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Chapter 1
Tobias

My entire world came crashing down around me as I looked up and saw Arya swimming through the melee above the glass.

“NO!!!” I bellowed, my dragon’s roar ripping through me and ringing through every ear inside the Dome, forcing several students and teachers to cover their ears.

I burst into my dragon form and flew over the crowd toward the small building that housed the “secret” lake entrance. I didn’t care that I’d be a better swimmer in human form, or that my dragon fire would be useless in the frigid lake. My singular thought was getting Arya back.

But before I made it halfway across the crowded lawn, a heavy weight smacked into me, tackling me back to the ground and forcing me to knock over a handful of students like bowling pins in the process.

I roared and wrestled against the mass of black scales that crushed down on me, swiping my claws and snapping my jaw in desperation to get free and continue my pursuit.

“Enough!” Arthur’s dragon roared after my claws gouged his neck, pinning my arms to the ground with his massive claws.

“Let me go!” my dragon begged as I continued to scramble beneath him. But no matter how hard I twisted and bucked, I couldn’t shake Arthur’s impressive size.

“Stop being a fool,” he growled, but I couldn’t hear him; all I could do was watch helplessly over his shoulder as Arya took Hadrian’s hand in the water above.

“She’s getting away,” I moaned, agony shredding my throat. “I have to stop her! Why won’t you let me stop her?”

The tip of his wing whipped across my face with such sudden force that it snapped my head to the side, darkening my vision for several seconds. My body fell limp beneath him as my world rocked, and I tried desperately to regain my bearings.

“If you think I’m going to let you sacrifice yourself for that siren whore, you’re a bigger fool than I thought possible,” he snarled into my ear, the heat of the fire he held at bay in his throat blasting my cheek and neck. “She broke your imprint, so count your blessings and move on.”

He held me down for several seconds, and all I could do was blink past him as Arya blurrily disappeared toward the surface.

“She’s your greatest weapon, and you’re just handing her over without a fight,” I growled, rage scorching over the panic in my chest. “Some great military leader you are.”

His other wing snapped my face again, whipping it in the other direction, and consciousness threatened to abandon me for the briefest instant.

I felt his weight lift from my body as the knowledge that I was thoroughly subdued sank into both of us.

“Open your eyes, boy,” Arthur hissed as he returned to human form. “The dome is cracking, and there are thousands of lives down here dependent on its mercy. The bodies of some of our best mer soldiers float in their own blood above our heads. We are not prepared to have this fight tonight. Pursuing her now would be a folly beyond measure.”

I rolled to my side, my dragon rescinding beneath my flesh out of sheer exhaustion. I staggeringly pulled myself up to sit, nearly falling sideways as my balance continued to evade me.

“So you’re just going to let Hadrian have her?” I countered even as my vision spiraled. “What about the prophecy?”

His shadow fell over me, but I refused to look up at him. “How do we know this isn’t part of the prophecy? She’s closer to him than any of us could ever get.”

“And if he kills her?” I snarled darkly.

Arthur paused for a moment, then knelt down beside me. “He won’t. He’s her father.”

His insinuation finally registered, and I laughed humorlessly. “Ah, yes. I forgot you’re both competing for ‘Father of the Year.’”

He lifted his hand, and I winced, bracing myself for another blow. But his hand curled around my shoulder instead, his voice softening when he said, “In time, you’ll understand.”

I shoved his hand off of me and crawled away from him, shakily climbing to my feet. “What I understand is that Hadrian is a ruthless vampire who has no loyalties, and if you believe otherwise, then you’re a bigger fool than I thought possible.”

He sighed as he followed to stand with me. “Tobias, I’m not suggesting we leave her in his custody. We will get her back. We just need to be smart about how we do it.”

I turned on him then, finally looking him in the eye. “And just what do you think is the smart solution?”

He straightened his shoulders and puffed out his chest. “Sending a team of our finest soldiers to retrieve her, of course. We’ll take the fight to them, where our own people aren’t at risk of collateral damage.”

