mirror. Even though I could only see his eyes, the wrinkles around them suggested he was middle-aged. He probably thought I was insane for not wearing a coat.

“Yes, please crank up the heat,” I requested, ignoring the raised eyebrow over my not-for-winter attire.

The drive to the address Shea had given me was the longest wait of all. I grew skeptical as the driver took me out of city limits and onto a mostly rural highway. 

What if this was some kind of set up? What if the witch had decided to end me instead of help me? I had been nothing but hostile toward her since the day we met. She had no reason to show me favor outside of my relationship with Arya, which I also hadn’t shown in the best light. What if she thought the best solution was to remove me from her best friend’s life?

No, I was being paranoid. If Shea was that cruel, then she simply would’ve refused to help me from the start and leave me to the damnation of my family’s curse. There was no more hellish fate than living with the knowledge that the person you love hates you—especially if you’re imprinted to them. 

I had no choice but to trust that the witch was on my side, even if I didn’t deserve it.

When we pulled up to the small townhome more than an hour later, I blinked a few times.

“Is this it?” I asked.

“It’s the address you gave me, man,” the driver said.

I double-checked Shea’s message and agreed that the address was correct. I stepped out and onto the curb, took a deep breath, and then strode up to the door.

When I saw the name on the mailbox, I did a double-take. Le Fey. It sounded familiar. Had Arya ever mentioned Shea’s last name? I brushed it off as unimportant.

When I lifted a hand to knock, my heart began to pound, and my arm froze in mid-air.

This could be it.

This could be the last moment I would ever worry about allowing myself to fall in love. And this wasn’t just about me.

Tamara could have a happy marriage with a husband who loved her. Dozens of aunts and uncles, cousins twice and three times removed could love their spouses, their boyfriends and girlfriends, and be loved in return. This could be the last moment of pain my mother ever went through being married to a man who didn’t love her.

Well...realistically, I couldn’t expect my father to return the feelings overnight. But after this moment, there might be hope that he could, someday. Or, Mom could do something unheard of for Draculs and leave Arthur for someone she truly deserved.

After this moment, I could allow myself to fall completely for Arya, and she might love me back.

I knocked.

Wavy brown hair swung the door open and met me with a smile.

“You look like you’re gonna throw up,” Shea said, leaning against the door. “You okay?”

I frowned, attempting to mask my face but knowing I failed. “Fine. I’m fine.”

“‘Cause we can do this another day...”

“No!” I snapped with panic. “Now. Please, now.”

But she didn’t ruffle at my outburst. Instead, she looked at me with pity. “The good news is, I’ll probably feel about as green as you look in about five minutes.” 

She stepped aside for me to walk in and waved him into a room just off the entrance that felt almost like a closet. I filled the whole of it, yet somehow, two other women, plus Shea, also fit. I was too nervous and distracted by my racing pulse to notice details, but the entire room had a buzzing, chaotic feeling. Or maybe that was just me.

I met one pair of hazel eyes, then another. The women were clearly relatives of Shea—wavy brown hair with varying levels of gray—probably her mother and grandmother, though the younger of the two didn’t quite look that close.

“Tobias, this is my Aunt Janette,” Shea said, indicating toward the younger woman.

Instinctively, I held a hand out to Janette, who took it with a gentle grasp as her eyes roamed up and down my body with appreciation. Yep, definitely not Shea’s mom. 

“Tobias Dracul,” I offered.

Janette gave me a girlish smile. “I don’t think I’ve ever met an actual dragon before. Can I see you shift later?”

“Janette,” the older woman hissed scoldingly, mercifully rescuing me from having to answer.

Shea stifled a laugh behind sucked-in lips before introducing her. “And my grandmother, Marjorie.”

I did the same with Marjorie, nodding at them both.

“Aunt Janette, Gram, this is Tobias, Arya’s boyfriend.” Shea gave an awkward smile and held out her hands like I was some sort of display.

I stepped back, clasping my hands behind me, unsure what to do next. I didn’t know if it was common for Shea’s family to vet guys who wanted to hang out with her or if they were aware of my situation and reason for being here. Either way, the way everyone stood looking at one another felt awkward.

Shea reached behind her on the desk for an ancient-looking, large bound book. It made my stomach leap into my throat, and beads of perspiration gathered on my forehead. Shea stared at the book for several seconds as if gathering her thoughts.

“So...I found the spells,” she said, still not glancing up. “The curse and the counter-curse. Sorry it took so long, but the grimoire only started cooperating yesterday.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise. “It was in your family grimoire?”

It seemed pretty incredible and almost too easy that the exact spell we needed just happened to be in the spell book of the first witch I’d sought out. I felt my skepticism rise again but shoved it down.

I needed this. My family needed this. My mom needed this.

Shea nodded, still not looking at me. “The spell requires the magic of at least three witches.” She finally lifted her eyes to meet mine. “So Aunt Janette and Gram have agreed to help.”

So, that’s why they’re here.

Janette beamed with enthusiasm, but Marjorie merely smiled as if we were about to do something mundane, like making a sandwich.

They weren’t here to make sure I acted like a gentleman and treated their niece and granddaughter with respect. They were here to add their own powers and strengthen the spell.

I swallowed as the gravity of the situation fell on me. “Is three enough?”

It was only natural and logical that it would take several to break the curse. I remembered reading that several of the witch sisters placed it. I wasn’t sure of the exact number, but I thought it had to be more than three.

The women looked amongst themselves. Shea shrugged.

“It should work,” she said, then opened the book to a marked page and handed it to Marjorie, who propped it on a yellow music stand she’d retrieved from the corner. The old book looked ridiculous on its practically neon perch.

Janette pulled a small black pocket knife from her back pocket and handed it to Shea, who thanked her with a grimace.

Blood. It must need blood. 

Without thinking or being asked, I offered my hand.

Marjorie cupped my palm with her own beneath and looked expectantly at Shea.

Shea’s face contorted again—she’d been right, she did look a little green now—and she flipped open the knife and held it over her own hand.

I attempted to withdraw my hand upon realizing it wasn’t my blood that was needed, but Marjorie held it firm and motioned for Janette to also place her hand beneath.

Shea squeezed her eyes tightly for a moment as if bracing herself. It didn’t seem like a good way to draw blood. I would hate for her to accidentally hit an artery and bleed out on the rug—curse or no curse, my chances with Arya would plummet indefinitely.

When she opened her eyes again, her face was stoic and determined. She placed the edge of the blade firmly on the tip of her finger until a deep red bead appeared. She then handed the knife to Janette.

Shea smeared the blood on my palm, drawing a circle as she recited words in a strange, ancient-sounding language. “Pa-eem hetem en ib.”

Janette took the knife and cut her finger, then did the same over Shea’s blood. “Pa-eem hetem en ib.”

Marjorie took the knife for her turn.

“Heru meri ee em hotep,” Shea, Janette, and Marjorie said simultaneously, re-tracing the circle. “Kem neheh,” the three said almost together, then drew a line through the circle, Shea shuddering. “Kem neheh.”

Falling into a chant, the Le Fey witches repeated the spell, retracing their mixed gore on my palm over and over.

A warm sensation bloomed on my skin there, which could have been the blood, but when the heat sunk down into the bones of my hand, I knew it was more than that. Taking stock of my own fire, I realized it was low on reserve, dormant inside and nowhere near my hands.

The warmth spread down my arm and through my bloodstream, taking the same route my fire traveled, but it was a different sort of heat. Not exactly the same physical heat I was accustomed to, but more of an ethereal or spiritual light coursing through me.

Once it reached my heart, it spread everywhere like an explosion. Down my legs, across my shoulders, up the back of my neck, making my scalp tingle. I even saw red and purple flashes dance in front of my eyes, which continued even when I shut them. The feeling raced around, seemingly erratic and almost frantic. It was a little overwhelming, so I kept my eyes closed.

Then suddenly, the sensation vanished.

When I opened my eyes, Shea and her family continued to whisper the words of the spell, their eyes shut in meditation. I involuntarily twitched my hand, and Shea opened her eyes and ended the chant.

I lifted my hand from theirs. The blood they had smeared was gone, vanished as surely as the strange warm light.

Shea raced from the room, a hand over her mouth.

I looked to Marjorie. “Is she alright?”

“Just give her a minute,” she answered.

My eyes glued to my hand while we waited. I looked for any trace of the blood or any difference. Would I be able to see if the curse had really been lifted?

“So?” Shea asked when she returned. “Do you feel like a real boy yet?”

I lifted my gaze from my unmarked palm to her. “I don’t—”

“Shea,” Marjorie chided with a side glance to her. “And I doubt his ancestor felt much after the curse was placed on him or her. It wasn’t until they fell in love that they truly knew. Unless they weren’t aware a curse was placed on them.”

“Claudette,” I said. “Her name was Claudette Dracul. And she knew. Maybe not right away, but every Dracul knows.”

“So go find out if it worked,” Marjorie said in a sagely tone.

Just the thought made me a little sick.

“Let yourself fall in love with our sweet Arya,” she continued. “Then you’ll know.”

I looked to Shea as if she’d know how to respond, but she merely shrugged and gave me a half-smile.

I thanked Marjorie and Janette, and then Shea walked me to the door. 

“Well, that was crazy. But nothing strange is falling off, so it must’ve worked.”

I understood she was trying to inject some levity, but her words alone didn’t inspire confidence.

“I hope so,” I said, then lowered my head in a half-nod. “Thank you. Truly.”

Shea waved a hand. “Whatever.” She opened the front door, letting in the cold air. “But just so you know, if you break her, I’ll break you.”

I went a little cross-eyed looking at the newly bandaged finger pointed straight at my nose.

“And you know I can,” she said with a smirk.

A deep sense of humility settled over me, something I wasn’t used to experiencing. Shea really cared about Arya, and she had helped me despite her dislike for me, despite the way I’d treated her. Clearly, not all witches were bad, the same way not all mers were intolerable elitists, and I was somehow lucky enough to be acquainted with the exceptions.

I offered Shea a sincere smile. “I will spend every day of my life striving to treat her the way she deserves to be treated.”

“Good,” she said with a firm nod.

“And Shea, I’m sorry for my previous animosity toward you,” I said. “Old prejudices are hard to see through sometimes.”

She nodded sardonically, and I got the sense she’d been discriminated against by more than just me. “Don’t I know it.”

“If you ever need anything, I owe you a debt,” I said. “Maybe I could use my father’s leverage to get you enrolled in the Dome. Wasn’t that what you wanted before?”

Surprise made her eyebrows flicker upward for a moment as she looked at me. Then she looked over her shoulder. “You know, I don’t think I need the Dome, after all.”

When she turned back to face me, she was wearing a contented smile, one that said she had found her place. “Let me know how it goes.”

I held back the smile until she shut the door behind me, leaving me on the porch.

The smile got wider. It worked. I somehow felt different.

Hopeful.

Like I could have a happy ending.

Like my mother could have a happy ending.

For the first time in my life, I let myself dream of a future that wasn’t dedicated to military life to avoid the cold glances at the dinner table. Or seeing a face identical to my mother’s and unable to do anything about it because the person I loved was not the person I shared a life with.

I glanced back at the house as I waited on the curb for my next Uber. Reading the name that was so familiar—Le Fey—I racked my brain, trying to remember where I’d seen it. 

Like a cold blast of high-altitude air, my brain found the connection.

Le Fey was the name of the woman who mysteriously died at the boarding house. Alice Le Fey. It was Alice’s sisters, the Le Fey witches, who traveled all the way to Washington in order to curse Claudette Dracul.

Shock radiated through my entire being. Shea was related to the witches who’d cursed my family. No wonder her family grimoire held the countercurse. 

But I couldn’t feel enmity toward the witches I’d just left. How could I? They just gave me a gift I thought I’d never have and denied myself from wanting for so long.

The realization filled me with even more confidence that the spell had worked. If Le Fey’s placed the curse on my family, who better to break it?

I was half-tempted to fly home because I couldn’t wait to get back to Arya, but the Uber finally pulled up. I practically sprinted into the car, my every nerve sizzling with anticipation.
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Chapter 24
Julian

Whatever was in these cuffs on my wrists had to be more than just a copper solution. Not only was my body sluggish and weak, but a thick fog had infiltrated my mind, making my vision spin at times whenever I opened my eyes.

Though that could be from the lack of blood in my body.

I closed my eyes again and melted against the silk sheets of the bed beneath me, my wrists dangling from their restraints above my head. I almost couldn’t even feel the prick of Marguerite’s teeth anymore, the sensation a dull ache on the fringes of my perception.

And yet, when she withdrew her fangs from my neck, I involuntarily sighed with relief.

“Oh, my poor, sweet Julian,” she cooed beside me, her fingers caressing my face.

I opened my eyes halfway to see her propping her head on her bent arm and looking down at me like she actually cared about me, like I was a cherished lover whom she was trying to nurse back to health. But she was the reason for my misery.

“It didn’t have to be this way,” she said with a pout. “If you hadn’t tried to escape yesterday, I wouldn’t have to drain you like this. But I must say…” Her rouged lips spread into a flirtatious smile. “I enjoy the way you taste.” She leaned forward and brushed a soft kiss against my jaw.

I wanted to jerk away from her, to reject her morbid affections, but I couldn’t summon the strength to do more than roll my head to the opposite side.

Yes, I had tried to escape yesterday after she’d first dragged me into her chambers. I waited until she’d gone into her bathroom to change into “something more comfortable” and then immediately bolted for the door. It had been locked digitally, and I hadn’t been strong enough to budge it open, or patient enough to study and crack the keypad—my room never had such hi-tech securities.

When the door didn’t work, I’d shot to the window, trying to quietly pry it open. The copper in my system worked quickly, weakening every cell, and my normally diamond-strong nails splintered and cracked for my efforts.

Marguerite had come out and caught me, so I slammed at the glass to smash it, hoping to jump out with no clue if the fall from this height would kill me. But my fists only bounced off the glass. Apparently, they were bulletproof.

Hadrian and Marguerite had been planning this a long time. I should have never come back here after Canada.

She had easily subdued me and chained my cuffs to the headboard. This lavish, mercifully comfortable bed had been my prison for the last day or so while she bit me incrementally to drain me of blood until I had become her listless doll, her helpless plaything.

Marguerite trailed a delicate fingertip down my bare chest and over my abs, admiring the ridges of my muscles.

“We were always meant to be, Julian,” she said. “And the sooner you see that, the sooner this torment can be over. All you have to do is accept that you belong to me now. We can still be happy together.”

I turned my head to let it loll back in her direction, and I scowled up at her monstrously beautiful face. 

“I may be your prisoner, but I will never be yours.” My voice was dry and low, but the flicker of anger in her eyes told me she heard it all the same.

But the anger was quickly replaced with challenge, another flirtatious grin forming on her face. “We’ll see about that.”

She shimmied down the bed, and for a moment, I thought she was going to leave. But before relief could bloom in my chest, I felt her hair drape over the tops of my exposed thighs. I struggled to lift my head, managing only a fraction of a second to see her crouched over my pelvis, her lips parting with hungry delight.

I hissed as if in pain when her lips wrapped around the tip of my limp cock. She obviously took that as a sign of encouragement because she moaned and sucked me in completely, massaging the flaccid appendage with her tongue.

I experienced no pleasure from her perverse invasion. Only disgust, a dirty, unclean feeling creeping over the surface of my skin. It filled me with rage and hatred for her, even more than had already been there. But there was nothing I could do about this latest violation. My body wouldn’t respond to any command for retaliation.

So I decided to just lay there and do nothing at all. I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction of a reaction from me. The copper and blood loss and whatever else that assailed me made it easy to withdraw into myself, so I would hide in my shell and ignore whatever she wanted to do to me.

I didn’t know how much time went by as she sucked me to no avail. My cock proved just as limp and unresponsive as the rest of my body, and it gave me great gratification to see her building aggravation over that fact.

Finally, she spit me out and popped back up, slapping her hands onto my thighs with a growl of frustration. “Ugh, what is it going to take to make you want me?”

“Maybe take the cuffs off and I’ll have more stamina,” I croaked smugly.

She glared at me and curled her fingers, digging her sharp nails into my marble flesh. But I could hardly feel the pain. It couldn’t cut through the white noise of my thousand other discomforts and misery.

With a feral growl, she pushed off the bed. “Maybe some time apart will do us both some good.” Then she stomped off toward the door.

In my peripheral vision, I could see her pause and turn to look in my direction.

“Mark my words, Julian Asher: by the time I’m done with you, you will love me,” she promised in a venomous tone.

Then I heard the door slam.

And I was alone. Relief washed over me, parts of my body I hadn’t even realized I’d tensed releasing into a pool of lethargy. 

Ironic that this would happen now. After I’d finally given myself permission to live again, to love again. I’d found the family I’d wanted for so long, only to be taken away from them and made a toy for one of the monsters I hated most.

Would I ever see Shea and Caesar again? Would I ever get the chance to tell Shea how I really felt about her, to tell Caesar that I loved him more than a brother? I didn’t see a way of getting out of this. 

I could try to play along, try to convince Marguerite that her games were working, and pretend to love her. But for all her vanity, she could always see through my lies. It would take acting skills I didn’t believe I could access in my current state. 

The more likely outcome was that I’d be her prisoner forever and eventually break, the shattered creature I’d become ending up twistedly dependent on her, like a Stockholm Syndrome victim. I’d sooner die than let that happen. I’d rather piss her off to the point she either slaughtered me or tired of me and left me to rot in one of the dungeon cells below. At least then, I’d be free of her vile company.

I let my mind go silent, no longer wanting to watch the mental projections of my various horrible fates. And when the call of sleep whispered to me, I willingly succumbed to it, desperate to escape this hell for any length of time. Slumber wasn’t easy for vampires, but as drained as I was, it would’ve been difficult to fight. And in sleep, there’s the chance to dream.

Through the melancholy of my dark unconscious, a scene formed. I found myself in my old room at the Skye Boarding House.

“Hello, my love.”

My heart leapt at the beautifully familiar voice, and I spun to find my beloved Alice standing behind me, dressed in the sweet lavender gown she’d always favored in life. 

“Alice,” I murmured, my voice crisp and ringing through the diaphanous silence. 

I tried to go to her, but my legs wouldn’t move, stuck as if trapped in thick mud. My heart cracked, my inability to close the distance between us more painful than anything I’d endured in the waking world. Even in dreams, I couldn’t hold her.

I began to weep.

“Don’t cry, my sweet Julian,” she cooed. “Everything will be alright.”

I shook my head, my voice broken as I said, “No, it won’t. I’m a prisoner. And I’ve betrayed you.”

“Oh, Julian, you have done no such thing,” she said soothingly, putting her hand over her heart.

“Yes,” I protested. “I promised to always be faithful to you, and I allowed myself to fall in love with…” I squeezed my eyes shut, the guilt I’d been shoving down over my decision ripping through me. “Can you ever forgive me?”

She stepped closer, somehow closing the distance when I could not. She lifted a hand and laid it gently against my cheek, and I sighed with pained longing as I nuzzled into her touch.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” she said. “There are things at work that you just don’t understand. But you will know soon. You will see the truth.”

I pressed my hand over the top of hers, savoring the warmth of her touch and the scent of her skin. I turned my head slightly to press a kiss to her palm.

“So you don’t hate me?” I asked in a pathetic whimper.

“I could never hate you, my love,” she replied with a loving smile. “I am with you always. Even closer than you know…”

Like an image in water disturbed by a ripple, she and the room around me faded away, and I pleaded in futility as I desperately reached out for her, trying to grab hold of something that was already gone.

I woke to the sound of myself crying. My body was too drained of blood to produce tears, making my eyes only sting dryly as the sobs shook free of my parched lips.

“Alice, please come back,” I croaked over and over.

But no response came, neither from the gilded cage around me nor the delirious concoctions of my mind. 

This would be life now. Forever. There was no getting out of this. And I couldn’t have Alice, nor the beautiful witch and steadfast gryphon who had stolen my heart. Piper would be at Hadrian’s mercy until he no longer had use for her. And the shifters would lose.

Fate truly was a cruel mistress.
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Chapter 25
Shea

I had never felt more powerful or more free in my entire life than I did right now as I studied the grimoire.

The book was mine. Not just something unavailable and in my possession, but literally mine. And after—accidentally—unlocking it with my blood, reading through its pages was my new addiction. Now that the countercurse for Tobias had been performed successfully, I could finally disappear into my room and throw myself back into it.

There were spells for everything in here. Love spells, hate spells, healing spells, curses and blessings. Spells for luck, spells for wealth, spells for truth and wisdom. With this at my disposal, there was nothing I couldn’t do.

And no one I couldn’t help—or at least, try to help.

If only the Dome would accept such a thing from me. There were so many protection spells in here, it was ridiculous. You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink…

The only thing I hadn’t found yet was a resurrection spell. Not a lasting one anyway. There was a spell called The Dead Speak, which would bring a recently deceased person back for a few minutes only for the purpose of getting answers, but the warnings covering the page suggested even that employed major consequences on the caster.

As I’d learned, messing with the boundaries between life and death was dangerous and unpredictable—and not something to be entered into lightly.

And yet…I couldn’t not look for something. Julian said he believed Alice wanted him to be happy and that he was ready to let her go. Selfishly, of course, I wanted to keep him to myself. He was beautiful and kind, and tortured in a way that made him even more precious. But if I could do this for him, even if it meant living without him, how could I not?

Especially when I also had Caesar.

Okay, I still couldn’t really get over that. Two guys. I had two guys who were both amazing, and somehow, they both wanted me, enough to share with each other—God, it sounded crazy when I tried to put it into words like that.

If there was anything this situation had taught me, it was that love didn’t have rules or limits. If I could love both Julian and Caesar, and they could both love me and each other…wasn’t there also room for Julian to love Alice?

Though I couldn’t possibly expect her to be willing to share, and I was prepared for that. Sort of.

Fuck, this was complicated.

After an hour or so of reading, to no other avail than finding other interesting spells and marking them with a sticky note for later use, there was a knock on my door.

“Come in.” I peeled my eyes away from the current page and looked up.

Gram gently pushed the door open and hung in the doorway, a smile creeping onto her face at seeing me in my present state. “Any news from Tobias?”

I shook my head even as I checked the phone beside me, and I probably wouldn’t have heard ping anyway because I was too invested. There were, in fact, no new messages.

“No, he must not have gotten to Arya yet,” I said. “Or maybe it’ll take time for him to know for sure if it worked.”

She stepped into the room, a confident smile on her face. “Oh, it worked. I know I’ve been out of the game for a long time, but you don’t get to be as old a witch as me without knowing what activation feels like.”

I cocked my head. “What do you mean?”

She narrowed her eyes thoughtfully at me. “Couldn’t you feel it? That subtle yet undeniable shift in reality that told you something had been vitally altered? That bending of the universe to a new mode of operation?”

I considered that for a moment. With all the magic I’d done so far, it was really hard to know if my aims had worked. The physical things were obvious, like conjuring fire or turning myself into a kitten—which reminded me I needed to research the potions section of the grimoire. 

But for the more abstract spells, it was certainly harder to tell, especially if they didn’t directly relate to me. Like snaring a vampire. I only knew it worked because I could see it happening. And, I guess, I could also feel a tug on my willpower.

This countercurse for Tobias was completely new. A spell that had no effect on me save for the slight drain on my magic. I couldn’t tell if I felt what Gram was referring to.

Ultimately, I just shrugged and frowned in response.

She chuckled and came to sit beside me on my bed. “That’s okay. You’re still very new to magic. In time, you’ll learn these things. Likely, even more than me.”

“You know, I could be a lot farther along… Just saying…” I teased because I couldn’t help it.

Gram gave me that long-suffering maternal look of hers but then nodded. “I know. I had thought I was protecting you, but I didn’t account for the fact that you are your mother’s daughter, and that when you put your mind to something, there’s no stopping you. I realize now that I should have given you the tools to protect yourself. That is a mistake I will have to live with.”

Sadness dragged on her features, sending a sting of guilt through my heart.

“Hey, no harm was done,” I said. “I’m still here, kicking ass and taking names.”

She threw her head back and laughed so hard that her belly bounced on her lap, which also made me laugh.

“I know. You were born to be an excellent witch. I’m sorry it took me so long to see it, but I’m proud to be able to help you now.” She wrapped an arm around my shoulders and squeezed me into a side hug.

Even at this awkward angle, her hugs were just the best.

“There is something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about,” she prefaced, and I instinctively braced for a lecture.

I set the book, still open, onto the bed in front of me to give her my full attention.

“The vampire who gave you the grimoire,” she began slowly, seeming to struggle with choosing her next words, and I gulped. “He asked you to help him bring back a lost love?”

I nodded hesitantly, my insides squirming with preemptive discomfort after years of these conversations turning into long, drawn out fights.

“Considering he is a vampire, how long has his lover been dead?” she asked.

I twisted my lips as I tried and failed to come up with an exact number. “Something like a hundred years.”

She nodded. “I’ll spare you the lecture on the dangers of necromancy except for one.” 

She leaned forward slightly so that she could look into my eyes, and my breath hitched nervously. 

“Even when death is recent, necromancy is a dark business with great costs. But the longer the gap since death, the more gory the repercussions. To bring back someone who has been dead for a century…” She shook her head, her eyes widening for a second. “The chances of such a thing going well are so slim that it’s almost impossible.”

I chewed on my bottom lip, feeling foolish and chided even though I knew that wasn’t her intention.

“There are other things that lurk in the shadows, Shea,” she continued in a low tone that chilled me to the bone. “Malevolent entities so desperate for life that they’ll weasel their way in at any and every opportunity. Considering how long this woman…”

“Alice,” I supplied.

She nodded. “Considering how long Alice has been dead, her soul has very likely moved on, and what you would bring back would not be her.”

I shivered, scenes from Practical Magic playing in my head.

“And even if you could bring her back, she may not want to come back,” Gram added. “If I were at peace, I don’t think I’d take kindly to being dragged away from it, especially to a body that had been long dead and would need copious amounts of magic and maintenance to inhabit again.”

I didn’t give any kind of response. I was both saddened and relieved by all this. Relieved because it might mean I’d never have to say goodbye to Julian. Sad because it might mean I could never give him the one thing that would make him truly happy.

“Can I make a suggestion?” she asked when I’d been quiet for too long.

“Of course,” I all but squeaked like a mouse, then cleared my throat.

“May I?” She gestured with both hands open toward the grimoire.

I nodded, picking it up and helping to place it in her lap.

She held a hand a few inches above it, and suddenly, the pages began to flip rapidly until they landed on a section toward the very back I hadn’t gotten to yet.

“Whoa,” I gasped. “How did you do that?”

She gave me a wry, sideways smile. “The book is tied to our blood. Now that it knows us, it can respond to our magical signature—and our intentions.” She winked.

I stowed that information away for later as a badass trick I would absolutely have to try out and leaned forward to inspect the pages that were open in front of her.

“Wedj Joo Ka,” I read the title out loud.

“It means to summon a spirit,” Gram said. 

“Oh, I think I’m pickin’ up what you’re puttin’ down,” I said. “You’re suggesting we summon Alice. To see what she wants?”

She nodded, and my excitement at the prospect fizzled out as terror suddenly struck me. 

Certainly, Alice would know of my relationship with Julian. What if what she wanted was for me to leave him? What if her ghost cursed me out and demanded I cut ties with him or she’d haunt me? At the very least, it would be mortifying for Gram to learn of my feelings for Julian that way, and at the worst, I could be inviting a vengeful spirit into our lives.

“Shea?” Gram prompted.

I let out a shaky breath. Okay, I didn’t really think Alice was that kind of person. Julian praised her as sweet and kind. And this way, at least I’d have some kind of answer by the end of it.

“Okay, let’s do it,” I said.

She put a comforting hand on my back. “Don’t worry. I’m here with you. I’ll make sure no dark entities come through.”

My eyes widened. I didn’t even think about that. Clearly, that’s where she thought my hesitation came from, and it was certainly adding to it now!

“Give me your hand,” she requested, holding her hand out between us.

I took it, digging down inside of me for my courage and reminding myself that I was, in fact, a badass witch. No fear, Shea. No fear.

Gram began to recite the spell, and I joined along.

“Iyoo wedj ka em Alice Le Fey,” we chanted. “Nehep en peret.”

The air began to stir with static electricity, humming and buzzing around us. We repeated the words, and the hairs on my arms stood on end. I could feel our collective magic reaching out into the unseeable void and snagging on something, like the tug of a bite on a fishing pole.

Whispers rose from the silence around us, instilling me with an alarming sense of being watched. We were definitely attracting the attention of other beings, though I couldn’t tell if they were friendly or menacing.

“Once more,” Gram said.

We spoke the spell a third time, and as the last word escaped my lips, a sharp tug pulled at me, stealing the air from my lungs. I slammed both hands to my chest in panic, feeling as if I was about to fall out of myself. My heart galloped in my chest, my pulse pounding in my temples, and my eyes practically bugged out of my skull as I desperately worried what the hell was going on.

Gram cupped my face in both hands, the concern on her face mirroring my emotions. “Shea, what’s wrong?”

“I–I–I don’t know,” I replied shakily. “It felt like I was being pulled out of my skin, like some hook was yanking on every part of me.” I turned wide, terrified eyes to her. “Do you think some demon is trying to possess me or something?”

The creases on her face returned to their normally wrinkled state, an expression of both understanding and what looked like awe forming. “Oh my goodness,” she breathed.

“What?!” I squealed.

“The tapestry of fate is cleverly woven, indeed,” she said.

“What the hell does that mean?” I pleaded.

“Shea, you can’t resurrect Alice because her soul resides inside you.”

We stared at each other for a long moment, my breathing steadily slowing and my heart rate settling as I registered her words with embarrassing slowness.

I can’t resurrect Alice because her soul…

Holy shit! Holy. Fucking. Shit!

“I’m… I’m Alice Le Fey reincarnated,” I said slowly, unsure myself whether I was stating it or asking it.

I was only distantly aware of Gram nodding in response as my mind replayed over dozens of things that had happened between Julian and me.

The first time he saw me, he thought I was her. He said I looked like her, that I reminded him of her. My magic felt like hers to him. I was descended from her and now was in possession of her grimoire, which was also mine. And I’d been drawn to Julian since the first time I saw him, as he had been drawn to me.

It all made sense. Wonderfully, beautifully perfect sense.

A slow, gloriously grateful smile spread my lips, and tears began to drop from my lashes.

“You love him, don’t you?” Gram surmised.

“Yes,” I said with so much joy I could barely breathe. “And now I know I don’t have to feel guilty for it. And neither does he.”
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Chapter 26
Caesar

Static electricity sizzled across my wingspan as I called upon the crackling thunder high above. I leapt at the nearest vampire, my beak tearing through its neck as another was struck by a targeted bolt of lightning. The unfortunate vampire was thrown fifty feet through the air and into the Missouri River, skipping several times like a stone before submerging.

Torrents of rain pattered down, and I caused a mist to form, hoping it would decrease the visibility of my seemingly countless enemies.

A heavy weight slammed onto my back, and I angled my head swiftly, my razor-sharp beak grabbing the head of the vampire who’d jumped onto me. With the strength of my muscles surging in my neck, I pulled, separating my attacker’s head from his body in a matter of milliseconds.

The body slid off my back like the pouring rain, and I cast the head aside, launching myself into the air with my powerful wings. I had to get a better vantage point. It was this part of the simulation where Hadrian made his entrance—when he went for my parents.

Years ago, I had asked Kai to create a simulation of the attack on Framboise Island. It pained me to relive the experience in such a real way, but it also gave me the opportunity to change the outcome. On top of it all, there was a certain satisfaction that came from killing Hadrian.

Diving with a fierce shriek, I stretched my talons out at the distracted vampire leader. Rage filled my soul as my claws went for Hadrian’s shoulders. I opened my beak to kill the murderous vampire before he could get to my family again.

But before I could taste the victory of the win—something I’d done time and time again since the simulation’s creation—Hadrian disappeared, and the simulation room went white.

I tucked in my wings as I crashed hard to the floor, rolling over and over, the air taken out of my lungs. I came to a stop, dazed and in pain. Who had pulled the plug?

The sound of several marching footsteps approached, and I began shifting back to my human form. As my body popped and cracked, shrinking in the process, I was relieved to feel no breaks in my bones.

Flat on my back and in nothing but my smart shorts—in case any nosey young students came to watch—I propped myself up to see who had entered.

“Arthur!” I growled, pushing myself up. “You stopped my simulation.”

Lord Dracul was accompanied by Nikolai Candida, both in their standard military uniforms. Igneaus Summers was also among them, as well as four other shifters from the military. Behind them all, I saw Celeste. Her face was pale and filled with dread.

What the hell is going on?

I darted my narrowed gaze back to the general.

“Caesar,” Arthur said with an acknowledging nod. “I’ll have you know that I did not terminate your program. Your access to the simulation room has been removed.”

My brows scrunched as I got to my feet and flexed my sore arms. “Excuse me?”

Arthur gave me a hard look. Unnamed emotion boiled behind his eyes, just barely suppressed.

He set his jaw. “As of this morning, you are dismissed from your position as director of the Dome.”

Dismissed? Nobody had the authority to dismiss a director. 

For a moment, my mind flashed back to the director of The Island—the only school director I had ever known—Zabrina Slegr. She was a brilliant leader and a quick thinker. The mao had helped hundreds of students during her time as director. But she’d never been removed from that leadership—not until a vampire murdered her. I’d witnessed the cruel death as it happened. Had I arrived at her quarters just moments before, I could have saved her.

But this was different. A shifter had come to toss me out. I would’ve preferred a vampire.

I laughed humorlessly as I took in the surrounding soldiers giving me distasteful looks. “Is this some kind of joke?”

Arthur’s eyes widened. “A joke? Oh, I’m quite serious, Mr. Rex. It has become very apparent that you are unfit to lead this school.”

My eyes flitted to Celeste, and I gave her a questioning glance. She cast her gaze to the white floor of the sim room. Did she have a part in this? I didn’t want to believe she did, but why else had she come? And why couldn’t she meet my eyes?

What was this madness? A bombardment of questions assailed my mind. I knew the general was a determined man, but I hadn’t anticipated a coup of this magnitude.

I straightened my back and held my head high. “Is this about Arya?”

At this, Arthur let loose a hearty laugh. “Every time I come here, that’s your assumption, isn’t it?” His humored expression dropped. “I have come this time because of your betrayal to the school and to the shifter community.”

The general’s words were icy cold, chilling me to my core. Betrayal? How could he accuse me of such a thing?

“Since the loss of the last school, as well as my parents, I have dedicated my entire life to the Dome. Everything I have done, and everything I will continue to do, is for the shifters who live here.”

Arthur snorted. “Does that include cavorting with vampires?”

I froze, my blood crystalizing inside my veins. He knew about Julian, or at least he thought he did. How was I going to explain this?

“Your silence is a testament to your guilt,” Arthur said. “Do you not deny this accusation?”

I sighed. It was best to come clean and hope they would understand. “I have had dealings with one vampire who is a defector of Hadrian’s army. His name is Julian Asher.”

Arthur narrowed his eyes to slits. “Do you think labeling any vampire as a defector makes your crime any less heinous?”

“Believe me when I say that I understand that mentality all too well,” I said. “But this particular vampire saved my life years ago. He’s on our side.”

“Then why have you not brought this individual up before?” the general hissed.

“Because you would have thrown me out!” I shouted, feeling the heat of righteousness returning to my heart. “Just like you’re doing now. Julian has been instrumental in the protection of this school and—”

“No more lies, Caesar,” Arthur barked. “We have video footage of several meetings you’ve set up with this vampire, as well as logged phone calls and text messages. Even Lady Celeste spotted you meeting with him recently in a restaurant in Chicago.”

The violation of my privacy was a visceral sting, but the deepest blow of all was the mention of Celeste. I gave her a sorrowful look, struggling to breathe against the claws of betrayal that cloyed inside my chest. 

She must have seen us together the time we’d met up right before Christmas. Why hadn’t she come to me first about Julian? Hadn’t we been friends long enough? Hadn’t I earned some measure of her trust over the last seven years?

“If you’ve been listening in on my conversations with Julian,” I growled, “then you’ll know he’s on our side and that he’s been our eyes and ears in the heart of Hadrian’s fortress.”

The general snorted. “You’ve been played, Caesar! Never in this world has there been a good vampire, and there never will be. It’s been proven by over a millennium of war between our peoples. This Julian... He’s got you right where he wants you—right where Hadrian wants you.” Arthur shook his head. “Since I’ve known you, I’ve taken you for a reasonably intelligent man. How wrong I was.”

Lord Dracul’s words pushed me over the edge, and the rage that erupted within me caused my gryphon to burst forth. Brown feathers sprouted along my skin like flames on wood as I grew in size. My hands and feet molded into dark talons, and the muscles in my body flexed with familiarity. Through my newly-formed beak, I released a shrill cry, a voice of challenge to Arthur.

At the same time, the five soldiers—including Igneaus Summers—shifted as well. Their uniforms were smart clothing, expensively made but imperative for military use.

However, Arthur and his assistant, Nikolai, remained in human form. Terror was stark across the Candida boy’s face. It was apparent he didn’t want to be in this situation. Celeste stood back, the sadness on her face deepening even more.

While my intelligence had been insulted, I wasn’t stupid enough to take on a phoenix, a naga, and three weres—all military-trained. I couldn’t fight my way out of this, and clearly no amount of evidence would sway their preconceived notions. I was fucked.

Slumping my wings in surrender, I shifted back into my human form.

“Smart move,” Arthur said, holding a fist in the air. I assumed it was meant as a command for the other shifters—they didn’t shift back to their human forms, just kept wary eyes on me. “Thank you for complying, Mr. Rex.”

I hung my head in defeat. “So what happens next?”

“Well, now that you’ve been relieved of your duties, you are free to move on to wherever your heart desires—away from the Dome.” I could hear the smug smile on Arthur’s face, but I refused to give him the satisfaction of looking at him. “You are no longer welcome on school grounds. And if you are caught attempting to return, you’ll find yourself under military imprisonment. Do I make myself clear?”

I clenched my jaw against the storm of emotions that raged inside me. Fury, indignation, sorrow, hopelessness… Backing down wasn’t in my nature, but I was outmatched and outwitted. Compliance was my only option—at least, for now.

“May I ask who my replacement is?” I sent Celeste a hopeful look, as she was easily the best candidate for the job.

A slight smirk—barely detectable—inched its way onto the general’s face. “Myself, of course. The Dome is now officially a militarized school. All teaching will be supervised by higher-ranking officers, and proper combat training will be taught to each student.”

My rage flared again. “You’re turning this place into a military school?”

“The future of the shifter world relies on the strength of the military. Why would we teach our students any other way?”

My mind raced. I had always known the school needed to have classes based around combat—I’d ensured it was an integral part of every student’s education. They had to know how to protect themselves from the vampire threat. But an advanced focus on military training? That had never been the plan. Our students—my students—deserved more than that.

I squared my shoulders, standing to my full height with pride. “I will go peacefully. But heed my advice, Arthur: you can’t force loyalty. You can try to beat obedience into these kids, but fear is not the same as respect, and one day, you will lose both. Just ask your son.”

A spark of fury lit fire in the general’s amber eyes, darkened only by the slightest shadow of doubt and insecurity, and I knew I had hit the nerve I’d been aiming for. It was the only crumb of satisfaction I would take with me in my defeat.

“May I speak, General?” Celeste said, her soprano voice pinging off the white walls before the general could lose his temper.

Arthur turned toward the head mermaid—the person I had come to love and trust as a sister as we made her vision of the Dome a reality—and nodded.

Celeste took several graceful steps forward. “Though it pains me to see you leave, Caesar, it is alarming you’ve had any vampire dealings at all. I know your past. Nevertheless, I can’t let you leave the school without help. No matter what has happened, you have done a lot for the lives of hundreds of shifters. They will be forever indebted to you. Therefore, I have opened an account for you and have supplied you with funds to help you get started on whatever life you decide to lead now.”

I wanted to spill everything to her right then and there. Of all the people I knew, she would be the only one who could understand what I was doing with Julian—minus the romantic element. 

But it was too late. Arthur had seen to that. Clearly, our years of working together had meant less to her than it had to me.

“A parting gift I didn’t agree with,” Lord Dracul added with irritation. “But Lady Celeste does make an excellent point. You have done well over the years.” He narrowed his eyes. “But even the best fruit can turn to rot.”

I forced myself to bridle my bubbling anger. Arthur’s abrasiveness was relentless.

“You may return to your office,” the general sighed, waving a hand over his shoulder that signaled his soldiers to shift back. “You have the rest of the afternoon to pack your belongings and say your goodbyes.”

I met his dismissive glare with all the challenge I couldn’t show otherwise and gave him a firm nod.

Arthur moved closer until he stood nose-to-nose with me and whispered, “You should have handed over Arya when I first asked.”

A snarl rose in my throat, and though I knew he was baiting me, I couldn’t just walk away.

“So that’s it,” I said loud enough for everyone in the simulation room to hear. “All of this because of the siren?”

Lord Dracul kept his maddening smirk as he moved away from me. “Lieutenant General Summers?”

I watched with disappointment as Igneaus stepped forward. I considered him a friend—I had been the one to give the man his teaching job at the Dome when he first found out his daughter was a shifter.

“You and the others will escort Mr. Rex back to his quarters and remain with him until he is prepared to depart,” Arthur continued. “Keep your sharp eye on him, will you?”

Igneaus saluted, and no pained expression formed on his freckled face. “It will be done, General.”

Arthur swept his hand forward as if he were dusting a dirty spot on a table. “Then escort away. The sooner he’s gone, the sooner we can improve the school.”

Again, Igneaus saluted, as did the other soldiers. “Come along, Caesar. Let’s get this over with.”

I had no choice. For all the talk of betrayal, the irony was not lost on me that I had been betrayed the deepest of all. So much for loyalty.
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Chapter 27
Arya

My Tuesday afternoon training with Ms. Heather had convinced me to tell Tobias about my…condition. She hadn’t said anything on the matter, but my lackluster performance with light manipulation this evening was evidence to both of us how heavily this secret was weighing on me. 

The past few days had been my most difficult yet. I couldn’t remember a time in my life when my hormones were so off-balance, when my emotions were so erratic, or when every sensation, even the dullest ones, felt so intense. And I was tired of carrying this alone. I needed to just come out with it. Now. 

The full moon was in a few days, and even through a mile of water, I could feel the prickle of an impending shift. The last thing I wanted was to lose control and turn in front of Tobias without warning.

I should have told him right away. The truth was, I was scared he wouldn’t want me after he found out. Ursas weren’t like the other weres. Hounds were cool to look at, and every mao I’d ever seen was just downright gorgeous. Ursas, though—they were terrifying!

I’d always wondered why they never let out their shifter in defense class or to show off like the other weres sometimes did. Hell, Jackson practically lived in his hound form. But then I saw one shift. I happened to look into the sim room when one of them was training yesterday, and I finally understood why. 

Ursas in their shifter form were mammoth, grisly creatures that could scare the pants off a skilled poacher. There was nothing pretty about them. And when they got angry, there was no limit to the destruction they could cause. That ursa had taken down an entire forest of redwoods. Sure, it had been in a simulation, but it was no less remarkable—or devastating.

A little voice in the back of my head whispered that Tobias would be disgusted with me if he found out. But I had to trust that what we had was stronger than that. Despite his random flakiness, we shared something...real. I felt it every time we were apart, and I saw it in his eyes whenever we were together.

Now, I had to put it to the test.

At this time on a Tuesday evening, Tobias should be playing the game I got him in the avian common room. So that’s where I headed, treading with purpose.

“Miss Walker, there you are,” boomed a commanding voice from across the hall.

I knew that voice.

I stopped and turned to see Tobias’s father marching toward me, an eerily satisfied smile on his face. As he came closer, I couldn’t quite pinpoint what about the smug smirk made him look so deadly. Except for maybe the wicked glint in his amber eyes, as if he had just won a very bloody battle.

“Good evening, sir,” I said, my tone flat with hesitation.

“You’re just the person I wanted to see,” he said as he stopped in front of me and clasped his hands.

“I–I am?” This can’t be good.

“Yes.” His smile widened as he put his arm around my shoulders in a gesture that assumed far too much familiarity. “I have taken the position as Director of the Dome, and as such, I will now be overseeing your training.”

“Wha—You—I—” I stammered, shaking my head in confusion that quickly escalated to concern. “What about Caesar?

“Yes, poor Caesar. He’s taking a personal leave of absence, and I’ve been chosen to take his place.” His chest was so puffed with pride that it almost looked swollen.