Hope and determination sparked in my heart. “Then I’m going with them.”

He snorted a dismissive laugh. “You most certainly are not.”

I scowled at him, fire smoldering in my chest. “You’ve been adamant about me joining the military my entire life, and now that I willingly volunteer, you reject me?”

He flared his eyebrows in surprise and patted my upper back. “By all means, join the military now. I, for one, would be thrilled to have you in our ranks. But as a novice, such a mission would be far above your paygrade.”

“Bullshit,” I snapped, forcefully shrugging his hand away again. “You’ve been training me since before I could walk. If anyone is suited for this mission, it’s me.”

His eyes narrowed. “The answer is no, Tobias. You are too emotionally invested to act rationally, as you already perfectly displayed to everyone here. Your feelings for the siren compromise your judgment and make you reckless. You’d be far more of a liability than an asset. Your placement will be elsewhere, perhaps at the school—”

“No,” I demanded. “I will not sign away my soul to the military unless Arya’s rescue is my first mission. Those are my terms.”

His eyes narrowed further, and his jaw clenched even as his lips curled into a smug smile. “Very well. Then as a student of the Dome, and as my son, I will assign a team of guards to protect you at all times…and to see to it that you don’t do anything foolish.”

He strode away with his hands clasped behind his back before I could pose any sort of rebuttal.

I seethed with rage as he disappeared into his entourage of soldiers, not caring how many eyes were on me. They had all abandoned Arya when she needed them most, and as far as I was concerned, everyone in this goddamned place could fuck off. Not a single one of them cared that Arya had sacrificed herself for them. Not a single one of them cared what happened to her now that she was gone.

With a smoke-filled hiss at my closest audience members, I charged through the crowd, who parted for me like the Red Sea.

My father thought he could keep me under lock and key so I couldn’t go after my mate on my own. But I wasn’t going to play this game by his rules. Nothing would stop me from saving Arya.

Arthur Dracul had underestimated me for the last time.
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Chapter 2
Arya

Despair.

I had never felt greater despair than when I allowed Hadrian to pull me to the surface of Lake Michigan. The battle was lost. All hope was lost. And there seemed to be no chance of any of it being found again.

Getting smaller and smaller down below me was everyone in the world I had left to care about. I took the slightest bit of comfort in knowing my sacrifice had bought my fellow shifters some time. I couldn’t even feel angry at Shea and Caesar for being somewhere else together. I was almost grateful that they had each other and that they were both far away from this nightmare.

But I had no idea what awaited me in Hadrian’s custody, and I dreaded finding out.

The closer we got to the surface, the faster my heart galloped, as if it could race out of my body and escape.

At last, we emerged, the frigid Chicago winter air biting my wet cheeks and nose like a vampire—like it, too, wanted a piece of me. And I was running out of pieces to spare.

The world above was dark, and I could hardly make out the white faces that hovered above the water, looking down on me and my captor. Hadrian tugged me closer until my wandering hands ran into the outer shell of a boat, and white arms reached down to pull us both out of the water.

Someone wrapped a large towel around me, and another offered me a dry pair of jeans. Even though I couldn’t see a thing in this darkness, I was certain these creatures of the night could see every inch of me—and my exposed nether region—with crystal clarity. But I couldn’t find it in myself to care. I slipped into the jeans and pretended that a dozen or more vampire eyes weren’t watching.

At the same time, Hadrian pulled off his diving mask and disrobed his wetsuit with the aid of at least three of his loyal followers. Once I was again fully clothed, he sat beside me on the bench in the boat.

“Let’s go home, shall we?” he said, voice smooth as dark chocolate. His tone assumed far too much familiarity, as did his closeness. As if he really was my loving father.

What did he want from me? He’d supposedly spent my whole life looking for me. What was he going to do now that he had me? I’d heard stories of what he did to shifters, and right now, those stories flashed horrible scenarios inside my mind—images of me on a stretcher, bound and gagged as he experimented on me—tortured me. Who knew what else?