Caesar’s leaving? This didn’t feel right. He would have mentioned something to me or at least made some school-wide announcement.

“Is everything okay? With Caesar, I mean.”

“Everything is exactly the way it should be,” General Dracul said with a nod. “Now, about your training. Caesar and Celeste have been handling you with kid gloves for far too long. They don’t see the strong, independent woman I see when I look at you. They don’t realize that you can handle so much more. Your skills have not been nurtured as they deserve. We’re going to change that. I’ll train you myself every single day from now on. Starting tonight.”

“Tonight?” Every word that came out of his mouth filled me with anxiety. Caesar had said the general wanted to train me himself, and now, suddenly, Caesar was out of the picture, and General Dracul was the school director? Something smelled fishy, and it damn sure wasn’t me.

“Will that be a problem?” The way he asked made it clear he didn’t care if it was—that it would happen anyway.

I paused before shaking my head. “No, no problem. I just...” 

I was pretty sure that Tobias hadn’t yet told his father about the two of us being together. If he was going to be the director, he would find out very soon. Despite my better judgment to let Tobias be the one to tell him, I spit it out anyway, relinquishing control of my decisions to my inner ursa.

“I had plans to spend the evening with Tobias.”

The general dropped his hand from my shoulder and raised a thick black brow at me. “Tobias? My Tobias?” The scrutiny in his eyes was heavy.

“Yeah, we’re kind of dating,” I said with a shrug.

He threw back his head with a hearty laugh that made me jump. “Oh, my dear girl, that’s not possible.”

“Excuse me, but why not?” I snapped. 

The sting of insult festered inside my chest. What, I was good enough to be his weapon but not good enough to date his son? I knew my emotions were about to get the better of me again, but I was not about to take any discriminatory shit from this asshole. If he truly believed I was the siren of prophecy, then I was going to demand the respect that title deserved.

He put his hand on my shoulder again, and this time, I had to fight the temptation to release my talons and claw it off. “I know you think that Tobias was genuinely interested in you before, but that was only because he was following my orders.”

My heart squeezed as if someone had just punched me hard in the chest, and all my righteous anger evaporated. “What?”

He gave me a pout of false sympathy. “You see, when you arrived at this school, rumor had it that you were the siren from Celeste’s prophecy. Caesar and Celeste weren’t making any progress, and I needed to know with absolute certainty. So I tasked Tobias with getting close to you to find out if you were indeed who they suspected.”

My head was shaking as he spoke, my ears refusing to believe a single word that went through them.

That couldn’t be true. Tobias couldn’t have been using me like that. Not Tobias. And yet…

“When your siren abilities were discovered, I ordered Tobias to cut his ties with you,” General Dracul continued in his well-practiced patronizing tone. “Surely you understand why. You’re dangerous, my dear. Which is exactly why it’s imperative that I help you learn to control your powers. All of them.”

Every encounter Tobias and I ever had replayed in my mind. His initial disdain toward me, his repeated hot and cold behavior, the way he completely abandoned me when things got too heated on our first date. And the way he completely ignored me at the ball until his father wasn’t around. It was all starting to make sense.

My blood boiled inside my veins, making steam build beneath my clothes. A growing hatred for the general teased my already-unhinging grasp on my emotions, and the truth of Tobias’s betrayal threatened to let it loose completely.

“Perhaps Tobias wasn’t clear when he ended things,” the general suggested, as if discussing the weather. “He’s never been very good at dealing with emotional situations. I’ll have a talk with him about it.”

“That won’t be necessary,” I ground out, my voice deep with the weight of my anger and hurt. “Message received.”

“Excellent.” The general clapped his hands. “I want you at the Defense Room at seven o’clock sharp. Be prepared to train late into the night.”

He marched away with a spring in his step, and I was left to stand alone in the middle of the empty hall.

I clenched my fists so hard that my nails cut into my palms. Every muscle in my body was tense with rage, creating a constant state of oddly satisfying pain. All I could feel was the overwhelming need to break something. Everything. Smash it all into itty-bitty pieces.

That bastard never really liked me. He had only been following Daddy’s orders. All those times he had brushed me off were his true colors bleeding through the mask of his princely duties. He really was the unfeeling robot I always teased him of being.

But then, why stay with me after his dad ordered him to stop? Was it just to keep enjoying the perks of my body? String me along for as long as he could until his new toy was taken away?

Every intimate moment we shared, every sweet memory we made, was now stained with deceit and heartache. It was all a fucking lie! 

I hated him—more than I had ever hated anyone in my entire life.

My body was no longer my own as my feet stomped down the hall. My vision was fogged and tinted with red, and I existed only as the singular desire to vent the rage that consumed me. Suddenly, I found myself in front of the greenhouse—the greenhouse, the place where I had decided to let Tobias in.

Without a moment’s hesitation, I clutched the handle of the door and pulled, wrenching it completely off its hinges. Frayed wires snapped and hissed in confusion as the connection that kept the doors locked outside of school hours severed. 

I paid them no mind. Or rather, I had no mind with which to pay them. I took one look at the spot where I had sat on Tobias’s lap, and everything went blank.

When next the fog cleared, I was standing in the wreckage of the once-vibrant vegetable and herb garden. Water spurted from broken irrigation lines. Shards of glass and smashed pottery littered the ground, covered in the green shreds of what used to be healthy plants. And mixed into the debris were frayed fragments of the black colored fabric that no longer covered my sweaty body.

Over the sound of my own snarling, I heard someone say my name behind me. I snapped my head in that direction.

Mr. Sharp stood in the vandalized doorway, Mr. Inari standing skittishly behind him.

At the startled looks in their wide eyes, my temper started to cool, my grizzled breath easing. Slowly, I realized what I’d done. I’d destroyed the greenhouse. And I was now naked in front of two male professors.

My panting quickly turned into whimpering hyperventilation as guilt crushed me and shame reddened every inch of my exposed skin. “Omigod, what did I do?”

“It’s okay, Arya,” Mr. Sharp soothed, stepping over the rubble as he pulled off his shirt and held it up to shield my torso from his own eyes. “These things happen during first shifts. Not usually to school property, but they do happen. Luckily, there was no one here. Let’s get you to Ms. Heather.”

I accepted his shirt with the greatest gratitude, hugging the item around myself. Thankfully, due to Mr. Sharp’s rather massive size, it wrapped around me like a blanket, covering from my collarbone to the tops of my thighs.

“B–but w–what ab–bout all this?” I was trembling so violently I could barely speak. It was all I could do not to break down, I was so filled with self-loathing.

“Once you’ve calmed down, we can deal with cleaning up the mess,” Mr. Sharp said, leading me out of what remained of the greenhouse. “Isn’t that right, Kai?”

“Yes, of course.” Mr. Inari said the words with a dazed look, staring at the destruction before him.

“Come, let’s get you taken care of,” Mr. Sharp urged.

I allowed his enormous hands to push me forward. I was feeling so much that I didn’t really feel anything at all. It was all white noise at this point.

I had thrown a tantrum and destroyed one of the Dome’s vital resources. Everyone at the school depended on those plants, and I’d ripped them to pieces. Over a boy.

Still, my hatred for Tobias lingered like rot in an orchard, tainting everything within. I had been so certain we were somehow cosmically linked. Fated. What a foolish fucking idiot I had been.

It was all a lie.

Tobias had manipulated me. Lied to me. Used me just as he had used other girls before me. He was just as horrible of a human being as his father. They may be dragons by birth, but they were snakes in practice.

Part of me wished he had been the receiver of my rage instead of the greenhouse. He deserved it.

I never wanted to see him again. And if he was as smart as he boasted, he would stay far, far away.
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Chapter 28
Tobias

I should’ve flown home.

It was the middle of the afternoon, and it wasn’t exactly discrete to be shifting into an enormous dragon in the middle of suburbia—although, it would’ve been fun to see the expressions of Shea and her family from the window if I had.

Still, I should have. I could’ve turned invisible before taking off.

But I didn’t, and the new Uber driver drove at least five miles under the speed limit the entire way back to Chicago.

I wanted to rip my hair out.

In fact, I diverted the destination to the end of the L line and opted to ride the subway the rest of the way to the Dome. Dusk was descending quickly, but no vampire would dare confront me now. Nothing would keep me from getting to Arya.

For the first time ever, I didn’t need to be cautious with my feelings. I didn’t need to hold back and prevent my heart from giving itself away. For the first time ever, I had hope that I’d get hers in return.

I continued to stare at my palm as the subway rushed back in the direction of the Dome. My hand looked the same—not that I expected it to look different—but I somehow felt different. Like I could hurl myself off the cliff I’d stood firmly on the edge of for eighteen years—fingers gripped around the guard rail—and actually allow myself to fall.

Part of me felt that I already had, but that was nearly impossible. Arya still had feelings for me the last time I saw her, so it couldn’t have happened yet. Plus, as close as I was, truly falling in love with Arya might still take a bit of time. People didn’t change overnight.

Either way, I was anxious to see her.

I was ready to tell her everything. I would tell her about my father’s assignment when she first arrived at the Dome. That I’d been tasked with befriending her to find out if she was the siren from the prophecy, but that she truly had become my friend. 

I’d tell her that my father wanted me to seduce her to get the information, but I’d grown real feelings for her. 

I would tell her that my father then ordered me to cut ties with her, but I’d asked her to be my girlfriend instead. I hoped the latter would redeem me from all my former transgressions and lies at the beginning of our relationship.

I would tell her about the curse. That it prevented me from allowing myself to fall too deeply for her—because I was terrified. And that it had driven my behavior more than I’d like to admit. I hadn’t always treated her the way I should. And I wasn’t proud of it. I would apologize for all of it, lay my heart on the table for her to either butcher or keep.

And then...I would tell her that I’d gone to Shea, her trusted friend, who had finally lifted the curse.

Not just for me, but for my entire family.

I made a mental note to call Mom later, even if I needed to be realistic about the timing of my parent’s situation. Lifting the curse wouldn’t change Arthur’s personality, but I knew he had a heart under all that pride and arrogance. He loved me and Tamara in his own way, and he had respect for Octavia. It just might take a little bit of time for the love part to happen.

As soon as I entered the vault door, I went in search of Arya. I held firm to the invisible tether that kept me bound to her and let it pull me to her. I could finally be the protector the imprint demanded of me. I could be everything she needed me to be. I could—

My thoughts and my body came to a halt at once as I came onto the lawn and turned to the crowd of students toward the left.

One of the greenhouses had been reduced to a pile of wreckage. Glass and structure scattered and smashed. Limp greens and dirt peppered the obvious destruction. It looked like an ursa had a tantrum. 

Whatever happened, I was distracted from my linear thinking and walked up to Mr. Sharp, who embraced a clearly upset Mrs. Sharp.

“It was an ursa,” said Shawn—a dragon who often sparred with me in defense. He stood gawking at the scene.

“Figured,” I said. “Who was it?”

Shawn shrugged. “A new one, clearly.”

I scoffed in agreement. Ursas could be volatile. It wasn’t exactly noteworthy, just presented an issue for the teachers to prevent future property damage. 

An irrational fear shot through my heart—could Arya have been close when it happened?

No, if Arya had been hurt, I’d have sensed it. I hated that she was always my first concern when faced with news of an accident, especially when the facts proved otherwise. It was maddening. 

And the imprint wasn’t leading me here. It was tugging me toward the southern end of the Dome, likely the Defense Room. I’d had enough of this distraction, so I left without a word and followed the tug.

When I’d gotten halfway across the lawn, I caught sight of the silky dark hair exiting the back door of the Defense Room.

Her name stuck in my throat, and my palms felt clammy as my pace stalled to stop. I was nervous to see her. Everything that had happened and everything I planned to say in the next few minutes had my stomach twisting into knots. So much had changed, and she had no idea about any of it.

Swallowing loudly, I clenched my fists, then took a deep breath. I had no idea how she would take my confessions, but I also planned to tell her that I was falling in love with her. I hoped that would soften the blow of everything else.

“Arya!” I finally called, the smile on my face genuine and big—and borderline giddy.

She stopped her stride toward the main building and stiffened. A jolt of trepidation shot through me, and I met her in a few quick strides. 

Something’s wrong.

When she turned to face me, the expression she wore was the last I ever wanted to see on her face. It was full of grief and fury, and I somehow knew it was there for me. 

Her hand whipped across my cheek before I knew what happened, the smack echoing off the glass dome. Orange and purple flashes zinged my vision for a split second, but the resounding sting of my skin was nothing compared to the jab in my heart. 

I recovered quickly but instinctively rubbed my cheek as tears rolled down either side of Arya’s beautiful face.

The wrongness of this situation wedged itself between my ribs.

“I hate you!” she hissed, her lips trembling in their grimace.

Those three words struck me like a speeding freight train, the enormity of the situation slamming into me with earth-shattering force.

No. No, no, no.

That cliff I thought I’d been so firmly planted on? The one I thought would be difficult to jump from because I’d held onto the guardrail for too long? I was pretty sure the damned hope from Shea’s pseudo-spell severed that handhold before blasting me right off the rock.

I was in love with Arya.

I’d finally fallen in love. I’d finally done the one thing I swore I’d never do. I finally felt everything my mother surely felt for my father.

And Arya hated me.

The curse wasn’t broken. My foolishness triggered it instead.

The spell hadn’t worked.

“Don’t look so surprised,” she snarled through her tears. “I know.”

Another jolt of deepest pain shredded through my chest as I tried to comprehend her words.

“Ca–can we talk?” I pleaded in a weak and desperate tone I had never heard from myself. 

She jerked away when I reached for her arm. I hadn’t even realized that I’d reached out to touch her. The feelings had taken such a hold that I no longer had complete control of my actions. I was merely a puppet for my chaotic and crumbling emotions.

“What’s the point?” she snapped, throwing her arms into the air. “Your father explained it all.”

I frowned in destitute confusion. “My father?”

“Arthur?” She folded her arms across her chest, tears still on her cheeks, although she’d regained some composure. “Lord Dracul? The General? He told me everything.”

I staggered back a step, then side-stepped to lean against the side of the building. The concrete was cool through the back of my shirt, offering me a grounding effect.

This was really happening.

She stalked toward me like a lioness cornering a wounded lamb. “He ordered you to become my friend when I came to the school.”

I nodded once. I’d planned to tell her all of this. There was no point denying it. “That’s true.”

Her eyes widened for a split second, but her surprise was immediately replaced by the former fury.

“It’s true,” she whispered. “That you were only pretending to be my friend in order to find out if I was ‘the siren.’” She used air quotes and a sarcastic tone for the last phrase.

“That was how it started, but that’s not how it continued,” I defended.

“Oh, and how did it continue?” she asked in a mocking tone, cocking her head to one side. “You decided to stick around and see how many times you could fuck me?”

“No, it wasn’t like that—” I began, but she cut me off.

“You know, one thing I don’t understand is why you asked me to be your girlfriend after your asshole dad told you to break it off with me. Why continue this fucking game if you didn’t have to? Was I just that pathetic and easy?”

“No!” I shouted, carried away by my desperation to get her to hear me over her own tirade. “You don’t understand. This thing between us may have started out as an assignment, but I grew to really care about you, to lo—”

“Don’t you dare say the word,” she snapped, stomping forward and jabbing her index finger into my chest. “You’re a selfish, entitled manipulator. You’re no better than your dictator of a father. I can’t trust a fucking word that comes out of either of your mouths.”

“Arya, please.” I reached for her hand. 

Again, she jerked it away. 

“Stay the fuck away from me, or you’ll end up in worse shape than that goddamn greenhouse,” she warned, pointing a threatening finger at me.

I blanched at her, both at her declaration and her strange comment about the greenhouse. She needed to know this one last thing.

“I can’t do that,” I said thickly. “I’ve imprinted on you. I know you must feel it, too. If I don’t stay close to you…”

The words died on my tongue. I couldn’t finish the sentence. It seemed like another manipulation, even if it was devastatingly true.

“Oh, that is rich!” she shouted. “Now your story is that you imprinted on me? You just don’t fucking give up, do you? Well, you know what? I actually hope it’s true. Because I can’t think of a more perfect revenge than for you to actually die from my rejection.”

Then she turned on a heel and stomped away.

I couldn’t go after her. The pure hatred and anger in her last statement stole every ounce of will and hope from me.

She really did hate me. It wasn’t just disinterest like what my father felt for my mother. She wanted me to die.

As she disappeared into the main building, I slid my back against the wall behind me until I slumped onto the ground.

Then, for the first time since I was a child, before my father had beaten the act out of me, I buried my face in my hands and cried.
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Chapter 29
Tobias

I disappeared to the one place I’d been avoiding since the invisible dragon incident. 

The sim room. 

I would’ve preferred flying in the real world, specifically deep in the Alps, where I could disappear for hours—or days—but it was past sunset, and I couldn’t summon the energy or motivation to sneak out. An unusual commotion was happening around the school, and I suspected my father had something to do with it since several of his military minions were milling around.

But whatever it was didn’t concern me. Nothing concerned me anymore. I just wanted to be left alone. 

Two of the corporals were guarding the sim room, but they merely nodded when I walked in. If someone was banned from the room, it wasn’t me.

I tapped the command on the pad, then entered the room and stripped down to nothing. I didn’t give two fucks who saw me naked. Nothing mattered anymore.

I shifted into my dragon as the room began to darken. Some small, broken part of me had hoped that the pain would lessen in my dragon form, that the replacement of scales over skin would strengthen my beaten and shattered heart. But no. There would never be reprieve from this agony. And it would only get worse.

I flew through the blackness, my powerful wings pushing against invisible air when the scene should have had none. A large orange-and-yellow swirling planet lay before me, but I positioned it behind me. It was beautiful and didn’t match my mood, so I didn’t even allow it to make an appearance in my peripheral vision. The only illumination came from the tiny lights of faraway stars—mere pinpricks—not enough to really pierce the abyss around me.

My scales were also black—the perfect camouflage, though I needed none in the darkness.

Space wasn’t somewhere even a dragon could go, and this simulation was most likely one of the masterpieces Mr. Inari created for entertainment purposes only, which meant I didn’t have to expect any form of enemies to appear.

It was one of the many reasons I chose this one.

So I groaned when I felt the presence of another creature to my right. Maybe some modifications had been added?

Relying on my extensive training and muscle memory, I pretended I didn’t notice the intruder and waited until the being was closer. Then, I veered right and extended my talons to immediately grip the simulated enemy.

I blew a breath of fire to shed light on my attacker and strategize the quickest way to dispatch whatever it was. I nearly lost my grip at the familiarity of the deep red scales on a dragon that looked a lot like Niko.

“Hey!” It was Niko.

I released my grip and dropped into the abyss until I hit the sim room floor, then scrambled to end the program and shifted back.

Niko dropped seconds after I did and returned to human form as the scene melted back to reveal the stark white walls.

“Don’t sneak up on me like that!” I barked, stalking toward my friend, who still flipped red scales into skin.

“I thought you knew I was here,” Niko said with a smirk.

“How could I know?” I shouted.

Niko kept his tone cool despite my misplaced fury. “Because you nodded when I asked if I could join you? Remember?”

I ran a hand through my hair, gripping it tightly and scrunching my eyes closed. I didn’t remember, but I also didn’t exactly remember starting the simulation. I’d flipped a switch to auto-Tobias-mode the instant I walked into the Defense Room.

But now that I thought about it, I vaguely remembered Niko’s tense smile when I’d entered. Niko was stressed about something, and I probably figured he could use a flight, too.

“I guess?” I muttered. “I don’t know.” 

I walked to retrieve my clothes from the corner, which were in a pile next to Niko’s, and pulled them back on.

“Everything alright?” Niko asked, then pulled a gray sweatshirt over his head.

I stepped back into my jeans. “Arya hates me.”

He frowned. “How did that happen? I thought things were going great between you two.”

I sighed and explained without looking up at him. “Apparently, Arthur told her about assigning me to befriend her. She thinks everything between us was a lie.”

He was quiet for a moment, the only sounds in the room those of our rustling clothes as we finished getting dressed.

“Is that why she destroyed the greenhouse?” Niko asked solemnly.

I felt my eyes—and the crack in my heart—widen. “That was her?” That explained her weird comment about it. But how did she manage it? Did she really hate me that much? “How?”

“Apparently, she’s also an ursa.” Niko shrugged like it wasn’t huge news to find out that the siren/mermaid/harpy was also a werebear. “It was her first shift, from what I’ve been told.”

“Huh.” I didn’t have any other words, let alone thoughts, about it. In the past, I would have been fascinated to hear of such a shifter. I would’ve asked a thousand questions and done a ton of research on the subject. 

But this was Arya. She’d long ago gone from a shifter who made me curious to a woman who made me crazy and protective and clearly willing to break a curse I vowed never to trigger.

Apparently, she hated me so much that she would destroy school property because it reminded her of me. That was the first place we bonded after our attack, the last place we’d been before she decided to sleep with me.

“And not to add more to your plate,” Niko added. “But your father has taken over the school.”

I whipped my head toward Niko, who shrugged. “What about Caesar?”

“He’s being removed,” Niko said awkwardly, as if that was the most delicate way he had of saying what we both knew to be a hostile takeover.

“On what grounds?” I asked. I knew my dad could be especially persuasive, but there was no way the other professors would side against Caesar.

“There’s been evidence against him that he was working with a vampire,” Niko replied.

I slumped against the wall and slid to the floor, a maniacal laugh bubbling up out of my throat. My shoulders racked, and my ribs clenched with the insane sound that shook out of me, and I gave into it even as humorless tears trickled from my eyes.

I felt the graze of Niko’s body as he sat beside me. “Are you okay, man?”

“No,” I barked a laugh, slapping my knee. “Nothing is okay. I’m the son of a fucking psycho!”

Laughter peeled out my tight throat, sounding like a hoarse shriek. 

“He’s managed to frame the only person who actually gives a damn about any of us, he’s taken over the school so that he can control the only woman I’ve ever cared about, and he’s ensured that I triggered our curse so that I can once again be his obedient soldier!”

My voice was so high-pitched, even I couldn’t understand the words I was saying.

“Curse?” Niko asked. “What curse?”

I bit down on my lips to try to stifle the laughter, taking deep breaths through my nose to regain control of my lungs. When the fit had finally subsided, I wiped at my watery eyes with the backs of my hands.

“There’s a curse on my family,” I explained flippantly because I no longer cared about guarding the secret. Fuck Claudette Dracul. Fuck the witches who cast it. And, above all, fuck my father. “Any Dracul who falls in love with an outsider, and vice versa, is doomed to have that love forever unrequited. My asshole sperm donor made sure I was no exception.”

“Wait,” Niko said. “Does that mean you’re in love with Arya?”

“That’s your question after all that?” I asked, feeling the laughter begin to shake my ribcage once more.

“But you imprinted on her. Dude, if you can’t be with her, you’ll—”

“Die? Yep!” I gave in to the laughter once more. “Why do you think I fought it so hard? I tried several times to sever my imprint, none of which worked. I even went so far as to ask Arya’s witch friend to help me break the curse. I was just there a few hours ago, and she performed a countercurse, but apparently it didn’t work. So I’m totally fucked! Isn’t that funny?”

“No, man.” Niko shook his head, sorrow and sympathy scrunching his features. “That’s just about the worst thing I’ve ever heard.”

“I know!” I squealed. I was really losing it, but what did it matter? What did I really have left to lose, aside from myself?

Niko fisted the front of my shirt and pulled me toward him. “You can’t just let it end like this, Tobias. You may have given up, but I’m not just going to sit back and watch my best friend waste away from an unfulfilled imprint.”

“Oh, yeah? And what are you going to do about it?” I countered through giggles. “You haven’t even fixed your own fucked up love life. How are you going to fix mine?”

He glared at me, then nodded. “You know what, you’re right. But I’m not fucking around anymore.”

He rose to his feet with purpose.

“I’m going to win Ashlyn back, and then I’m going to help you clean up this mess you’re in.”

He strode out of the room, and I called back after him, “Good luck!”

I really did hope he succeeded. If my complete and utter failure was what it took to encourage him to fight for his love, then at least it wasn’t a total loss. But regardless of the outcome, nothing would change for me. The curse couldn’t be broken, and the imprint couldn’t be severed. I was a lost cause. End of story.

I continued to sit there, staring at the opposite wall as the increasing pain in my soul silenced the laughter. I didn’t know how much time had passed, and I also didn’t care. I didn’t have anywhere to be. The only place I wanted to be, that my body urged me to seek, was the one place I couldn’t go.

The tap of a polished shoe against the side of my sneaker roused me from my stupor, but I wasn’t going to give him the benefit of my attention.

“My soldiers said you were having some kind of mental breakdown,” Arthur said. “Surely, you’re not so broken up over a silly girl.”

I breathed a laugh through my nose. “You have no idea what you’ve done.”

He strolled into the room, his shoes clacking against the smooth floor. “I warned you not to be a fool. Love is not meant for us, Tobias. I thought you knew better. I only hope that I chased her away before she got her claws into your heart.”

I dragged my eyes up his body to lock eyes with him. And I smiled wickedly. “I imprinted on her.”

He held my gaze for a long moment, his smug expression slowly sliding away as realization sank in. He shook his head. “No.”

“Yep,” I said, lazily folding my arms over my chest. “And maybe it’s true that your intentions were to save me from the curse. More likely, you already knew I was falling for her and wanted to ensure I didn’t escape the same fate as you and everyone else in our fucked up family. Whatever the reason, by pulling your little strings with Arya, you’ve just ensured the slow, inevitable death of your only son.”

His breathing began to speed up as the wrinkles in his forehead deepened. “No. No, that can’t be.”

I shrugged as I stumbled to my feet. If Arthur was going to insist on being here, then I was going anywhere else. “Who knows, maybe Mom will give you another one. But I wouldn’t count on it.”

I pushed past him and strode out of the room. I didn’t know where I was going. But it gave me more pleasure than I thought I’d ever feel again to know that I was leaving him with the consequences of his selfish choices, even if one of them was my destruction.
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Chapter 30
Caesar

The world was a blur.

Conversations fluttered around me, muddled and muted. My mind couldn’t concentrate as I packed a bag—the same bag I used almost a week ago when I traveled to Canada in search of gryphons.

The trip had been a failure, at least in its intended purposes, but it had brought me closer to a witch and a vampire, two beings that shifters hated above all others.

This was the reason we were at war. Not because vampires were pure evil and witches were untrustworthy. It was because no one was willing to trust each other. But if there was anything I had learned, it was that we were stronger together.

I might have failed to share that knowledge with my fellow shifters as Director of the Dome, but I wasn’t done fighting yet.

Pulling the zipper around the last of my belongings, I looked up at Igneaus Summers, the Shifter Politics and Phoenix Mastery teacher. “I need to speak with someone before I go.”

Igneaus looked down his nose at me as if I was inferior to him. At this moment, it was hard to believe those same eyes had ever regarded me with respect.

“Lord Dracul is allowing you to say your goodbyes,” Igneaus said. The other four shifters from the military were present, staring at me with expressions of contempt. “We will escort you to whoever you desire to speak with. But know that the more people you speak to, the more likely it is that word will get out about your traitorous actions.”

I had been around the school long enough to know that word of my vampire dealings would get out in no time at all. There would be grand speculations about my involvement with the blood suckers. Rumors would likely spread that I’d had a hand in Hadrian’s attack on Arya and her friends. I was only glad I wouldn’t be around to hear any of it.

“How gracious,” I deadpanned. “Will you send for Arya Walker?”

The phoenix shifter tilted his head and studied me. “Of all the people in the school, you desire to speak to a student?”

I nodded. “If she’s the only one I get to speak to before I leave, I’ll consider that enough.”

Igneaus didn’t immediately respond but continued staring at me as if debating whether or not he should send for Arya.

“Please,” I said, injecting humility into my tone. “There are things I’ve been meaning to tell her.”

Igneaus sighed heavily. “I don’t think General Dracul would approve of such a visit.” He held up a finger. “But...like Celeste said, you’ve done a lot for the shifter world. If this is the last time you get to talk to her, then I’ll see it done.”

I nodded in thanks. At least my years of dedication and loyalty had amounted to something.

He tapped rapidly on his smartwatch and looked back at me. “I sent her an emergency summons.” His watch blinked with a green light, indicating she was on her way.

“Thank you,” I said, taking one last look around the room I had called home for the last seven years.

A moment later, the door of my quarters flung open, making me jump and spin in that direction. The five military shifters leaped protectively in front of me, taking defensive stances.

Over their bulky shoulders, I saw a seething Kai, his chest rising and falling rapidly, and his face flushed a wild crimson.

“What the hell is going on here?”

“Mr. Inari—” Igneaus started.

“Don’t Mr. Inari me, you fire-spitting pigeon. Has the shifter world gone mad? First, one of our greenhouses gets destroyed, and now Caesar gets ousted for supposed vampire dealings?”

“Watch your tongue, Kai,” Igneaus cautioned. “That kind of disrespect will not be tolerated here at the Dome.”

“Respect?” Kai replied incredulously. “Do you honestly think I care about respect right now? The greatest shifter of our time is being thrown out of the one place that needs him the most. Well, if you throw him out, I’m going with him.”

My heart swelled at hearing my life-long friend speaking so boldly. Kai and I had been through so much together. We’d bled together, killed together, lost loved ones together. Our shared trauma had made us brothers, but as much as I loved him in that moment, I didn’t want to risk him getting incriminated right alongside me.

“Kai, don’t do this,” I said softly, even as I threw him an appreciative look. “The school needs you.”

Kai whirled on me, pushing through the soldiers that were each easily twice his size. “Don’t even start. Lord Dracul is the last person I’d ever work for. Can you imagine me having to report to his resting dick face on a daily basis? No. I’ve already submitted my resignation, and I’ve packed my bags. I’m coming with you.”

My heart warmed and broke at the same time as I looked sadly into my friend’s eyes. I knew there was no changing his mind, and maybe this would be a good thing. But was Kai really willing to follow me where I was going?

“Kai, are you sure you want to do this?” I asked. “While I appreciate the gesture, I’m not sure you’re prepared to follow me this time.”

He gripped my upper arms firmly. “Brother, there is no place I wouldn’t follow you, whether it’s a brothel in Tijuana or the pits of Hell.”

I laughed, remembering that unfortunate misadventure in recruiting our current Mao Mastery teacher, Vauna Vex.

“Besides, it’s already done,” Kai added. 

Igneaus had pulled out his phone and was flicking his finger as he read. “The poor fool’s right! He’s no longer listed as an active teacher.”

“Which means your military tech will be going down in quality,” Kai quipped, and I couldn’t help but smirk.

A small cough came from just behind the seething kitsune, and my eyes fell on the next visitor.

“Arya!” I said, painting a smile on my face. It was harder than I expected. “Come in, come in.”

Her eyes were red like she’d been crying recently, and her hair had been thrown into a messy ponytail, with strands jutting out this way and that. She looked tired and hunched over as if she were carrying a bag of bricks on her back. And metaphorically, she was.

Kai stepped to the side, and Arya timidly entered the hostile space. Her anxiety was justified: she’d been summoned to a room containing five military soldiers.

“Igneaus,” I said, turning to the lieutenant general. “One last favor. May I have a moment alone with Arya?”

Igneaus shook his head. “You heard General Dracul’s orders, Caesar. We’re supposed to keep tabs on you until you’ve left the Dome.”

I sighed. “That’s why I’m asking you as a friend, not a prison guard. It will only take a moment, and then I’ll be out of your hair for good.”

He mulled it over for a moment, chewing his bottom lip. “Five minutes. You get five minutes with the girl, and then you’re done.”

“Sir,” one of the other soldiers—the naga—said, “I must question such an allowance. General Dracul explicitly—”

“It’s not an allowance, Captain Bender,” Igneaus growled. “It’s an order.”

The four shifter soldiers saluted, then spilled out of the room. Igneaus followed behind them but turned around once he reached the door’s threshold. “Your time starts now.”

I nodded, then looked at Kai. “The same goes for you. I’ll be done in a bit. Why don’t you go and get your things, then come back?”

Kai still looked as if he were ready to shoot volts of electricity at anybody who got too close, but he nodded and swept out of the room, closing the door behind him.

I had to make this quick, but I also had to be gentle with her. The girl looked like she was about to shatter.

“Arya, you seem distraught. Is everything okay?”

Her emotions were so raw, my words seemed to be the final blow to the cracking dam, and she burst into heavy sobs. 

Instinctively, I went to her and drew her into an embrace. She stood stiffly but rested her head on my chest as fresh tears soaked into my shirt.

“Hey, it’s going to be okay,” I said soothingly, both for her sake and my own.

“Nothing is okay,” Arya sobbed, shaking her head against my chest.

Did she already know I was leaving? Surely, she wasn’t this sad over my departure.

“What’s wrong?” I asked softly.

She sniffled. “It feels like the world is falling apart.”

I nodded in agreement but didn’t vocalize it.

“I’m an ursa,” she said as a fresh sob released. “And I destroyed one of the greenhouses. And you’re leaving the Dome!” Her body trembled. “And Tobias lied to me.”

Her shoulders shook against me, and I held her closer, providing as much comfort as I could. The bit about her being an ursa was something I’d been meaning to discuss with her but hadn’t had the time. Ms. Heather had explicitly told me that she needed space and rest as she dealt with her new shift. And Kai had gone off about a greenhouse being ruined—now I knew who the culprit was. As for the general’s son...

“Why are you leaving?” she wept. “Is it because of me? You can’t handle teaching me anymore?”

“No, of course not,” I whispered as I patted down her hair. “Quite the opposite, really.”

“Then why?”

I was running out of time.

“I’ve been forced to leave the Dome for reasons beyond my control,” I admitted. “I’m sure you’ll hear the rumors soon enough. General Dracul has decided that changes need to be made, and that is why I asked for you to come here to speak with me before I leave.”

She stepped back from me and looked up, her eyes shimmering with tears.

“Do not trust Arthur Dracul,” I whispered. “He seeks to weaponize you. He doesn’t see you as a person. He wants to use you against the vampires, even if it means it ends in your death.”

“He’s already spoken to me,” she said with a nod. “He wants to personally train me every day from now on.”

My heart thudded for her obvious angst over the matter.

I sighed. “I’m sure you will learn much. But don’t let him own you, and above all, don’t let him break you. You are so much stronger than he will ever give you credit for. Don’t be afraid to wield that power over him if you need to.”

She nodded, then looked up at me with tired, worried eyes. “I don’t know if I can do any of this, Caesar. I’m not ready to be a soldier, much less a weapon.”

I placed my hand on her shoulder. “I know. Those of us who are called to greatness are never ready for it, and that’s how I know you’re the most worthy person for the job. I have always believed in you. And I will always be ready to fight by your side.”

Her bottom lip trembled, and she sucked it between her teeth.

There was a knock at the door, and Igneaus reentered, along with the other soldiers. “Time’s up, Caesar.”

I turned hastily back to Arya. “If you ever need me for any reason, my personal contact is in your tablet.”

“Now, Caesar,” Igneous barked.

“But if all else fails, call Shea,” I added in a rush.

“Shea?” she asked as the imposing phoenix marched toward her.

“I’ll explain later—”

Igneaus grabbed Arya’s upper arm and attempted to drag her out of the room.

“Let go of me!” she snapped, jerking her arm to no avail.

“Stay strong!” I called after her as Igneaus forcefully tugged her through the doorway.

My door closed with resounding finality. I hated leaving her like this. She was our greatest hope for peace in our world, and if Arthur had his way, he’d destroy her before she ever got the chance.

But what choice did I have? My cards had been dealt, and my only option was to play the hand I’d been given.
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Chapter 31
Ashlyn

What started out as a day of empowerment had quickly become an evening of chaos and mayhem. With the millions of rumors floating around the Dome, it was more difficult than usual to regulate my emotions.

“I heard Arya demanded to be the director of the school.”

“Someone told me they're shutting down the Dome, and everyone has to go home.”

“Caesar went full gryphon on Lord Dracul and was sent to military prison.”

None of the stories made sense, and I knew most of it was total bullshit. But still, I needed answers. I had a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach, and everyone’s idiotic ravings only made it worse.

The school was overrun with military soldiers, and I decided to find my father. If anyone would be able to tell me the truth about what was going on, it would be him.

As I made my way down the stairs from the avian common room, I saw him marching past…with Caesar and Mr. Inari carrying suitcases in front of him, the lot of them surrounded by a host of guards. What the hell?

I skipped down the stairs and ran to catch up to them. “Dad, what’s going on?”

He looked at me but didn’t stop or slow his stride. “I’m escorting Misters Rex and Inari to the platform.”

“Okay, I can see that, but why?” I demanded, my short legs practically jogging to keep pace with the entourage. 

Caesar didn’t look at me, and neither did anyone else. They all wore somber expressions. Something was definitely wrong.

“There’s been a change in leadership,” Ignaeus said. “As Mr. Rex has proven unfit to direct the school, General Dracul has taken the position upon himself.”

“Unfit? What the hell does that mean?”

“That’s none of your concern, Ashlyn,” he said dismissively.

I ran in front of him and came to a stop, forcing him to stop, too. “The hell it isn’t. Caesar has done great things for every single person at this school, including you. Or have you forgotten that you owe your teaching position to him?”

Ignaeus didn’t respond, only scowled down at me.

“It’s okay, Ashlyn,” Caesar said. “Everything is going to be fine. Just taking a sabbatical, that’s all.” The sad look he gave me said that we both knew this was a lie.

But what could I do about it? Even if I was the lieutenant general’s daughter, I had no authority of my own. I was just another student.

My father pushed past me and continued to escort the two professors to the main entrance as I just watched helplessly.

“Ashlyn.”

I turned to see Niko coming up beside me. My heart did that stupid skitter thing again, and I frowned in denial of its presence. 

He just stood next to me, and we both watched my father usher Caesar and Kai out the vault door.

“This is bullshit,” I muttered.

“They found video footage of Caesar having secret meetings with a vampire in a nearby diner,” he informed softly. “And General Dracul discovered text correspondence with said vampire dating back months.”

I folded my arms and jutted my hips. “I bet it’s all bullshit.”

“Actually, Caesar admitted to it,” Niko said. “He said this vampire was a rogue, helping him against Hadrian.”

I considered that for a moment. Caesar, trust a vampire? From what little I knew about Caesar, I did at least know how much he hated vampires. Was there actually any truth to this?

Even if there was, I didn’t necessarily see the harm in it. It would be smart for us to have a vampire spy on our side. Caesar, of all people, would be diplomatic enough to see the value in that, despite his prejudices. Apparently, no one else could see past theirs.

“He doesn’t deserve to be booted out for that,” I mumbled as the crowd in the Great Hall got thicker.

“I agree,” he mumbled back. “Can I talk to you in private?”

I looked at him sideways, debating whether or not to indulge his request. “Fine,” I eventually agreed.

He tipped his head toward the library, and I reluctantly followed him through the mass of students.

The library was mercifully empty, the hum of gossip silencing as the door closed behind us. I already felt better being away from all that. But being alone with Niko in this nostalgic space had my guard rising to my defense. He continued toward our secret spot, but I stopped.

“Okay, what’s this about?” I asked, refusing to go any further until I knew his intentions.

He spun and came back toward me, the vulnerability and sincerity on his face chipping away at my walls.

“Well, I guess we can just do this here,” he said, looking around the library for signs of eavesdroppers. “I was an idiot, Ash.”

My heart fluttered again, but I kept my expression blank with a touch of snark. “Go on.”

He chuckled, a nervous wobble to the sound that admittedly tugged on my heart. “I should never have let you walk away in anger, should never have suggested any kind of break. I thought it would be easier for us to handle the distance, but I was so wrong.”

“Especially considering you’ve spent most of your internship here at the school,” I quipped. “I can’t seem to get rid of you.”

He grimaced. “I know, and I had no idea things were going to turn out that way. But I should’ve trusted that not even months and miles apart would shake what we had. What I hope we can have again.”

I arched an eyebrow at him, keeping my lips in a flat line even as my pulse was escalating with hope.

“I’m so sorry for everything I did,” he went on. “I’m sorry for storming out on you, for acting like a jealous asshole about Jackson and saying the things I did at the ball. I didn’t mean any of it, and I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you if you’re willing to give me a second chance.”

My walls had pretty much disintegrated to dust at this point, but I stubbornly wasn’t willing to give in so easily. 

“How do I know you won’t dump me again at the first sign of trouble?” I asked, hands on my hips. “How do I know that you’ll be serious this time?”

He twisted his lips, looking sadly down at me, and he looked so damn adorable. “Well, I guess you don’t. The only thing I can do to prove it to you is to show you. I can make you all kinds of promises, tell you that I haven’t stopped thinking about you since the day we met, tell you how amazing and beautiful and strong I think you are, and that I’m crazy in love with you, but those are all just words. I’d much rather show you how true all of that is. If you’ll give me the chance.”

Ah, hell.

I turned away and rolled my eyes to divert from the fact that they were misting over. “I mean… I guess we can try and see what happens.”

He gently cupped my chin and tilted my face in his direction, and I blinked away the tears that began to build after his confession. He chuckled. “I love you, Ashlyn Summers.”

Before I could say anything in response, he pulled me against him and crushed his lips to mine, erasing all sass and rebuttal from my mind. We fit so perfectly. Not just physically, but personality-wise. He was the stoke to my fire, the calm to my storm, the light to my dark.

And nothing fueled my desire like he did. Even though Jackson excited and thrilled me at times, that was little more than a candle flame to the roaring pyre Niko ignited in me. And if I wasn’t careful, it was going to burn us both right here in the library.

I pulled away from his mouth. “I’m sorry, too. When you suggested the break, I freaked out, lost my temper, and acted like a spoiled child. I should’ve listened to you, talked through it with you, assured you that I wasn’t going anywhere. And I’m sorry about Jackson. I shouldn’t have tried to make you jealous.”

“It’s okay,” he said, cupping my face with both hands. “We both made mistakes. We just need to learn from them and move past them. Will you do that with me?”

I nodded, loving the feel of his warm hands on my face. “Yes.”

He smiled, then slid his hand down my arm to take my hand and tugged me toward our secret spot behind the bookshelf.

“Wait,” I protested. “Here?”

“It’s our spot, Ash,” he said seductively. “I want to officially claim it as ours.” 

He scooped me and carried me across the library, and I giggled with slightly embarrassed excitement as we moved into our private little space. 

He set me gently onto the bean bag, and I didn’t even mind the cloud of dust that escaped at my landing. He took off his shirt and lowered himself on top of me, and I greedily opened my mouth to his deliciously hot kisses. His tongue was like a solid flame against mine, the pressure of his desire on the apex of my thighs making me burn inside. 

My hands couldn’t get enough of exploring his chest, his abs, his smooth, muscular back. But I wanted something else more. I had gone too long without him, craved him and yearned for him even in my rejection, and I didn’t want to go a second longer without giving myself to him.

I raked my hands down his back and around his rippling waist to the button of his pants. As soon as his fly was down, he aided me in tugging down his pants to free his rigid cock, and I hastily shimmied my own pants down, kicking and squirming to get them down past my ankles while he pulled my shirt up over my head.

And then he plunged into me without pomp or circumstance, and I wrapped my arms and legs around him to pull him in deeper, shivering with unmitigated delight as he filled me completely. 

“Yes, yes, yes,” I whimpered as he relentlessly drove into me, the friction of his cock along my inner walls a pleasure I could barely tolerate, even as I wanted more. His hands traced lines of fire along the flesh of my hips, thighs, waist, and breasts, intensifying the raging inferno inside me.

The heat of his body scorched me everywhere we touched, and I couldn’t get enough of that glorious warmth. The pleasure inside me built to a fever pitch, and I thought for sure that I was going to either erupt like a volcano or melt under his radiance.

The world beyond my closed eyelids seemed so bright, and when I lazily opened my heady eyes, I gasped.

Our bodies were literally on fire. Both of us. His phoenix was burning through him as mine was burning through me, and yet neither of us were charring or blistering in the flames. Where they should have seared and blackened, they only licked and caressed. And the penetrating heat of his cock in the depths of my body delivered the greatest pleasure of all.

“Niko,” I whispered breathily.

He lifted his head from the crook of my neck and paused his movements as he saw what I saw.

“Whoa,” he whispered, then he looked down at me and winked. “I always knew you were hot.”

I rolled my eyes and giggled, then looked down at the bean bag beneath me, which oddly wasn’t burning. 

“Flame retardant,” he whispered.

I raised a brow at him. “Did you plan this?”

“Not in those terms. I just thought it would be smart to be prepared when I first showed you this place, just in case.”

I bit back on a smile. “Shut up and fuck me.”