And yet…I didn’t get the sense that he wanted to hurt me. That scared me the most.

For a moment, I considered bolting. With my tail and meager handle on water manipulation, there was a slight chance I could outswim them. Or I could let out my wings and fly away from them. But then I’d be driving the nail into the coffins of everyone I just abandoned to save. My cooperation was the only bargaining tool I had for their safety. And even if I could escape, where would I go?

The boat engine turned on, and wind whipped at my hair and face as we sped across the lake. No one said a thing. Or made any movements at all. The vampires were all so still and silent, I felt like I was the only person on the lake for miles—like the others in the boat were nothing but mannequins.

I imagined that analogy wasn’t far from the truth. These creatures were hollow beings without souls. I caught the eye of one who sat across from me, and his eyes glistened in the shadows like glass. Yup, hollow.

The boat rounded a bend, and suddenly there was light shining at us from the front of a helicopter several yards from the rapidly approaching shore. The boat docked unceremoniously, and more white arms helped me out, guiding me toward the copter. Its spinning blades threw the cold night air back at me.

I allowed them to hoist me up into my seat, and Hadrian entered right behind me, never allowing more than a foot of distance to spread between him and his new prize. My mind whispered not to let him get too close, but my body wouldn’t register the threat. I was just too numb, like an emotional switch had been flipped off.

Besides, I was surrounded by vampires, creatures who thrived on the blood of humans and killed shifters for sport. The cab of the helicopter was a cramped space, and I had no choice but to be shoulder-to-shoulder with at least one of them. There was no sense in fearing one of them more than the others—or at least my internal  alarm system didn’t think so.

The helicopter rocked as it left the ground but soon stabilized. I hugged my arms around myself in a futile attempt to keep them from making contact with anyone else.

Hadrian leaned closer, making sure to meet and hold my gaze. “I know this will be hard for you to believe, but I’ve been looking forward to this day for a very long time, Arya.”

His voice sent a chill up my spine, but I didn’t respond in any other way. I picked a diamond shape in the plating on the floor and stared at it with strict determination.

“That’s alright. You don’t have to talk to me. But it’s a long flight to Washington.” Hadrian folded his arms and leaned back, making himself comfortable.

Washington? Where is he taking me?

But I didn’t say a word. I kept staring at that little metal diamond, clenching my jaw firmly shut the whole way.

Hours passed in this fashion. No one said anything else to me, but Hadrian made idle conversation with his followers. Words were only spoken when Hadrian talked first. I got the impression that his followers weren’t allowed to talk to or around him unless directly invited to. What manner of leader was he?

I didn’t know how long we’d been flying, only that I was getting very tired. But I didn’t dare shut my eyes for longer than a blink.

“And there she is,” Hadrian announced, leaning forward to wave his hand toward the windshield. “Your new home. Heritage Prep.”

I broke my gaze away from my diamond to look out the window. A towering black castle rose against the lightening pre-dawn sky. Tall, pointed towers stretched upward, giving me the impression of upside-down vampire fangs taking a bite out of the sky—a fitting dwelling for the vampire leader. The building was dark and beautiful, just like he was, and I was sure it held just as much evil behind its façade.

The helicopter landed on the widest, flattest part of the roof surrounded by towers. An attendant outside pulled open the door, and everyone in the cabin squeezed against the walls to allow Hadrian to exit first. Hadrian waited outside the door for me, but I didn’t budge, and for a moment, no one else did, either. After a pause, one of the vampires decided to move toward the door.

Hadrian back-handed him across the face, slamming him into the cabin wall and denting the metal.

“Didn’t your mother ever teach you that ladies always go first?” Hadrian said with a deadly calm. Somehow, that made him even more terrifying than if he’d yelled it.

I jumped at the sudden assault. Hadrian just hurt his own lacky. And for something as innocent as not wanting to wait for a stubborn girl to get out of a vehicle!

The vampire doubled over in obvious pain. I didn’t know him, but I didn’t want more people getting hurt on my behalf. There’d been enough of that tonight.

Reluctantly, I hopped to my feet and climbed out of the copter. Hadrian took my hand and helped me step down onto the rooftop. Though my hands were chilled by the winter air, Hadrian’s were infinitely colder, intensifying their repugnance.

“I’m sorry about that,” Hadrian said, keeping hold of my hand and tucking it under his other arm, as if to act as my escort. “Good help is so hard to find. Come, let me show you to your room.”

Touching him made me cringe, but try as I might, I couldn’t pull my hand out of his iron grip. He didn’t even seem to notice I was trying.

He led me toward what appeared to be the only door on the roof, which another attendant opened as we approached. We went inside, and were it not for the sconces casting their orange glow on the black walls, I would have thought I’d entered night itself. Everything was black—the walls, the floor, the ceiling. It was hugely unsettling. And the white of the skin of those around me was such a striking contrast that they almost seemed to shine like the moon.

We went down a narrow staircase and came out into a wide area. Several staircases were nestled in black cylinders, which at first appeared to be oversized pillars. He led me past an elevator and down another flight of steps.

As Hadrian tugged me through the halls, vampires stopped and stood with their backs against the walls until he passed, few of them daring to cast their eyes above waist level. You know someone is bad when even his followers are terrified of him...

Black banners hung along the walls, bearing some sort of logo—a large red drop symbol in the middle of the words HERITAGE PREP. What kind of place is this?

Finally, he paraded me back up a set of stairs, through the large room again—or at least one that looked similar, I couldn’t be sure—and up one of the winding staircases. He stopped when we reached a landing with a door and released my hand, which I greedily jerked away.

Hadrian held out a black card with the same red drop on it as the banners. “This will be your new room. If you need anything, knock on the door, and your attendants will get you whatever you want. They’ll be standing outside your door at all times.” He gestured to the two bulky, white-faced men on either side of the door.

The thought crossed my mind to refuse the keycard, but the heaviness of my eyelids made a private space too tempting to resist. I took the card with a snap and glared at him straight in the eyes. I refused to show him the same fear everyone else around here did. I wasn’t going to give him that kind of power over me.

“So I’m to be your prisoner then?” I asked behind gritted teeth.

Hadrian smirked, a twinkle in his blue eyes. “You haven’t seen your room yet. I’d hardly call your accommodations a prison. Besides, the dungeons are in the basement.”

“Accommodations I’m not allowed to leave,” I hissed, narrowing my eyes further.

“On the contrary,” he replied with a shrug. “You’re allowed to go anywhere within the walls of this school, granted you’re accompanied by a chaperone.”

School? This place is a school? I snorted, even though this answer surprised me.

“Get some rest. We’ll talk first thing at dusk.” With that, Hadrian turned on his heel and was suddenly out of sight.

His preternatural speed was only one of the many disturbing things I’d seen tonight, so rather than dwell on it, I ran the keycard through the scanner and escaped into my new confines, pressing my back tightly against the door as it closed—as if my meager weight could keep a vampire out.

After a deep, cleansing breath, I opened my eyes and took in my surroundings. Hadrian wasn’t lying about the room; it was the most lavishly-furnished birdcage I’d ever seen. There was a huge canopy bed across from the door, elegantly carved in black wood and adorned with dark red sheets, curtains, and more pillows than I could ever want or need. To the left of the bed was a closet that I could see was fully-stocked with colorful clothing, some that appealed to me even from where I stood.

There were several matching black dressers, and a bookshelf filled with books. Most of the wall catty-corner to the bed was a giant TV screen, at least five times bigger than any TV I’d ever seen in person. The carpet was plush and the color of fresh blood, and though I wasn’t a fan of red, I appreciated the deviation from black.