He grinned wide before descending on my mouth again and thrusting into me with renewed fervor.

And even though he was driving my body crazy with ecstasy, I tried my best to quell my fire, to keep it contained only to us. The last thing I’d want was to get caught burning down the library while having sex with the general’s assistant. But I almost didn’t care.

The general was going to burn the entire place down metaphorically anyway. At least like this, I was getting fucked in a good way.

And damn, was it so, so good!
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Chapter 32
Caesar

“So let me get this straight,” Kai said, as the secret subway took us away from the only home we’d known for the past seven years. “You really have been working with a vampire behind the scenes?”

His incredulous tone caused my heart to flare defensively.

“I tried to tell you before you up and resigned on my behalf, but there was no time,” I replied, my patience teetering on falling apart. “I hope you, my friend, will let me explain things, unlike Arthur did.”

Kai eyed me, the look in his eyes seeming torn between loyalty and suspicion. That hurt. But what did I expect? I always knew that keeping a secret like this, doing this in general, was not without great risk. It wasn’t in our nature to trust vampires.

He sighed and shook his head. “Well, I hope it’s a good explanation. I want to trust you—I do trust you—I just don’t understand.”

I sucked in a deep breath, held it for a few moments, then released it slowly. A little bit of calmness entered my soul. “You actually met this particular vampire once, back in South Dakota.”

“South Dakota?” Kai gave me a questioning look, then snorted. “I met a lot of vampires in South Dakota. I also killed most of the ones I came across.”

Thinking of Julian, I chuckled. “Not this one. He’s not one for fighting. Although, you did encounter him during a fight. Remember the convenience store we visited right before the vampire attack on The Island?”

“With the doofus cashier who’d been bitten the night before?” Kai asked. “Yeah, I remember. But there were two vampires in that store.”

I nodded. “The male vampire is who I’m referring to.”

A flicker of humor played in Kai’s eyes. “The last thing I remember seeing was food and candy flying through the air after he went crashing into a stand. Like fireworks.”

Ignoring the visual that came into my mind, I said, “His name is Julian. And he defected right after The Island fell.”

Kai stared at me, as if waiting to see if I was trying to pull his leg. “Wait. How does a vampire defect? Has that ever happened before? And how in the world do you know he really defected?”

I held up my hand and cast my eyes toward the pale blue light of water beyond the window. “Too many questions. Just...let me relay what happened with Julian Asher. Six years ago, Celeste had a vision of a family of harpies in Seattle. The family had a set of triplets dealing with their first shifts all at the same time. I went to recruit them because I knew the school could help.”

“The Lowry girls,” Kai said. “Yes, I remember them.”

“Well, it turned out Celeste hadn’t been the only one to discover them. I arrived just minutes before a group of vampires converged on the Lowry household.”

Kai’s eyes sparked with interest.

“I shifted in an attempt to protect the Lowry family from the attackers, but I was caught off guard, and the vampires were quick. I had three on my back, holding me down before I could finish shifting, and they were far too strong for me to throw off. Manipulating the weather would’ve put the Lowrys at risk. And that’s when Julian came.”

Kai blinked once, then twice, then three times. “A vampire...turned on his own and took down three vampires?

“The three on me, yes,” I said with a nod. “But he killed the three other vampires going for the Lowrys first.”

“Why?” Kai asked in confusion. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad he saved your life. But why would he fight his own kind to save a few shifters?”

I sighed, slumping forward. “Julian Asher is a complex man. He hates what he is. But he hates the vampire cause more. After being a part of the destruction of The Island, Julian cast himself out from Hadrian’s forces. After having numerous discussions with him, he moved to Chicago to keep an eye on vampire activity. There are many reasons the Dome has remained safe for as long as it has—your technology, for example, has shielded us from evil eyes. But Julian has ensured that vampire activity has stayed at a minimum here. Until Kendall Green spilled everything to Hadrian.”

Kai shook his head as he processed all this, then looked up at me with a pinched brow. “Why haven’t you told me about any of this before?”

I chuckled humorlessly. “Because I was afraid of exactly this outcome. You’ve known me most of our lives, and you still distrusted me when I told you it was true.”

He frowned, then nodded guiltily. “Fair point.”

I slumped back against my seat on the train. “As it turns out, I didn’t actually have to tell anyone to be condemned for it. Arthur was determined enough to do his own digging.”

“Bastard,” Kai muttered angrily.

All I could do was nod. I should’ve been smarter about covering my tracks once I knew Arthur was interested in Arya. I should’ve deleted my correspondence with Julian immediately every time. But I’d been a fool, secure in the false assumption that my fellow professors would stand by me. Celeste was the biggest blow of all.

“You should tell Celeste what you told me,” he said, always having the uncanny ability to read my thoughts.

I shook my head. “Her prejudice against vampires is too strong. I doubt she would ever find my actions justified.”

“You have greater reason than anyone I know to hate vampires,” Kai argued. “They killed your parents and destroyed the school you called home. And yet you were still able to see the good in one of them. I believe Celeste as heart enough to hear you out.”

“That’s only because you’re hopelessly in love with her,” I retorted, but I regretted it immediately as pain crossed his features. “Anyway, even if she did believe me, it’s too late. Arthur’s in charge of the Dome. Not even Celeste’s vast wealth could remove the military at this point.”

Kai frowned in agreement, combing his fingers through his foxy tufts of black hair as we both accepted our defeat on this matter.

“So where is this Julian dude?” he asked after a moment. “He sounds like the perfect addition to our band of exiles.”

Ah, there was the other shoe I was waiting to drop. But Kai needed to know everything.

“Yeah, about that,” I began, then paused. “Actually, let me just answer your question first. Julian returned to Heritage Prep a few days ago. I had asked him to return to Hadrian’s service as a spy, to see if Hadrian knew anything about the prophecy.”

“Okay, and did he?” Kai asked.

“As far as Julian had been able to discover, no,” I said, bolstering up what remained of my emotional strength to tell Kai the next part. “But, um…there’s one more thing you don’t know, which involves Julian.”

Kai looked at me expectantly, curiously, and the blood drained from my face in apprehension of how he might react.

“Uh-oh,” Kai said. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you this pale. Okay, just let me have it.”

Leave it to Kai to be so blunt.

“Alright, you know that witch Celeste and I were talking about the other day?” I began.

“The one you were proposing we bring into the school and Celeste brutally shot you down?” Kai replied. “How could I forget?”

I nodded, my heart beating a million times a minute in preparation of this confession. “Well, the truth is, I believe I’ve imprinted on her.”

“What?” Kai burst, and I honestly couldn’t tell if he was outraged or excited.

“I know, it’s unconventional but—”

“That’s great! I was always hoping some lucky lady would come along and capture your heart. And it actually makes sense that she’s a witch, come to think of it.”

Excited it was. I certainly wasn’t expecting that reaction.

“Y–you’re not…put off by that?” I asked nervously.

“Why would I be?” Kai asked, like I was the one missing some vital understanding. “You can’t control who you love, and by shifter law, imprints are infallible.”

I flattened my lips as I tossed that idea around in my mind. If only I’d realized it sooner. Not that it mattered now anyway.

“Okay, but what about the minor detail that she’s a little young?” I added with extreme discomfort.

“Again, imprints are infallible,” Kai retorted, shaking his head matter-of-factly. “They trigger as soon as you meet your mate, age and circumstances aren’t important. Did you know that my father imprinted on my mother when she was ten years old? Granted he was fifteen, so not a terrible age gap.”

I grimaced reflexively. I could imagine how uncomfortable and scary that would be, being so drawn to someone so young. I was grateful that wasn’t the case with Shea and I.

“What most of our kind just doesn’t understand is that an imprint isn’t about sex,” Kai explained. “It’s not something dirty or shameful. The imprinted is compelled to be whatever their mate needs, and that evolves as life stages progress. If you meet when your mate is young, you’re compelled to be their guide and confidant, their protector. Then as they mature, you’re compelled to be their lover and partner. And when they’re old and gray, you’re compelled to be their caregiver. None of that is wrong, I don’t care who you are.”

His soliloquy deeply touched me. I had never thought about it like that before, but that was a good description of how I felt for Shea. It was so much more than simple desire. I needed her, but I also needed her to be happy, whatever that meant. That was why it was almost easy—eventually—to accept her affection for Julian.

“I’m glad you said that, Kai,” I said. “But like you said, most of our kind doesn’t understand that. As evidenced by Celeste’s reaction to Shea just being a witch, I don’t think she would have taken reasonably to my imprint on her.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you,” he said with a mournful look. “I think I might be getting over her.”

I laughed and slapped his back. “It’s about time!”

He blushed and looked away.

“Oh, wait,” he said suddenly, turning back to me. “You said earlier that this somehow involved your vampire spy. How does he have anything to do with your imprint?”

Nail. Coffin.

But then again, Kai had been surprisingly receptive to everything so far. Might as well take a leap of faith.

“Right, so the thing about that… Shea is also romantically involved with Julian,” I informed.

Kai just stared at me for a moment, seeming frozen, and not for the first time, I wish I could read his mind.

Finally, he pinched his brow. “Okay, let me just see if I’m understanding correctly. You are imprinted on a witch who’s in love with a vampire?”

I nodded.

“And she doesn’t love you?”

I squirmed slightly. “Well, I mean, we haven’t used that word yet, but I believe she does.”

“So your witch—”

“Shea,” I corrected.

“So Shea loves both of you, and you love her?”

“Yes.”

“And the vampire?”

“Julian,” I offered. “And yes, I believe he also loves Shea.”

He frowned, looking at me skeptically. “Are you punking me? Because this sounds like a fucked up version of Twilight.”

I snorted a laugh despite myself. Why did he have to be right about that?

“I know it’s weird, and it’s been a really confusing and bumpy road to get here, but it works,” I defended. “Julian has become like a brother to me over the years, and if Shea needs me to accept him as part of our whatever this is, I’m here for the ride.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Kai hummed, his frown deepening. “So, like, do you and Julian trade off, or is this like a together type thing.”

Now my cheeks were burning. “Okay, can we just not go there?”

“Aww, come on, I’m really invested now,” Kai complained. “This is just kinda fascinating. The infamous manly Caesar Rex in a threesome with a vampire and witch! Now I really have seen anything.”

I closed my eyes and shook my head in mortification. “Just drop it, okay. Get your own sex life and then tell me how comfortable you are talking about the intimate details.”

Kai gave a knee-slapping laugh.

“Anyway, that’s where I want us to go,” I said loudly over his lingering amusement. “To Shea’s house. We can figure out our next steps from there.”

Kai’s laughter subsided and he shrugged. “Well, I’ve followed you this far. Where you go, I go. Just…leave me out of the weird sex stuff.”

“Kai,” I warned, inciting his laughter once again.

Ugh, this was going to be a very long night.
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Chapter 33
Shea

I had no idea what to do with this revelation as I sat alone in my room, staring at nothing.

On the one hand, it was incredible—I was Julian’s lost love reincarnated! What the hell were the chances of that? I was unbelievably ecstatic about this news!

The vampire I’d felt so drawn to for so many months, had secretly—and not so secretly—longed to capture the heart of, was finally allowed to love me fully and without reservation. He no longer had to be burdened with guilt over Alice because I was her! Dare I say, we were meant to be together.

It was almost unreal. I still couldn’t fully believe it, even though I’d done the magic and felt the results for myself, and Gram had witnessed it and confirmed it. And if I had a hard time accepting it, I could only imagine how Julian would react.

Would he be skeptical? Think I’d fabricated this story to make him feel better about being with me and hate me for such a thing? I would never want him to think I’d be so manipulative. Just the possibility of such an accusation made my stomach twist up like a pretzel.

And if he did believe me, would he be as happy about it as I was? Would he be sad that, even though I was Alice 2.0, I wasn’t exactly the same person he’d loved a hundred years ago? I didn’t share the history with him that she had, didn’t look the same or sound the same. Would he continue to mourn the person I no longer was and would never be again?

These questions were why I hadn’t reached out to him yet. I didn’t know the right way to approach explaining my discovery. And I had no way of knowing if he was busy with the vampires of Heritage Prep. Considering it was night, I didn’t feel safe reaching out. I didn’t want to get him in trouble—at least, that’s what I told myself.

And anyway, this news felt like an in-person kinda thing, not something you divulge over a phone call or communication spell. So, for now, it could wait. It would give me time to process it and figure out how I really felt about it.

Then there was the Caesar of it all. How would he take the news? Would he feel left out? Somehow less deserving of me because fate hadn’t woven this complicated tapestry around our coming together?

Personally, I didn’t feel like it changed anything. Not the way I felt about him. The pull that drew me to him was just as powerful and irresistible as the one for Julian. Even knowing this, I couldn’t say I felt more compelled toward one over the other. None of us had used the “L” word yet, and I hadn’t really used it internally with myself, but I knew that’s what this was. And I felt it equally for both of them.

But I wasn’t sure Caesar would buy that. He was certainly more possessive than Julian, and I knew it had been a more difficult trial for him to agree to this threesome than it had been for Julian. Would this be the straw that broke the gryphon’s back? How could I convince him that he belonged in this triangle with me just as much as Julian did?

Ugh!

I let myself fall back onto my bed, getting a strange satisfaction from the smack of my head against the comforter and the whoosh of air that blew my hair before the landing. Why did this shit have to be so complicated? I wouldn’t have it any other way, but seriously why couldn’t it all just be easy?

The phrase Gram always said wafted through my mind. “Nothing worth having is ever easy to get.” 

Well, you know, sometimes it should be! Romeo and Juliet should’ve been together without their families being assholes, Hercules should’ve been allowed into Mount Olympus without the tasks, and Thomas Edison shouldn’t have had to waste so much time, effort, and material to invent the lightbulb. There, I said it.

The sound of the front door opening carried down the hall as I stared up at my ceiling, but it was the masculine timber of Caesar’s voice immediately after that had me bolting upward.

What was he doing here after dark? And on a day like this when so much had already changed?

I launched off my bed and beelined down the hall, my heart doing a little flutter at the sight of his athletic figure in the doorway beyond Gram. But he hadn’t come alone; a lithe Asian man was behind him on the porch.

Curiosity hastened my steps.

“Sorry for the late hour, but I really need to talk to—Shea!” Caesar’s chestnut eyes lit up with a relief that tugged on my heart when they landed on me over Gram’s shoulder.

“Hey, what’s going on?” I asked as I came up behind Gram, concern blooming in my gut. “Is everything alright?”

“Yes, what’s this about?” Gram asked him.

Caesar cast cautious glances over his shoulders in either direction, which only heightened my anxiety. “That’s a long story. Can we come inside? I’ll explain everything.”

With curiosity evident in her own wizened face, Gram stepped aside and held the door open for them in invitation. Caesar quickly entered and made his way to the couch in the living room. His Asian friend looked awkward and uncomfortable as he did the same.

As much as I wanted to sit beside him, the situation didn’t feel comfortable enough for that. Gram didn’t know about the intimate nature of my relationship with him, and I doubted his friend did either. This seemed like shifter business. Was his friend a professor from the school, come to interrogate the witch Caesar wanted to bring into his student body?

So I sat on the opposite couch, and Gram settled onto it next to me.

Caesar’s posture was stiff, even as he leaned forward and braced his elbows on his thighs to confide in us. “Due to circumstances beyond my control, I have been removed as Director of the Dome.”

“What?” I shouted, scooting to the very edge of my seat cushion in shock and outrage. “Why?”

“They found evidence that he was cavorting with a vampire,” his friend replied. When I cocked my head at him, he stood and bent over the coffee table between us to extend a hand. “Sorry, I’m Kai Inari, also a former professor at the Dome. As Caesar’s lifelong best friend, I resigned along with him.”

“Ah, a kitsune.” Aunt Janette, having suddenly emerged from the kitchen at overhearing our conversation, inserted herself between us to accept his outstretched hand. “I’ve never met one of your kind before.”

“Oh, er, thanks?” Kai replied, blushing at the unabashed flirtation in her tone.

She perched herself seductively on the arm of the couch beside Gram, watching him like a hungry lioness as he turned to offer his hand to me.

But I couldn’t pay any mind to her weird fascination with shifters right now. In an awkward, robotic fashion, I shook his hand, struggling to process the implications of the first thing he’d said. Even as he went on to shake Gram’s hand, I couldn’t find the words to respond. 

This was the worst possible thing that could happen to Caesar. He loved that school, loved his students and his purpose there. What would happen to Arya without him?

“Wh… Um… What kind of evidence did they find?” I eventually managed to ask.

He gave me a knowing look that I didn’t understand until after he answered. “A few video clips of my meetings with Julian, as well as a record of our correspondence about our business together.”

I relaxed only a little. He was trying to cryptically reassure me that his mutineers didn’t know about the part I played between him and Julian. Not that it would make much of a difference at this point. In the shifter world, allying with a vampire was a far bigger crime than fraternizing with a witch, even a young witch. 

And I couldn’t even fault them for their prejudices against either group. Vampires had been slaughtering their kind for centuries, and witches had apparently cursed entire shifter bloodlines for the misdeeds of one person. It was human nature—and apparently shifter, witch, and vampire nature—to condemn entire races for the actions of the few. 

But if there was anything this experience had taught me, it was that there was good and bad in all living things. Not every vampire was bad, and not every witch was good. Not every dragon was a pompous, unredeemable asshole, and not every mermaid was an elitist snob. We all needed to strive to look beyond each other’s labels.

“I am so sorry that happened to you,” Gram said sincerely. “Shea has told me about this vampire, and he seems like a true diamond in the rough. Considering your position against vampires, I respect your ability to look beyond what he is to who he is, as Shea has done.”

Caesar attempted a humble smile that didn’t quite land. “Well, thank you. A whole lot of good it’s done me. Arthur Dracul, the general of the shifter military, has taken control of the school. All so he can have Arya to himself.”

“Wait, Arya?” I asked, worry knotting my guts anew. “What does he want with Arya?”

He rubbed the back of his neck, looking so much more tired than I’d ever seen him. It made me want to wrap myself around him and comfort him. 

“Has Arya spoken to you about the prophecy?”

I shook my head, proud of my restraint in keeping my distance from him.

He let out a sigh. “Seven years ago, after the destruction of the original shifter school on Framboise Island, our resident seer made a prophecy that a stray mermaid would emerge as a siren and that she would be the one to kill Hadrian and bring an end to this war.”

My heart seemed to be pounding in my throat. “And you think Arya is that siren?”

“I don’t think she is. I know she is,” Caesar said with conviction. “I’ve been personally seeing to her training. Well, I was before now, anyway.”

Arya was a siren? I knew she was a chimera and, therefore, was somehow able to shift into a harpy as well as a mermaid, but she hadn’t said anything to me about being a siren.

“Why didn’t she tell me?” I wondered out loud, feeling wounded even though I’d been keeping plenty from her.

“I advised her to keep it secret,” Caesar informed. “The prophecy is highly confidential information. The less people knew about it, the safer she would be.”

“But I’m not just people,” I argued. “I’m her best friend. We used to tell each other everything.”

“I’m pretty sure you didn’t tell her that you were seeing Caesar,” Kai commented in a playful tone.

“Kai!” Caesar hissed at the same time I called out, “Dude!”

“What?” he asked, clearly not realizing the giant, feral cat he just let out of the bag.

With the greatest reluctance, I dragged my guilty eyes to Gram.

“I thought I sensed your presence in her room one night,” she accused, narrowing her eyes at Caesar. “Is it common for shifter teachers to prey on prospective students? Or do your tastes only target rose-eyed witches?”

“Gram!” I blurted, every inch of my face burning in mortification.

Caesar put his fist over his heart. “I can assure you that it wasn’t like that. I am an honorable man, and I tried so hard to fight the pull I felt toward her. But I am in love with your granddaughter.”

My eyes widened, and my breathing halted. Holy shit, did he just say the “L” word?

He turned his meaningful gaze to me. “In fact, I believe I have imprinted on her.”

“What?” Gram and I asked at the same time.

“I’ve been considering it for a few weeks now, and it’s the only rational reason I can think of for my feelings,” he said. “It explains why it’s so difficult to be away from you, why I couldn’t resist you, even though I knew it was…taboo. And I somehow always know how to find you. But whether or not I did, that doesn’t change my devotion to you.”

The room was silent for a long moment, my embarrassment and guilt at being outed completely overwritten by the flood of gratitude and love I felt for him. Imprinted? To me? Seriously? How the hell did I get so lucky?

“How long has this been going on, Shea?” Gram’s stern question snapped me out of my starstruck trance.

“Um… A month, maybe?” I replied skittishly. 

“And how do you feel about him?” she countered. “Just this evening, you told me you were in love with your vampire. You’re the reincarnation of his deceased wife, for goodness sake!”

“What?” Caesar asked, and I cringed.

Great. This was so not how I wanted him to find out. A whole lot of shit was hitting the fan tonight. It was a veritable shit shower for everyone.

“Wow, Shea, a vampire and a gryphon,” Aunt Janette said, giving me a thumbs up. “I approve.”

“You’re not helping, Janie,” Gram scolded.

“Ugh, fine,” I said, jumping off the couch and planting my feet firmly. “Yes, I’m Alice reincarnated. I only found out, like, an hour ago. I haven’t had time to process it.” 

Then I turned to Gram. “And yes, I’ve been secretly seeing both Caesar and Julian, and I didn’t tell you because, well, I really wanted to avoid all this.” I waved my hands in a wildly exaggerated circular motion. “But I love them both so much, sometimes I think I’m going to explode because my frail human body can’t possibly contain it.”

She eyed me quietly, and I couldn’t read what thoughts or emotions hid behind her shrewd stare. 

So I just kept talking. “What we have is undeniable and inevitable. You saw yourself that I am Julian’s wife come back, and I believe Caesar when he says he imprinted on me, which is a topic I’m only beginning to understand. The three of us were cosmically drawn together, and I’m so done trying to hide it or fight it. So there.”

My chest was heaving with my heavy breaths by the time I was finished, and I took a moment to gauge the reactions around the room. 

Caesar had on the sweetest, most touching smile, staring at me like I was the most beautiful thing anyone had ever seen. Gram was still scowl-frowning between me and Caesar, slightly resembling a pretty toad. And Kai just looked slightly fidgety while he pretended not to notice that hungry stare Aunt Janette was giving him from her perch on the arm of the couch.

Finally, Gram sighed. “This is just…a lot, Shea.”

My shoulders sagged slightly, my brow puckering. “I know.”

“I wish you had told me sooner,” she said.

“So you could lock me up in the house for the rest of my life like you practically already tried for a solid week there?” I snarked, sitting back down.

She put her hand on my knee. “I know I’ve been overbearing. My desperation to protect you has made me foolish and blind. But…if you had talked to me about all this before, I could have at least given you some guidance along the way.”

I crossed my arms, my sass slipping out of me. “Oh? You would’ve been fine if I told you I had the hots for an older shifter guy?”

She bristled at that, shooting the side eye to Caesar. “He is much older than you.”

I balked. “Hold on. You were totally fine with me being in love with a vampire who’s more than a hundred years older than me, but you have a problem with someone who’s only eight years older than me?”

“She has a point,” Aunt Janette interjected.

“Janie, I swear!” Gram hissed.

I shoved down my amusement at their exchange and continued pleading my case. “Besides, wasn’t Grandpa, like, eleven years older than you?”

“Thirteen, actually,” Aunt Janette said, then hopped off her perch just in time to avoid the whack of Gram’s palm. “And they met when she was fifteen, if I’m not mistaken,” she added once she was a safe distance away.

Gram grumbled under her breath and pinched her brow in a long-suffering gesture. “Okay, Shea, do you have any more secrets?”

“No. Wait….” I cast my gaze upward as I tried to mull over the mountain of secrets I’d been keeping. “Yeah, no. That’s everything.”

Gram sighed again, shaking her head, then leveled a tempered expression on Caesar. “Alright. You came here to inform Shea that you’ve been removed from your school. What do you need from us?”

I frowned in surprise at her offer. She was really surprising me the last few days.

“Well, I don’t really know,” Caesar said, seeming just as surprised as I was.

“We could use a place to stay,” Kai said. “As far as I know, we don’t have anywhere to go.”

Caesar seemed to blanche at Kai’s candor. “We’ll figure something—”

“You can stay with me,” Aunt Janette chirped. “I have a guest room that never gets used. And I wouldn’t mind the company.” The tone she used was heavy with insinuation as she winked at Kai.

Damn, Aunt Janette. What was it with her and shifters? Actually, okay, I didn’t really have room to criticize. But I never threw myself at Caesar the way she’d been blatantly hitting on Kai and a little bit on Tobias.

“That would be great,” Caesar said, bowing his head to her in gratitude.

I turned away from my drooling aunt to Caesar. “What do we do from here?”

He shrugged. “I’m not sure just yet. We need to get a hold of Julian. I’ve been texting him all afternoon, but he hasn't responded. I’m actually a little concerned about that. And I don’t want to call him in case it puts him in a compromising position.”

I didn’t like hearing that. Julian not responding was not a good sign.

“I have a way to contact him,” I hedged. “A spell he taught me to speak to him over long distances. If he happens to be unable to talk, I’ll at least tell him to contact us asap.”

Caesar didn’t ask about this spell, just seemed to accept the information. He nodded. “Okay.”

“While they’re busy, why don’t I show you to the guest room?” Aunt Janette suggested to Kai. “I’m just a few houses down.”

Kai’s cheeks turned pink, and it was hilariously adorable. I could see why Caesar liked him. He didn’t stand a chance against Aunt Janette’s advances. She was going to eat the poor guy alive.

But I couldn’t worry about that. All that mattered right now was getting a hold of Julian.

I spoke the words that I now knew by heart and felt the connection take hold, but it was staticky.

“Julian?” I asked.

But no response came, and something felt strange about her connection. Like there was darkness on the other side. Panic shot through me for an instant as I feared he might be dead. But no, I could feel him at the other end, and I just intuitively knew he was still living. Could he be sleeping?

As soon as the question crossed my mind, I knew that was the correct answer.

“He’s not answering,” I said, swallowing down my brief moment of terror and trying to play it cool. “I think he’s sleeping.”

Caesar nodded, but he didn’t seem confident about that information. “He always was a weird vampire. Okay, well, we can try again in the morning. He’ll be less likely to be in the company of other vampires then, anyway.”

“Good point,” I agreed, though the idea of waiting so long to talk to him made my stomach knot.

Caesar went over to Aunt Janette’s to get settled—and probably to save Kai from her claws—while I helped Gram prepare dinner for everyone. Gram only asked me a dozen or so questions about how the three of us met and came to bond, and I answered them all honestly. It was such a relief to have all of that off my shoulders, to be able to speak freely with her about, well, everything.

But there was a new weight taking its place on my shoulders. Even as food and laughter passed around the table, I couldn’t shake the nagging suspicion that something was wrong with Julian. And I didn’t know how I’d last through the night waiting to reach out again.
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Chapter 34
Arya

“Again,” Lord Dracul said for the millionth time.

A grizzly growl rumbled up my throat. My ursa nature still seemed to have the reins, despite me having made it through my first shift. 

I hated this man. Even more than I hated Tobias, if that was possible. He had wasted no time turning the school into a military boot camp, with me as the star pupil.

Except I wasn’t. Even after all the training I’d done at the school, I still wasn’t the siren everyone wanted. The last twenty-four hours or so had been pure torture at the oversight of the new director. No rest for me last night and no classes this morning, just personal training with him and his constant agains. The only thing I wanted to do again was tear something apart in ursa form.

Instead, I was being forced to train my water manipulation abilities.

I concentrated on the ocean in front of me, willing even a portion of its lapping waves to become like an extra limb. It bubbled and gurgled but was otherwise unresponsive.

Like every other time.

Today, the simulation had taken me to the beach. I could almost feel the warmth of the sun on my skin and the sand slipping into my shoes. A soft breeze carried a briny scent, lifting my hair. I was standing far enough away from the water not to trigger my tail—yet another failure that the general was determined to beat out of me.

The setting might actually have been relaxing if it weren’t for the men accompanying me. General Dracul was the only vocal one, but he always had at least two others with him. Which was probably smart, considering what I’d done to the greenhouse—which, okay, I still felt bad about. Given the opportunity, I wouldn’t hesitate to show him a little of the courtesy he’d shown me.

The general scowled at my failed efforts, again—a look that nicked at my heart every time as it reminded me so much of Tobias. Tobias, the traitor. Tobias, the good little soldier. Tobias, the worst mistake I’d ever made.

“It would appear that you need something a little more motivating.” General Dracul tapped on his watch, issuing some sort of command, and the beach scene faded away, leaving the white walls of the simulation room behind.

The door opened, and a large cylindrical tank full of water was brought into the room, carried on some sort of levitation device. Another one of Mr. Inari’s inventions, I was sure. His absence was yet another blow to the school.

My mind whirled as I considered what exactly the general considered more motivating. The tank was odd, but nothing I couldn’t handle.

Moments later, a harpy was dragged in by two more soldiers, begging to know what was happening. Leya. It was hard to forget the girl after her boisterous family had pretty much taken over the avian common room for Christmas.

Christmas. It had only been a couple of weeks since then, but it seemed a lifetime ago. I never thought, when flying with Tobias, that he’d betray me or that Caesar would ever be forced to leave the school.

Or that I’d be so dehumanized by the new director in order to force me to hone my powers.

The general snapped his fingers, and the guards guided Leya up the small set of steps that had been pushed up against the side of the tank.

Dread curdled in my stomach. “What are they doing?”

“Providing adequate motivation for you to use your abilities. This young woman has volunteered to be submerged in the water.”

By the way Leya was kicking and looking around wildly as the guards tried to put her in, she was clearly not a willing volunteer.

“Once inside, we’ll seal this harpy in. Your job is to command the water to drain through the tiny holes in the lid.”

“And if I fail?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off Leya as the guards managed to shove her inside.

The general’s eyes narrowed. “Let’s hope you don’t.”

Leya sent me a pleading look before one of the soldiers pushed her head below the surface so the other could slide the lid across. She obviously wasn’t much of a fighter—none of the harpies were, preferring to stick more to their healing abilities. 

I couldn’t believe the general was willing to go to such an extreme. And yet, yes, I did. He was a cruel, heartless bastard who would sacrifice anything and everything to get the power he sought. 

Anger simmered through my bloodstream, and I closed my hands into fists.

He smirked at my reaction. “Good. Use that. Time is ticking.”

I glared at the water, practically screaming at it mentally. The water paid little heed to me, bubbling out of the holes of the lid in spurts and glugs. Leya’s eyes bulged as she struggled to hold her breath, bubbles escaping from her nostrils faster than I could make the water move. 

Leya grabbed for her throat as her mouth fell open, then clawed at the top of the tank in desperation for air. But it was no use. The girl wasn’t getting out, and I wasn’t emptying the water fast enough.

I couldn’t take the stress any longer. In a burst of furr and shredded clothing, my ursa ripped through me, creating muscles where there were none, turning every appendage into a deadly weapon—tooth, nail, and claw. The breaking and fusing and lengthening of my bones was an agony that only satisfied the rabid beast within me and that took only seconds to complete.

I barely registered the shouts around me, hardly recognized the panic in Leya’s eyes as I charged toward the tank. With a mighty slash of my massive paw, the tempered glass shattered, water crashing onto the floor in an angry torrent.

Leya spilled out, the wave that carried her gripping under the legs of one of the soldiers and tripping him onto his ass. A deep chuckle echoed up my ursine throat as I watched him flapping against the water like a beached tuna.

A gagging cough pulled my attention back to Leya. Judging by the red that tinted the water around her, she had been sliced by broken glass as she fell free. But at least she was alive. 

I turned my snarling maw on the source of my ire. General Dracul’s smug face now wore an expression of wide-eyed terror. My lips curled into a beastly smile over my enlarged fangs as I charged toward him.

A sudden sting in my side immediately threw off my coordination, and I tripped over my bulky feet, sliding right past the dragon shifter. 

General Dracul was no longer human either, wearing black scales that made him seem more shadow than dragon. His toothy dragon grin was every bit as arrogant as his human one—maybe more so. 

“You’ll regret that, little cub,” his dragon voice boomed. “I will turn you into the siren of prophecy.”

I snarled once more before the tingle spreading from the tranquilizer in my back stole the rest of my will, dragging me to the edge of blackness without taking me fully under. The sim room shifted again, and Leya and the tank of water pixelated out of existence.

My foggy vision roamed the room in horrified realization. The general had programmed that whole scenario? I had thought it was all real, but it had only been another simulation. Another head game by my sadistic master.

“That’s right,” he said as he returned to human form and stalked toward me. “I’m not the monster you think I am.”

“You’re…worse,” I slurred in a grizzly grumble. “No wonder…your son…hates you.”

His eyes darkened, the smile wiped from his face. “You know nothing of hate.”

I vaguely felt my body shift back to human form, the transformation much slower this time, but thankfully, the sedating effect of the tranquilizer made me numb to the popping of my bones. Hands grabbed my arms and legs and carried me to the wall, then propped me up like some toy.

No, like a weapon. Caesar was right. That’s all I am to these people.

***

An unearthly scream sliced through the twilight oblivion that had held me for who knew how long. I struggled against the grog that still clung to the edges of my mind, trying to figure out what was going on. 

A second scream pierced the air, sending chills down my spine. For a moment, I almost thought the scream was mine, the pain it carried felt so much like my own.

When I was finally able to pry my eyelids open, what I saw turned my blood cold. The pale woman tied to a chair in front of me twisted and wriggled against the orange-tinted wires binding her wrists and ankles.

I made to move, but my limbs were securely anchored to my own chair. I growled as I began thrashing. The chair rocked, but the chains binding me bit into my skin, sending a searing pain through my wrists. I gasped and tried to pull away, but there was nowhere to go. Every movement only dug the metal deeper into my flesh.

“Ah, you’re up,” General Dracul said as he approached the right side of the woman, his hands clasped behind his back. “I’m sorry for the extreme measures, but we can’t have you hurting your own people, now can we?”

“I’m not the one hurting them,” I spat, hissing and wincing as the chains sliced my wrists further with my fidgeting.

“And yet, you refuse to embrace your destiny,” he said with a patronizing sigh. “If you’d done as you were told, that wouldn’t be necessary.”

“I can’t! I can’t be what you want me to be.” A sob choked my throat, but I swallowed it. I refused to cry in front of him. I refused to give him that kind of power over me.

“Now, if we can get on with this.” He stepped behind the woman sitting opposite me. 

She bared her teeth to reveal two rows of perfect fangs, and I realized with a gasp that she was no ordinary woman—she was a vampire. She snarled and snapped at him, then cried out again in pain.

“As you can see, this vampire is restrained with copper-infused wire. Whenever she moves, she gets a dose of her own personal brand of poison. Much like you, though your wires have silver in them to keep your ursa under control.”

I examined the metal confining my wrists, now understanding why they burned me so uniquely.

“What is it you expect me to do?” I ground out.

He waved his hands before him in a displaying gesture.“Use your siren voice to convince this creature to kill herself.”

My jaw dropped as I stared at him in horror. “Is this another one of your twisted simulations?”

General Dracul’s expression didn’t change, and he didn’t offer any answer.

“I—I won’t do it.”

Simulation or not, I wasn’t a killer. Destroying simulated vampires in self-defense was one thing, and I knew that if I were battling vampires in real life to protect my friends, I wouldn’t bat an eye. But this… The vampire across from me was bound and rendered essentially harmless. She wasn’t endangering anyone. And he wasn’t just asking me to kill her; he was asking me to force her to kill herself. 

“You can’t make me!”

His eyebrow twitched as he locked eyes with me. “Can’t I? You, Miss Walker, belong to the military. You will fulfill your destiny. The fate of all shifters depends on it.”

I glared at him. Fine. I’ll use my siren voice.

“You will release me from my bonds,” I sang, directing all my will and anger at the monstrous man before me.

His expression went blank, and victorious hope rang in my heart as he stepped toward me. He bent beside me, and I prepared myself to bolt as soon as my wrists were free.

“Nice try, Miss Walker,” he whispered in my ear, shattering every once of my building anticipation.

“What?” I gasped, turning my head to look at his face.

He was wearing the most wicked smile I’d ever seen, all the more so for its charm. “My men and I are equipped with earpieces capable of blocking your siren voice. You’re not getting out of this without doing as you’re told.”

I shook my head, not understanding how this could be. “B–but I’m the first siren in generations. How could you possibly—”

“Did you know that all the professors’ tablets have recording devices?” he cut me off. “We’ve been monitoring their activity as it relates to you. We have a handful of samples of your siren voice from Celeste’s account, and with that, my team of kitsunes was able to develop a prototype. Thank you for demonstrating how effective it actually is.”

No.

This man was truly diabolical. He really would stop at nothing to bend everyone to his will. 

He put a hand on my shoulder, and my instinctual reproach only inflicted more pain from the silver binding my wrists. “We can do this all day. Days, in fact. How long do you think you can go without food or water?”

My eyes widened in horror at his threat, my knuckles wrapping around the edges of the armrests. “You can’t do that. Celeste wouldn’t allow you to starve a student. The other teachers—”

“The teachers of this school work for me now. And you are not merely a student but a soldier. As general of the shifter military, I can discipline a soldier however I see fit.”

Rage exploded in my chest like a box of lit firecrackers. But my ursa was nowhere to be found. My siren voice was useless. I had no weapons in my arsenal—nothing except my will.

I shrugged, turning my face to a mask of stone. “Fine. Good luck winning your war after I’ve died of starvation, though I’m guessing the dehydration will get me first.”

He grinned cruelly. “I thought you might say that, and if that’s the route you choose to take, we have a feeding tube and IV on standby.”

My pulse skittered at his implication. The image of him forcing a tube down my throat after days of not eating or drinking… The meager food I had left in my belly threatened to surge upward. He was going to keep me here, come hell or high water, until I finally did what he said.

The powerlessness of my situation hit me, draining me of hope and defiance. There was nothing I could do. And for all my threats, I didn’t think my spirit or my mind would last very long without food. I would break completely.

“Look, Arya,” he said, kneeling so that he was eye level with me, his expression showcasing a sympathy that didn’t touch his eyes. “We can avoid all that unpleasantness. It is not my desire to hurt you. Only to make you strong.”

He shifted sideways so that he could stretch his arm behind him and point at the struggling vampire.

“That creature wants you dead. Vampires killed your mother, and if given the chance, they will kill everyone you love. They are not worth your empathy or your suffering. They are leeches that need to be eradicated, every last one of them.”

Though some part of me knew this nice-guy act was a ploy, I couldn’t deny the truth of his words. I would never forget finding my mother drained of blood in our kitchen. I would never forget Tobias lying half-dead in my arms. And though it wasn’t real, I would never forget how helpless and weak I felt as the simulated vampire nearly ended me my first time in a simulation.

The vampire sitting across from me sent me a pleading look. “I’m scared to die,” she whimpered. “But maybe it’s better this way. Please, just get it over with. I’m in so much pain.” 

She shot a wild glance General Dracul’s way, and I got the distinct impression that she’d been in the military’s custody for some time. Who knew what manners of torture she’d already been through. 

If she was even real. Would a real vampire beg to die? The tank and Leya had been a simulation. What if this was, too? What if I was putting my health, sanity, and pride on the line for an illusion? My head felt dizzy trying to determine what was real and what was not.

I dropped my shoulders in accepted defeat, and the general smiled and patted my knee. I looked back to the vampire, who nodded sadly at me, a resolute look in the young woman’s eyes. Or whatever age she was.

This was wrong. I felt that on so many levels, but I couldn’t see any other way out.

I closed my eyes as tears welled in them. I didn’t know this woman or what she’d done, assuming she was really even here. Maybe she was a horrible person deserving of death. Maybe she’d killed hundreds without a second thought.

Maybe she had been one of the vampires that killed my mother.

Holding onto those tiny kernels, I called on my siren voice. 

“As soon as you are free, you will end your own life,” I said, the musical timbre vibrating through my bones.

The command landed, her body going stiff and her eyes empty of conscious emotion. A pair of soldiers came out from behind me and went about removing the restraints from her arms and legs, and all I could do was watch with a nauseating frost hardening in my gut.

The vampire stood free of her bonds and placed her hands on either side of her head. Then she pulled.

At the last second, I squeezed my eyes shut, unwilling to see the act I’d ordered being carried out to its conclusion. There was a sickening pop, and then two thuds and a soft rolling sound.

Tears streamed down my cheeks, but I couldn’t open my eyes. I didn’t want to see what I knew was in front of me.

General Dracul laughed. “Very good, Arya. Very good. Guards, take her back to her room and keep watch on her at all times. I want everyone caring for her to wear their earpieces. No exceptions. Understood?”

“Yes sir,” came two male voices.

The swish of fabric and clack of heels met my ears, and then I was being untied from the chair and tugged up to stand. I tried to keep my eyes closed as my escorts began to lead me away, but I had to know if it was real.

I glanced over my shoulder as I was taken out of the simulation room. The body and head were still there, the vacant eyes staring at me in accusation.

It had been real.

Bile rose in my throat once more, but I swallowed against it.

Someone had died by my doing. A stranger who, good or bad, probably had people who cared about her, people who would mourn her. A stranger who’d had a future, and now was nothing but a memory. The death hadn’t even been quick and merciful but gruesome and undoubtedly painful beyond measure. I’d done that, just as sure as if I’d been the one to pull off that vampire’s head myself.

I was officially a murderer. No better than the vampires who’d killed my mom. No better than the general himself. Some hero I was turning out to be.

I seethed as I caught sight of General Dracul standing over the body as if inspecting a new car. 

He was the real murderer. I had just been the tool he used. I had to remember that.

It hadn’t been my will to kill that woman, vampire or not. And I would never execute another person again. That was not how this war was going to be won. I’d play along and bide my time. And then, I’d escape. Fuck prophecy.
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Chapter 35
Tobias

“I can’t believe you imprinted on Arya!”

This conversation was wearing on me, and my frayed nerves had already leaked every ounce of patience I was capable of.

“Yep,” I said with a sigh.

“Holy shit,” Ashlyn gasped, shoving both her hands into either side of her orange curls. “That’s huge!”

“So is the part where I triggered my family’s curse, and she told me to fuck off,” I deadpanned, then I shot Niko an exasperated glance. “You really had to tell her all that?”

He shrugged. “When you’re moping around and pissing all over not only your one chance at happiness but also your life, yeah. I needed to call in the cavalry.”

I arched a brow at him. “If the accident-prone phoenix is the cavalry, then I’m more of a lost cause than I thought.”

“Hey!” she snapped.

“Dude.” Niko whacked my shoulder hard with the back of his hand. “She’s Arya’s best friend. If anyone could talk some sense into your soulmate, it’s her.”

I cringed at that vile, beautiful word.

“Thank you,” Ashlyn said with a nod at Niko, then looked back at me. “This is just a small speedbump, a hiccup, just like all the other times you’ve fucked up with her. She’s crazy about you. She always has been. We just have to explain—”

“Ugh, will both of you stop!” I shouted, my voice filling the small space of my room. “It’s over! Even if there was some minuscule chance that she could forgive me for manipulating her, tricking her, lying to her about so many things, it’s impossible now. The spell didn’t work. The curse is still here, and Arya will never love me!”

They both stared at me with pinched brows for a long moment, and I hated the pity in their eyes—even if I was the most pitiful sack of shit I’d ever seen.

This entire day had been torture. The static charge to be in Arya’s presence was so potent, it had every cell in my body aching. The tug to go to her was so strong, sometimes it felt like the invisible tether was going to yank me right through the steel walls to wherever she was, crushing my bones in the process.

So many times, I’d felt zaps of urgency, convincing me that she was in danger, but I couldn’t tell if that was instinct or just my paranoia and desperation to see her. If I showed up and she was fine, she’d explode at me and only drive the knife into my heart further. But what if she really was being hurt, and I ignored the call? The not knowing was a torture all in itself.

But this would be my life now, this pain and delirium only escalating as I wasted away. I couldn’t help but wonder how long it would take for her lack of presence to kill me. 

There weren’t any cases of estranged imprinted shifters dying because such a thing never happened. Whatever distance came between imprinted mates never lasted for long. They always found a way back to each other because both parties wanted and needed each other. There had never been such a thing as a shifter who rejected their imprinted mate. 

The only thing we knew for certain was that the imprinted shifter died after their mate did. So then, would I survive in misery as long as she lived? Only to finally die after she took her last breath?

Niko put his hand on my knee. “Look, all we’re saying is, you’re giving up too easily, and that’s not like the Tobias we know. You told me the curse got your mom, that she loves your dad, and he doesn’t love her back. But they’re still together because they respect each other, and I know your dad cares about her even if it’s not love.”

Familiar sorrow and resentment bubbled up inside me. “What’s your point?”

“My point is, even if you didn’t break the curse, it’s not too late to still have a friendship with Arya,” he went on. “You can still have her in your life. This curse doesn’t have to be a death sentence.”

My head fell against the headboard of my bed, and I let out a low, humorless laugh. “You’re suggesting I bear my soul to her for a chance at the friend zone only to spend the rest of my life watching her fall in love with other men?”

He scowled at my blunt summarization. “Yes, because if you really love her, you’ll do anything you can to ensure her safety and happiness. Real love isn’t about being loved in return. It’s about sacrificing your will for someone else, regardless of whether you get anything for it.”

I chewed over his words for a moment. Could I be content with loving Arya, protecting her, and making her happy, knowing that she would never feel the same way? Could this imprint ever be satisfied by crumbs of her attention while watching her give all of her affection to someone else?

The truth was, I didn’t really know what love was supposed to be. Draculs didn’t do love, at least not successfully. My mother loved my father, but I had never seen for myself if just loving him was enough for her. The sadness in her eyes had always told me the opposite. I had never seen a true example of voluntary, selfless love.

Suddenly, it hit me. I had not only seen an example of that, I felt that for only one person in my life—Tamara. My love and devotion to my sister had never waned, even with the distance between us while she’s away at college. And even when we’d fought in the past, swore that we hated each other, I had never failed to come running the instant she needed me. 

There was nothing in this world I wouldn’t do, wouldn’t give, to make sure she was happy and safe. That was because, despite our differences, we shared a bond that was unbreakable. My bond with Arya was the same, only more powerful.

I suddenly realized there were all different kinds of love, and Niko was right. And, once again, I was being a selfish, ignorant dumbass. Well, no more.

I straightened away from my headboard with sudden determination, slipping off my bed and patting Niko on the shoulder. “Thanks, man.”

“You’re going to talk to her?” Ashlyn asked excitedly. “What’s your plan?”

“I didn’t get the chance before to tell her the whole story or how I really feel about her,” I said. “So I’m going to tell her, and I’m going to make her listen this time. I’m going to prove to her that I’m never going to abandon her, whether she wants me or not.”

Ashlyn clapped her hands and squealed. “Yay! Do you need a wing woman?”

I chuckled under my breath and shook my head. “Nah, I gotta do this on my own.”

“There’s the old Tobias,” Niko said with a wink. “Just don’t be an asshole.”

My eager expression wrinkled into a deep frown. But I couldn’t really argue with that because, well, he had a point. “Noted. Wish me luck. I’m going to need it.”

“Good luck,” they called to me as I charged out of my room.

My heart soared with joyous anticipation at the thought of seeing her face, even if it would contort in rage at my approach. She needed to hear everything from the beginning. And I needed to stop being selfish. That was all I’d ever done since I met her, doing everything to protect my feelings with little regard for hers. 

It was time to step up and be the man she deserved, even if that meant supporting her from the sidelines. Even if that meant being her warrior and not her lover.

I knew exactly where she was without even having to think about it, my imprint bond tugging me right to her. I didn’t have to go very far.

Two guards in military uniform were stationed outside her room on either side of her door, and they watched me warily as I walked up the hall. I stopped before them and reached for the doorknob, but they stepped together, closing the gap between them and blocking my entrance.

From the pins on their lapels, I could see that both were ursas—made sense considering who they were guarding—but their bears couldn’t possibly compete with my dragon if it came to it. 

“Let me in,” I demanded with all the authority of my last name.

“General Dracul expressly ordered that no one disturb the siren,” said the bearded one on the right.

I puffed up my chest, giving my best impression of my father. “I am Tobias Dracul, and if you don’t let me pass, I will gladly report to my father your insolence toward his son and heir.”

The two exchanged curious glances between closely examining my face for the unmistakable resemblance. The guard on the left lifted his wrist in front of his mouth and tapped the smartwatch there.

“General, a man claiming to be your son wants entrance into the siren’s bedroom,” he spoke to the watch.

Great, looks like I’m going to have to fight these guys after all. 

There was a pause, and I prepared myself to shift, already feeling sorry for whatever staff would have to clean up the mess afterward.

“Let him in.”

What the—

“Affirmative,” the guard said, then the two separated with a nod.

I tried to keep the surprise from showing in my face as the guard on the left swiped the keycard through the slit to allow me inside. What was my father’s angle here? Could he have possibly grown a conscience, developed some compassion, or was he simply using my presence here to his own ends?

It didn’t matter. As long as I got to see her, speak with her, nothing else mattered.

The guard opened the door, then quickly closed it after I went inside. Arya was sitting at the head of her bed, her knees curled up against her chest with her arms wrapped around them. A stony scowl was fixed on her face, and it only intensified when her gaze flicked to me.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she seethed in a low voice, and even as threatening as it was intended, the blissfully familiar timber warmed my heart.

The musk that I’d smelled on her days ago was so much more potent in this confined space, and I now recognized it as distinctly ursa. How had I not realized it before? Oh, probably because I was so wrapped up in myself to pay attention. A mistake I would never make again.

I took a step further into the room. “I need to tell you the whole story. There are things you don’t know that—”

“I don’t want to hear it,” she interrupted with a slow but forceful inflection.

“I know, but you need to,” I said, surprising myself with my own level of calm. “And I’m not leaving until you do.”

“Not even if I go full ursa on your ass?” she growled menacingly.

My thoughts flashed to the destruction of the greenhouse, the wrath she was capable of. I lifted my chin. “If that’s what it takes, so be it.”

She glared at me for a long moment, but I didn’t balk at the rage and hatred I saw in her cerulean eyes. 

Finally, she turned away from me, casting her icy stare at the wall beside her. “Fine. Say what you came to say, then leave me the hell alone.”

I let out a slow breath of silent relief as I came closer and sat on the edge of her bed, making sure not to invade her personal space more than I had to. As it turned out, respecting her wasn’t as difficult as I used to think.

I told her everything, all the way from when my father first told me about her. I explained about my family’s curse, and how that had been the foundation I’d lived on my whole life, that it had been the reason I’d tried so hard to seal off my heart. I explained how I realized I’d imprinted on her and how I’d tried to sever the bond to protect us both. I explained every decision I’d made up to this point and how much I regretted most of them.

“But I don’t regret this imprint, or the fact that I fell in love with you,” I said. “You are the most incredible woman this world has ever seen, and I’m honored to have been fated to serve you. And even if the curse means you will never love me, I need you to know that I am never going to stop protecting you. I made you a promise, and I meant it. I’m not going anywhere. You’d have to kill me.”

She didn’t meet my gaze the entire time I spoke, only stared at the wall like I wasn’t there, but the small twitches in her jaw now and then told me she’d listened to every word. 

My soul felt so much lighter now that I’d gotten all of that off my chest, and though my senses sang with gratitude at being in her presence, my stomach twisted with the apprehension of not knowing how she’d received any of it.

“Do you know what your father had me do during training today?” she asked in that same low, hostile tone, finally breaking the long silence that followed my confession.

I swallowed, my heart tripping with concern at the mention of Arthur. I knew first-hand how cruel he could be in his training, and I never wanted that for her. I almost didn’t want to know what horrors he had put her through because I hadn’t been there to protect her from them.

I shook my head and she must have seen it through her peripheral vision.

“He strapped me to a chair with silver wire and forced me to use my siren voice to compel a captive vampire to kill herself.” She said this like she was describing a mundane action of a normal day, but I could feel the raw emotions behind her words.

Her radiating anger, helplessness, grief, and guilt seeped into me, fueling my own to the point I was shaking with the desire for vengeance on her behalf. I knew my father was a sadistic bastard, but he had truly outdone himself this time. And with my mate.

“And you know what? It showed me just how powerful my siren abilities really are,” she mused, tilting her head. “They can compel someone to do the one thing that goes against the most fundamental drive of all living things, and if they can do that…”

She finally turned her head in my direction and looked at me, but where I should have felt relief, I found only trepidation. She leaned forward, angling her head awkwardly to look at my ear.

“Good, you’re not wearing an earpiece,” she said. “That will make this a lot easier.”

“Arya?” I asked cautiously, unknown panic rising in my hammering pulse.

“You tried so hard to sever your imprint, and I think such effort should be rewarded, don’t you?” Her eyes narrowed, and her lips slowly spread into a vindictive sneer.

Understanding slammed into me, and I shot off the bed, backing away from her with my hands raised in defense. “Arya, you don’t know what you’re doing.”

She extended her legs and scooted down the bed. “I know exactly what I’m doing. I’m going to give you the one thing you’ve wanted since we met.”

I stumbled further backward, crashing my back against the door. “You don’t even know if that will work.”

She stood and shrugged. “Only one way to find out.”

“Arya, please, don’t do this,” I begged, every cell in my body and soul rioting in protest.

She opened her mouth, and I shoved my fingertips into my ears, pressing the openings closed with so much force that the sides of my head screamed in pain.

But it was no use. The melodic voice chimed clear as a bell in my mind.

“You are not imprinted to Arya Walker. Your bond is now and forever broken.”

The sharpest agony pierced my skull, similar to when Petra had tried her naga hypnosis but infinitely worse. My ears rang with such intensity that I couldn’t even hear my own screaming as I buckled and collapsed to the floor, rolling and clenching to escape the indescribable torment. A static charge coursed through me, exploding my nerve endings like a power surge popping every lightbulb on an electrical grid. It felt like my very essence was being shredded and fried.

When the cacophony finally subsided, I found myself on the floor of the hallway with the two guards looking down at me with wild concern on their faces. I blinked up at them, registering the earth-shattering and irrevocable change in my body.

The ache I’d grown so accustomed to, had come to thrive upon, was gone. The tug I cherished no longer pulled. 

“Are you alright?” the bearded guard asked me.

“No. No, please, no,” I prayed desperately to any deity who would hear me.

“General, there’s been an incident,” I heard one of the guards say.

But I didn’t care. The worst thing that could have happened to me did. Arya had done it. My imprint was gone. 
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Chapter 36
Julian

I was exhausted, which I was particularly unused to. I sat on a wooden chair with royal purple upholstery, free from the confines of Marguerite’s bed at last and clothed in black cotton pajamas, which I much preferred to being naked. I supposed she was rewarding me for good behavior, but the truth was I just didn’t have it in me to verbally fight her anymore.

Fortunately, it was daytime, and since Marguerite was the most skilled at combat among the vampires, she was off training newly turned fledglings how to best use their new abilities. Or, at least, that’s what I thought she’d said before leaving. I was very happy to have a moment free of her company.

The taste of fresh blood still sat in my mouth. A few hours ago, Marguerite brought a couple of Initiates to drink from. I wasn’t proud of it, but I’d greedily drank from a willing male. My weakened state seemed to magnify my thirst, and blood at least brought some sort of pleasure to my tortured existence.

All things considered, Marguerite was a far more merciful torturer than Hadrian would have been. Being trapped in a penthouse suite and having my personal space violated with unwanted affection was certainly better than being slowly skinned alive repeatedly or drowning over and over again or any other manner of sadism Hadrian was capable of.

I should count myself lucky. Marguerite’s undying obsession with me had saved me from a horrifically hellish fate. At least for now. Would she eventually tire of me if I kept refusing to play along, to give in?

I wished Shea would contact me. She and Caesar needed to know. At least so they wouldn’t think I’d abandoned them. The thought stabbed me with grief and regret. I had been a fool to come back here. I should have stayed with them. And now I might never see either of them again.

A soft scratching noise came from the closed window and pulled me from my sorrow. I lifted my head, and the effort to do so almost broke me.

Though the room was dark, my vampire eyes easily cut through it. Marguerite’s long, purple couch sat right against the large, covered window. Although it was sealed off for the daylight hours, Marguerite had strung long, flowing silver curtains around it, framing it in elegance.

More scratching sounded from behind the metal covering the window, and I gritted my teeth as I attempted to get to my feet. My legs shook at the effort, then gave out. I found myself sprawled upon a fine purple-and-silver woven rug. Having fallen face-first, my nose had cracked upon impact—the rug had done very little to protect it from the hard stone floor beneath.

With difficulty, I pushed myself onto my knees. I waited for my nose to heal itself, and it took a painfully long time. I felt the sluggish cracking and popping as my nose set back into its proper place.

The scratching came again, this time more rapid, as if whatever was on the other side was growing eager to enter. Could it be Shea? Or Caesar? Had they somehow discovered my capture and come to save me? More likely, it was just some random critter. Either way, at least I wouldn’t be alone.

Will trumped exhaustion, and I forced myself forward like a wiggling worm on dry soil.

I kept my head down as I dragged my legs behind me, and before long, I bumped my head on the couch.

Inhaling heavily, I placed my elbows on the soft, deep purple cushions and levered myself up. I lifted my knees up one at a time, and the effort nearly made me fall backward. I balanced myself with my hands on the top of the back part of the couch.

The scratching was loudest just in front of me. I reached up for an ancient locking mechanism that kept the window closed. My shackles clanked as my arms shook while grabbing the horizontal lock.

“Damn things,” I cursed under my breath.

Taking a few more breaths, I used what little strength I could muster to try to pry the lock up. It didn’t budge, not even a little.

I let myself fall back onto the couch in disappointment. For so long, I’d taken my superhuman strength for granted. Now, I was weaker than most humans.

Laying back, I looked up at the stuck window again and noticed the scratching had stopped. I’d failed whatever was on the other side. Not that it mattered. Nobody knew about my imprisonment. Nobody was coming for me.

A deep, crashing reverberation sounded like bells chiming in my ears.

The ringing continued, slowly tapering off like a glass being clanked by a knife.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

And then the clanging noise boomed again, followed by the screeching of metal on metal. Sunlight streamed in, brightening the room with regal brilliance and forcing me to shield my eyes instinctively from the radiant heat that flooded as shards of glass sprayed through the room.

My mind was slow on the uptake. Everything was bright because the window had opened. And it hadn’t just been opened; the metal cover had been entirely ripped off, and the glass had been shattered. If that wasn’t surprise enough, I stared in wonder as a certain gray cat appeared at the window ledge and looked down at me with red eyes.

“Rainbow?” I muttered, wondering if my mind was playing tricks on me. Had my cat really torn away the metal window cover?

But Rainbow leaped from the window sill and landed on the top of the couch, then stepped down onto my chest. Even though I could feel his weight on my chest, I still couldn’t believe he was real. Rainbow should be hundreds of miles away.

I lifted my bound hands and petted my vampire cat behind the ears.

“You followed me?” I said with wonder. The cat’s senses must have been enhanced by its vampiric abilities. I marveled that Rainbow had made such a journey and had been able to find me. Though how he knew I was in danger, I would never be able to fathom.

In reply, Rainbow rubbed his head against my arms and purred, his voice hitting that perfect Middle C timbre.

I wasn’t alone anymore.

But if Marguerite came back and saw the cat, she’d kill it in a heartbeat.

“It’s not safe for you here,” I said.

If Rainbow understood me, he made no sign of it. For the time being, I didn’t care. I was grateful to have the cat with me, however odd it was.

Time passed, and I remained on the couch, eyes closed as I idly stroked Rainbow’s fur. I felt empowered by not being alone anymore.

While I could tolerate the sunlight just fine, I typically didn’t care for it. Right now, though, it was a breath of fresh air. It brought me serenity in my weakened state. Mixed with the coming of Rainbow, it was a sign of hope. I closed my eyes and took in the moment of peace.

I was aware of the opportunity this afforded me as well. The window was open, and gods only knew when I’d get another obvious escape option again. But I also knew better. Considering how herculean a task it had been just to crawl from the chair to the couch, there was no way in hell I could climb down the wall. The most I’d be able to do would be to hoist myself onto the window sill and throw myself out, and as I was several stories up, the landing would likely kill me.

“Julian.”

My eyes flew open.

“Sh–Shea?” I muttered, my heart leaping with both joy and terror at the sweet sound of her voice. Could she actually be here? Had Rainbow led her here? If Marguerite were to discover her, she would kill her slowly and make me watch.

I forced my head to roll to the side so I could scan the painfully bright room, but I saw nothing but Marguerite’s lavish decor.

“Who else? You’re not involved with any other witches who can magically call you, are you?” Her voice chimed in my head, and my slowly working mind finally understood.

I gave a dry, weak chuckle. Only Shea would be able to make me laugh at a time like this.

“Never,” I murmured with a droopy smile.

“Listen, something’s happened,” she said. “Caesar has been removed as director of the Dome. We’re working solo now.”

The words repeated in my head even after she’d stopped speaking them, my mind struggling to find the meaning in them.

“What…happened?” I finally asked.

“Some shifter military asshole staged a mutiny,” she explained. “They found out about your affiliation and used that to turn everyone against him.”

My heart cracked even before my mind registered the words, guilt bleeding out of the wound and seeping into me. No. It was all my fault. That school meant everything to Caesar, and now, he had lost it because of me.

I sobbed dryly, my body still too drained to form tears, and my eyes stung in refusal.

“Wait, what’s wrong?” Her voice rang crisply through my hollow sobs. “You don’t sound right. Why are you crying?” Her pitch escalated with each word, and I felt even more guilt for making her worry.

I took in a long, shaky breath. “Something happened here, too. Hadrian discovered my treachery. The irony is truly astounding.” Even in my agony, I couldn’t help but appreciate that. Fate was an evil bitch.

“Omigod!” Shea’s voice sliced through my mind, her panic cracking my heart even more. “Where are you? What are they doing to you?”

“I’m in Marguerite’s quarters at Heritage Prep,” I replied with a sad slur to my words. “My punishment is that I’m to be her eternal plaything. They’ve fitted me with copper cuffs to weaken me. I can barely move.”

“Oh, Julian,” she whimpered. “Who is this bitch?”

“A vile woman who’s been obsessed with me for decades,” I lamented. “Now she finally has what she’s always wanted: me at her mercy.” More sobs croaked from my dry throat.

Silence echoed in my mind for several long seconds, but I could feel a deep and righteous anger reverberating through our mental connection.

“I will kill her with my bare fucking hands,” Shea vowed in a menacing tone I’d never heard from her. “I’m going to destroy her for laying her filthy hands on you.”

The promise and devotion in her words made my shattered heart throb with love for her. That she would be driven to such murderous intent on my behalf… I didn’t have the words to describe how deeply that touched me, especially in my current state.

“Don’t worry, Julian. Caesar and I will come for you. We will get you out of there if it’s the last thing we do. I promise.”

My sobs intensified, lurching out of my helpless lungs like the chug of a train’s engine. I didn’t know whether to be relieved, grateful, or terrified. I was stuck with indecision between begging her to rescue me and insisting she stay far away from this goddamn place. A witch and a gryphon alone would be no match for an entire school full of highly trained vampires and their militia of willing human pawns.

“Just hold on. Please, hold on. And, Julian, um…there’s one more thing you should know.”

I closed my eyes, letting them roll back into my head and away from the sunlight that was now far too bright. I wanted to be able to focus on Shea’s beautiful voice without any other sensory distractions.

“I… I am Alice.”

The entire world fell silent at the end of those words. Whatever wheels were left to turn in my mind jammed, understanding escaping me completely. What did she mean? Did I hear her correctly? Was my brain so melted and fried that I was losing touch with reality?

“Julian?” she asked.

“I’m here,” I rasped.

“Look, I don’t know how or why, but it’s true,” she continued. “My blood accidentally unlocked the grimoire because it’s my family’s grimoire. I cast a summoning spell to talk to Alice, but it didn’t work because her soul isn’t in the spirit world… It’s inside me.”

My head began to spin, dizziness clutching my belly with sickening fingers. “I… I don’t understand.”

“I’m Alice reincarnated,” Shea said plainly. “You don’t need a spell to bring her back because she’s already here, as me.”

A sense of peace fell over me as my muddled mind flashed with hazy memories. Shea’s face the first night I saw her, so much like Alice’s. Her magic, so similar. Her touch, her smell, her taste, new and nostalgic at the same time.

Though my mind was beyond comprehension at this point, my soul knew. Shea was right. And I think some part of me had known it all along.

Bliss buzzed through my frail husk of a body, my sobs turning into low chuckles of joy.

“I love you, Shea,” I professed, my voice constricted with emotion.

“I love you, too,” she whimpered. “We’re coming for you. Stay strong for me.”

“Forever,” I vowed.

The connection faded, and I was left in a silence that no longer felt hollow and bleak. Shea was Alice. The greatest desire of my heart had happened without my intervention or influence. Perhaps fate wasn’t such an evil bitch, after all.

I was no longer afraid for Shea’s safety in attempting to rescue me. There was nothing that tenacious witch couldn’t achieve, and with Caesar by her side to protect her, they were a force even for the vampires to reckon with. If my Alice had found a way to come back to me, then my Shea would do it again.

For the first time in a long time, I finally had faith. 
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Chapter 37
Shea

“What is it? What happened?” Caesar asked, his forehead creased with worry as he looked at me. He had been sitting next to me through the whole conversation with Julian, only able to hear my responses and growing more and more concerned as he listened.

“Julian, he’s… Hadrian found out about his disloyalty,” I said with a shaky voice. “As punishment, he gave Julian to some vampire bitch to play with. He’s got some kind of cuffs on that weaken him. He sounded like he was in so much pain.” My voice cracked as my throat constricted with anger and grief. 

“No,” Caesar breathed, his eyes darkening in dreadful understanding. He shook his head. “What are the fucking chances we’d both be found out on the same day.” He kicked the leg of the coffee table in front of the couch.

“I know,” I whimpered. But hatred and fury soon burned through the sorrow, and I gritted my teeth. “I’m going to kill that vampire whore. I’m going to rip her to pieces and use magic to make sure she doesn’t die, so she’ll have no choice but to exist as a mutilated monster for—”

“Slow down, Shea,” Caesar cautioned, putting a calming hand on my shoulder. “I want to avenge Julian just as much as you do, but we have to be smart about this. We need to come up with a plan to get into Heritage Prep and survive long enough to get Julian out. And to do that, we need to keep our cool and channel our anger into something useful.”

My shoulders were shaking with rage, and I wanted to burn the entire damn world to the ground to get Julian back. But I knew Caesar was right. My mind was so charged with murderous intent that I couldn’t think clearly, and that kind of mentality wasn’t going to save Julian.

But without the anger to fortify me, I was defenseless against my fear over what would happen to him, helpless to the onslaught of gory images of things Julian’s captors might do to him before we could rescue him.

“I should never have let him go back,” I lamented. “I should’ve insisted he stay. Fuck the vampires. And fuck the shifters. Dammit, this whole world just sucks!”

He pulled me against his chest and squeezed my shoulders. “We’re going to figure this out. Julian is strong. He’s been through so much over the decades. He’ll be able to hold out until we get to him.”

“But what if his mistress gets tired of him?” I burst, trying hard to ignore the mental flashes of her playing with him against his will, punishing him for his non-compliance. “What if she lets Hadrian kill him after all?”

Caesar shook his head. “I think I know who this vampire is. Did he say the name Marguerite?”

I nodded, trying to control the tremors in my neck and jaw as I did.

“That’s what I thought. From what he’s told me about her, it’ll be a long time before she tires of him. She’s been obsessed with him since before they both became vampires. Now that she has him at her mercy, she’s going to savor every moment of it, and do everything she can to bend him to her will.”

I hiccuped as tears forced their way over my eyelids and streamed down my cheeks.

Caesar hugged me tighter. “Hey, it’s a good thing. Like I said, Julian is strong, and he’s far more clever than me. He’ll find a way to endure for now.”

I leaned into him and pressed my damp face into his chest. “What are we going to do? How are we going to infiltrate a heavily guarded vampire structure and get him out without anyone seeing? We can’t just go in guns blazing. A witch and a gryphon against an army of vampires?”

He sighed, rubbing my upper arm. “I don’t know. I’ll need to talk to Kai. His technical knowledge and electrical mastery might pair perfectly with your magic. We’ll figure something out.”

I nodded against him, even though I didn’t really believe it. I suddenly felt so small and powerless. How could we possibly win this seemingly losing battle?

“I’m going to fetch Kai,” Caesar said. “Then all five of us can sit down and discuss the possibilities of combining witch magic with shifter abilities and technology. Will you be alright for a while?”

“Yes,” I said softly, then wrapped my arms around his neck and clung to him a few frantic heartbeats.

“I’ll be back soon,” he said when I finally let him go. Then he got off the couch and bolted for the door.

I sat there for a moment, staring at the carpet while I tried to regulate my emotions. But sitting made me feel jittery, and I couldn’t just do nothing. I got the grimoire from my room and opened it on the couch, closely studying each and every page for any spells that could help us in our rescue mission.

Anything I found that I thought could be even remotely useful, I marked the page with a sticky note. Protection spells, cloaking spells, locking and unlocking spells. And, of course, anything to do with vampires. 

I spilled over the pages for hours, even after Caesar returned with Kai and Aunt Janette, and everyone began planning and plotting. I tried listening in on their conversation now and then, but I didn’t want to miss any helpful secrets this book might have. 

I came across the snaring spell and read it over and over. Could there be a way for one witch to use it against more than one vampire at a time? Could I possibly tweak it to do so? Though Gram and Aunt Janette were on board with my unorthodox relationship, I hardly expected them to come with us to save Julian. In fact, I’d avidly refuse if she offered. She was too old and slow. A vampire stronghold was no place for her. Aunt Janette, maybe, but I wouldn’t forgive myself if she got hurt or captured—or worse—trying to help us.

This wasn’t their battle. It was mine and Caesar’s. And though Kai had no allegiance to Julian, he was so loyal to Caesar that he followed him in exile and remained so even after knowing about his intimate relationship with the two of us. Kai had also lost loved ones to vampires, so he had just as much hatred for them as we did. I was grateful to have him on our team. 

It was late afternoon when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I couldn’t summon the interest or motivation to pull it out. Everyone I cared about was within a block radius of me or hundreds of miles away, trapped in a tower as some blood whore’s pet. There was Ashlyn and Arya, of course, but my mission was more important than chitchat.

I let the call go to voicemail and continued scanning my current page. But then, immediately after, my phone started buzzing again, the vibration a nagging irritation against my thigh. Fine. 

I pulled it out and checked the screen. Arya. I moved to dismiss the call but then paused. Caesar said the asshole general guy had taken over the school for the sole purpose of weaponizing her. What if she needed me? What if I was ignoring her when she was in some kind of trouble? 

She would never abandon me if I needed her, no matter her personal problems. What kind of friend would I be if I couldn’t do the same?

I swiped the green answer button and put the phone to my ear. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Shea,” she wept, sniffling. “I’m so fucked up. I don’t know what I’m doing anymore.”

“What happened? Are you okay?” My whole focus was on her, concern twisting my guts anew.

“No,” she sobbed, laughing humorlessly. “I’m so not okay. Caesar’s been kicked out of the school for fuck knows what, and the general of the shifter military has taken it upon himself to be my personal slave driver because apparently I’m the answer to some prophecy bullshit. He made me… He made me…” She gave into heavier sobs.

Of course, I knew now about the prophecy, and it wouldn’t do either of us any good for me to ask about the details of it right now.

“He made you what?” I prompted softly, pressing the phone harder against my ear to make out her words through her crying.

“He made me use my powers to force a vampire to kill herself,” she confessed. “I didn’t want to do it, but he strapped me to a chair and threatened to starve and force feed me until I did it. God, I don’t want to be this person. I don’t want to become a monster to fight monsters.”

I put my hand over my mouth as she continued to weep. That was inhumane. Horrible. Especially coercing a teenage girl to do that. When Caesar told me about the general, I never could’ve expected such cruelty. 

“I’m so sorry, Arya. What can I do?”

She sniffled again and took a deep breath. “I don’t know. They’ve got me locked in my room like a prisoner. I don’t think you can help me. All I know is that, as soon as I have the chance, I’m going to escape this hellhole.”

I didn’t know what to say. First, Julian was being imprisoned by the vampires, and now my best friend was being imprisoned by the shifters. I had little idea how to rescue one of them, let alone both. At least Arya had her imprinted mate to protect her. Now that Tobias was free of his curse, I was sure he would do everything in his power to get Arya out of her nightmare.

“And that’s not even the worst part,” Arya added. “Tobias… I found out he’s been lying to me all along. He only got close to me because his dad, the general, told him to. Everything between us was all an act. When I confronted him about it, he told me that he’d imprinted on me. I didn’t believe him at first, thought it was just some ploy to save himself, but…I could feel that it was true. And…I think I made a big mistake, Shea.”

Shit. Shit, shit, shit!

How could this have happened? I only just reversed his curse yesterday. He and Arya were supposed to live happily ever after and all that shit. This wasn’t right.

“W–what did you do?” I asked nervously, afraid of what the answer might be.

“I broke our imprint,” she admitted on a sharp cry.

“You did what?” I gasped, my eyes widening painfully.

“I was just so angry, and I hated him so much for making me love him and imprinting on me after all the fucking lies!” she shouted defensively, bitterly. “So when he came to talk to me just now, to bare his soul or whatever, I used my siren voice to sever the imprint.”

“Omigod,” I breathed, pressing my hand to my chest as my heart threatened to crack inside it. “No, Arya, please tell me you didn’t. I know Tobias can be a pompous asshole, but he really does love you. It’s the only reason I helped him—” 

I slapped my hand over my mouth, the silence that rang on the other line making me realize that I’d stopped myself too late.

“Helped him do what?” she asked, suspicion clear in her dark tone.

One more cat out of the bag. Might as well just rip the bandaid off, especially since this one I did for her best interests.

“Tobias came to me a few days ago and told me about the imprint and about this curse on his family that made it so no Dracul could ever find requited love. I wanted you to have a chance at happiness, so I agreed to break his curse with my magic. He came over yesterday after school, and with the help of my Gram and aunt, we did. Or at least, I thought we did.”

Another long silence.

“So, you knew about the imprint and this curse for days but decided not to tell me about it?” she finally asked, the accusation in her voice crisp and biting.

“I had to keep it quiet,” I defended. “He said he knew he was falling in love with you and that the curse would trigger any day. I was afraid if I told you, it would mess with the curse. I couldn’t risk it.”

“Hey, what’s going on?” Caesar asked, coming into the living room with a curious expression. He must have been alarmed by the pitch of my voice.

“I, er…” I stammered.

“Who is that?” Arya demanded. “Is that Caesar?”

Fuck.

I bit my lip. “Um, yeah. He came here last night after being thrown out of the school. My aunt is giving him a place to stay.”

“I don’t understand, why did he go to y—” She stopped abruptly, and I could almost hear the wheels turning in her mind on the other side. “He snuck you into the school to revive Letti, but that wasn’t all, was it? Omigod, he’s Professor Douche!”

I squeezed my eyes shut as the accusation sliced through me. This particular bandaid was really going to hurt. “Yes, I’m sorry! But it’s not what you think, I prom—”

“You know what, save it!” she snapped. “You’re all a bunch of fucking liars! You, Tobias, Caesar! At least the general is honest about his depravity. Well, I’m done. I’m done with every last fucking one of you. Have fun with Professor Douche!”

The line went dead, and my lip trembled as the horrible truth of what just happened settled on me.

Caesar knelt beside me, putting his hand on my knee. “Hey, who was that?”

I pursed my lips as the weight of my regret crushed down on me. “It was Arya. She knows everything, and she hates me.”

Fresh tears spilled down my face, and he pulled me into his arms while I cried.

The world was falling apart around me, and all I seemed capable of doing was making things worse. How was I going to fix any of this?

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 38
Arya

It was the screams that woke me.

At first, they sounded so far away, I thought they were a dream. I was so bone-deep tired and emotionally exhausted from the events of the past few days that I wanted to continue sleeping, even through the threat of a nightmare.

Something inside me triggered, and my eyes snapped open.

The distant screams still sounded beyond the walls, punctuated by an echoing boom every now and then. Just outside my bedroom door, students were throwing their words at each other in haste, their feet scampering up and down the halls.

My eyes found the clock flashing in bright red numbers that it was just after midnight.

What the hell is going on?

I slid out of bed and hurried into my uniform—smart clothing and all—before venturing out the door. The guards that had been assigned to watch me were strangely absent. I was briefly thrilled by the freedom it gave me, until a flock of harpy girls ran past me crying, looking utterly terrified before they disappeared into a room. 

In the common room, more students were openly weeping as they clung to each other, while others rushed out of their rooms still in their pajamas.

“Arya!” Ashlyn’s voice startled me as she suddenly appeared at my side.

“What’s happening?” I asked.

“I was going to ask you the same thing,” Ashlyn said, looking over the mayhem that surrounded us. “You’d think the sky was falling or something.”

“It’s okay, they can’t get through,” I overheard one of the dragon guys saying to the harpy girl he was attempting to soothe on one of the couches. It was Shawn, the guy Tobias had sparred with that night he got injured, the night I healed him, the first night I...

I blinked the memory away and went up to them. “What’s going on out there? Who can’t get through?”

Shawn looked up at her, a serious set to his eyes. “Vampires. They’re attacking the Dome.”

“What?” I gasped. An icy chill shot through my chest and rippled through my entire body.

Ashlyn and I exchanged panicked glances before sprinting out of the avian common room. The Great Hall was a zoo. Students stampeded through each other in a frenzy, some trying to escape the horrors beyond the doors and others trying to get outside to witness the attack for themselves.

We pushed through the hoard, hugging the walls as a sort of shortcut. Finally, after being battered and bruised by countless shoulders and elbows, we made it through the main doors.

What I saw left me frozen in place.

Above our heads, white-faced wraiths rammed down on the Dome from the water that surrounded it, illuminated in flashes by the ultraviolet beams that blasted whenever they got too close. The beams burned the vampires even in water, but that didn’t keep them from slamming into the thick glass in attempts to break it. Every few minutes, some sort of projectile weapon fired at the glass from those hiding in the shadows.

A little voice inside my head tried to assure me that the glass couldn’t be broken, not from the vampires diving at it. We were going to be fine. In a few hours, the morning sun would shine through the water and scare them away.

But every time the ultraviolet beams flashed, telltale spider veins in the glass caught the light—they were spreading.

“Get out there!” General Dracul’s voice barked across the campus. “Fend them off the best you can.”

I turned to see a fleet of the oldest mer students and graduates running toward the secret lake outlet to follow the general’s orders. They were dressed in thick, water-resistant Kevlar smart tops, strapped with weapons that I hadn’t seen before.

Fear tightened every muscle in my body—fear that the glass would shatter, that everyone I cared for would drown in the flood or be slaughtered by the bloodthirsty monsters that waited outside.

“Miss Walker,” the general’s voice boomed as he approached.

“I need to be out there,” I declared, lifting my foot to follow the other mer.

“The hell you do,” he barked, planting a firm hand on my shoulder and keeping me from moving. “You’re the reason they’re here.”

I turned to face him, my fear blistering into anger. “That’s exactly why I need to help. I won’t just stand idly by down here while people die for me out there.”

“Yes, you will. The future of all shifterkind depends on you staying safe from those monsters. You are duty-bound to let others make the sacrifices right now.”

“That’s bull—”

“Sir, let me take her out of the school.” The all-too-familiar voice sliced through my heart with a bittersweet sting. 

Tobias stepped into view, looking his father straight in the eye with all the confidence of the prince he was. Apparently, his unruly pride had recovered from the staggering blow I dealt him earlier this evening.

The corner of General Dracul’s lip twitched with slight amusement. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked down his nose at his son. “And why would I do that?”

“She’s not safe here,” Tobias argued. “If they keep blasting at the glass, the Dome will give, and she’ll be a sitting duck. Sneaking her off campus is our best option.”

“How do you know they’re not waiting for her at the end of the subway?” Ashlyn snapped, fiery as ever.

“Indeed they are,” the general said. “Our soldiers are fighting them as we speak.”

My heart thudded at that news. We really were trapped.

“But there’s another way out,” Tobias intimated, looking only at Ashlyn as he spoke and avoiding eye contact with me. “A secret tunnel along the subway line. For emergencies.” He turned back to his father. “And this is an emergency.”

The general’s stern expression seemed to sober slightly as something passed between them. Another boom shook the ground, deepening the general’s frown and prickling the thick black hair on the back of Tobias’s neck. But neither of them broke from the staring contest they were having.

“Very well,” the general conceded. “I’ll send the Candida boy and a few others with you.”

“No!” I shouted, cutting into the discussion they were having about my life like I wasn’t even here. “I’m not leaving. I’m not going to abandon everyone here just to save my own ass.”

Tobias cast pleading eyes in my direction, finally looking me in the eye. “Arya, please.” He lifted a hand toward me.

I stepped backward. “I said no, Tobias Dracul. I’m no longer your burden to carry. I freed you from that horrible obligation.”

“What is she talking about, Tobias?” the general asked.

“Oh, didn’t your son tell you the good news?” I quipped, ignoring the tears that began to sting my eyes over what I had done. “I used my siren voice to rid him of his imprint on me. He’s no longer my bound protector.”

“What?” the general gasped.

But Tobias didn’t acknowledge his father whatsoever. He just stared at me, biting his lip as if debating something. 

“Well, you already hate me, so...” Then he swooped down, picked me up around the waist, and threw me over his shoulder.

“Put me down, asshole!” I yelled, slamming my fists against his back as he carried me toward the main building.

But he seemed completely unfazed by my assault. I sent a pleading glance at Ashlyn, but she only gave me a sad nod. What the fuck? She was just going to let him take me against my will without raising a finger?

I was so fucking sick of everyone else making decisions for me. Every single person at this goddamned school had either bullied me, lied to me, tried to control me, or betrayed me—a few of them had done all four. Well I’d had enough!

“Stop,” I ordered with my siren voice.

Instantly, Tobias stopped walking, standing in place just feet away from the main doors.

“Put me down.” Even in my siren voice, I enunciated each word clearly, injecting the force of my will into every syllable.

Like the robot I always accused him of being, Tobias set me down on my feet, a pained glint in the vacant stare of the eyes I hated to love so much.

Before I knew what was happening, a hand struck me across the face, the force of it knocking me to the ground. Ashlyn ran to my side, clinging to me protectively while I tried to recover from the blow.

“How dare you use your siren powers on my son.” The general towered over me, the shadow he cast darker than the murky waters outside the glass. The fury in his eyes was truly terrifying, and right now it was aimed at me. “Is that how you did it? Is that how you tricked him into falling in love with you? Was he ever even imprinted to you, or did you just compel him to believe so?”

Behind him, Tobias blinked hard several times and shook off the spell, horror and anger twisting his face as he saw what was happening.

He stormed toward his dad. “Don’t you fucking touch her!”

“Attention Dome students and faculty,” a velvety, dark voice spoke over the intercom. Though I had only heard it once before, I knew without a single doubt who it belonged to.

Hadrian.

Everyone under the Dome froze, giving their full attention to the words they heard. The entire space fell eerily silent.

“It is not our intention to kill you all tonight,” Hadrian announced. “We are here for one reason and one reason only. You have something that belongs to me, and I want it back. If you hand over Arya Walker, the attack will cease, and we’ll leave you in peace. For now. Refuse this request, and we’ll slaughter each and every one of you. Is that something you want on your conscience, Arya?”

The intercom cut off, and slowly, the sea of faces under the Dome turned to me. Several students who’d been inside the main building flooded out the doors, filling the silent Dome with their whispers.

I could see the heads of Cora, Letti, and Adina floating in the crowd, staring at me with fear in their eyes. Cora kept her mouth shut, and Letti’s brows were creased in indecision.

It was Adina who finally pushed through the crowd and spoke out against me. “What are we waiting for? Give her to them.”

“Yeah, she’s the one they want,” a phoenix girl agreed.

“She’s been nothing but trouble since she got here.”

“She destroyed the greenhouse.”

“She attacked Letti.”

“No, she didn’t,” Letti shouted in my defense.

I had thought I was immune to the denigration of my fellow classmates by now, but seeing how quickly they were willing to sell me out stung like a sword to the belly.

“What is wrong with you people?” Tobias put himself between me and the mob of frightened students. “You would sacrifice an innocent girl for your own safety?”

“She’s not innocent,” someone called out.

“She’s been in league with them from the start!” another shouted.

“You’re all idiots!” Ashlyn roared, planting herself beside Tobias. “Arya is the sweetest person at this godforsaken school, and you’ve never given her a chance.”

“A chance to what, turn on us?” Adina retorted.

The general stepped forward. “Arya stays, and that’s final. The simple fact is that her life is worth more than any of yours. She’s the best chance we have against the vampires.”

“Then let her go out there and fight them,” someone yelled.

I wanted to. I looked up to the lake beyond the Dome where the mer were battling the vampires. Some shot guns with special bullets that left trails of green all through the faces and arms of the vampires they hit. Some were the recipients of bullets fired by the vampires. Other shifters were locked in a morbid dance for survival, many of them losing and getting their throats bitten. All around the Dome, the water was stained with blood, flashing red every time the beams lit.

I wanted to go out there and fight. The prophecy said I was destined to end this war. I could go into the water and use all the skills I’d learned, all the techniques Caesar, Celeste, and Ms. Heather had taught me.

If I could unleash my ursa, I might be able to take out a few handfuls of vampires. But I doubted my ursa would do well underwater, unless I could somehow figure out how to combine it with my mermaid like I had with my harpy a few days ago. No, I couldn’t bet on that happening. In the water, I was limited to my weakest form.

I realized with a sad finality that I wouldn’t be much help if I joined the fight now. Whatever the prophecy said, it couldn’t have been referring to this moment. If I went out there, I would ultimately lose, and many would still die. It would all be in vain.

Another boom rocked the Dome, and this time, a long crack spiked through the outer layer of glass at the top. The crowd in front of me continued to argue. It was only a matter of time before the vampires got through and killed them all. As much as I hated to admit it, I cared very much for Tobias’s safety, maybe even more so than Ashlyn’s. Surely more than my own.

There was only one course of action I could take.

Goodbye, friends.

As Tobias, Ashlyn, and the general had their backs turned to me, yelling at the mob, I snuck around them as fast as I could, rushing toward the escape hatch that led into the lake. The last time I’d gone into this small, dark room had been with Kendall. I let the memory of our last swim together fill my mind and distract me as I stripped down to my smart top and dropped into the water, surrendering to the transformation.

My heart pounded a war cadence as I swam upward. One of the attacking vampires saw me and dove toward me, then stopped short, recognition shining in his dark eyes. I sent a current through the water toward him nonetheless, blasting him away from me. Then I willed a sphere to form around me, a constantly spinning orb of pure current that would protect me should one of them get any bright ideas.

“Hadrian,” I called out, manipulating the water to carry my voice. “I have accepted your terms. I will go with you, but first, you must send your vamps away, or the deal’s off.”

The pale bodies floated around me, waiting, the water still and silent as death.

At last, they began to ascend, swimming toward the surface with their weapons, letting the bodies of the mer they defeated sink into the depths.

I stayed in place, wanting to make sure that no vampire stayed behind. If Hadrian broke his word and sent them back, as I expected, I would fight to the death for my friends.

The water around the Dome was empty and dark. They really had gone.

Except for one.

A figure swam toward me from the shadows. I tensed from the top of my scalp to the tip of my tail, preparing to fight. As the murk cleared and the figure became more visible, I instantly recognized the face behind the diving mask.

“You made the right choice,” Hadrian said. “It’s time to come home, my child.”

I swallowed, the water in my throat rendering the gesture useless. “How do I know you won’t send your people back to the Dome once I’m gone?”

Hadrian waved his hands through the water. “You don’t. But I give you my word—as the father who’s been searching for you all your life—that I do not wish to kill your friends tonight. I have plans for them. Plans for you.”

The loving father bit felt like a lie, like sickly-sweet sugar poured into the water I inhaled. I couldn’t stand that I was the daughter of this monster. But I believed the rest. 

“Alright.”

Even though his face was covered by the diving mask, I could sense his smile. “Now, come home.” He extended a hand in invitation.

I took one last look down at the Dome. On the grass, Tobias was being held back by students as he tried to get to the escape hatch to stop me. He looked up at me as I looked down at him, our eyes meeting for one last moment. His mouth shouted words I didn’t hear, but his eyes begged me not to go, to turn around and go back inside.

I closed my eyes and turned away from him. Without any further hesitation, I took Hadrian’s hand and let him guide me to the surface. I didn’t know what awaited me up there, but at least Tobias and Ashlyn—and all my classmates who were probably glad to be rid of me—would live to fight another day.

So much for prophecies and fairytales.

~The End~

Stay tuned for Dark Shifter Academy Book 5, Deadly Alliances.
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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 nobel 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.
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