Slowly, I peeled my back off the door and made my way across the lake of blood that my carpet resembled to the bed that beckoned my aching body. I sat on the side of it, savoring the cush beneath me. The sheets were velvet and begged to be nuzzled. I didn’t trust sleeping in this place, but I was so tired, and if Hadrian was planning on hurting me, he would have done it already.

Finally, I gave in to my only desire and slipped under the covers, sleep consuming me as soon as I closed my eyes.

***

Bang, bang, bang.

I snapped to consciousness with a fright, hands instantly roaming for anything I could use as a weapon. My eyes adjusted to the rude awakening and found nothing was amiss in my empty room. I climbed out of bed and crept forward, scanning the shadows in the corners.

“Just let me see her,” I heard a voice outside the door say. It sounded familiar, but in my slightly disoriented state, I couldn’t place it. After all, how could anyone I knew be here?

“Lord Hadrian said she is not to be disturbed,” responded another voice I assumed belonged to one of the guards.

“Lord Hadrian has given me special privileges. Or have you forgotten?”

Silence for a moment. I didn’t realize that I was on my tiptoes until another set of bangs caused me to trip forward.

“Arya, please open the door,” that same familiar voice insisted.

My soul knew that voice, but my mind said it wasn’t possible. It had to be some trick. Hadrian playing a sick game. And yet, I found myself edging closer.

I hovered in front of the door, my hand resting on the knob. I told myself not to open it, but my curiosity got the better of me. And I reminded myself that if a vampire really wanted to get in, it wouldn’t matter if I opened it or not.

I turned the knob and cracked the door enough to peek outside.

The handsome, sandy-blond-haired, beach-blue-eyed merman stood on the other side. I gasped, frozen in disbelief as Kendall pushed inside and wrapped his arms around me.

This was no vampire trick. His skin was caramel colored and warm, something I didn’t expect to find in this place. But then again, I didn’t expect to find him here, either.

The initial shock of his appearance wore off as the memory of his betrayal surfaced. I shoved him away and took several steps back, hugging myself protectively.

“You really did it,” I accused. “You really came here? To Hadrian? What, so you could sell your knowledge of me for protection?”

Kendall pursed his lips bracingly. But as he hesitated, the truth dawned on me.

“You’re the reason he attacked the school!” I gasped. “You told him where it is. Dozens of mer died because of you! And hundreds of shifters may still die if the glass gives!” I shoved him again, all my anger and sorrow flooding into the assault as I thrust him against the door.

“Ow,” he winced. “Arya, I’m sorry, but I had no choice.” He took a step closer.

“No choice?” I yelled back. “You had a choice, and you chose wrong! Do you have any idea what you’ve done? How many lives you’ve doomed?”

“They were doomed anyway,” he insisted sincerely. “Hadrian was going to find the Dome one way or another. I’ve foreseen it, remember? And if he attacked the school with you inside and didn’t know, you could have died. Don’t you see that I’m trying to save you?”

“Oh, don’t give me that shit,” I snapped, pointing an accusing finger at him. “You saved yourself and sacrificed everyone else. I can’t believe that you actually came here. I had no idea what happened to you after you left. You could’ve died coming here. Even after what you did, I still...”

I bit my tongue, hating that some part of me still cared about him, after all this time, even now. The anger boiling up roused the ursa within, and I didn’t know if I could contain it.

But then, why would I want to? “And to find you here, safe and sound and bossing vampires around… So, what, you’re Hadrian’s pet or something?”

“I’m one of his advisors,” Kendall replied with an air of pride. The way he said it made me want to slap him, but I feared I’d scratch his face clean off if I did. “A seer is too valuable a prize to kill.”

“That’s too bad,” I hissed, injecting anger into every word.

He closed his eyes, visibly stung.

“I know you think you hate me for my actions,” he said, brows creasing in a way that made him look disgustingly cute. “But I did what I did for you. For us.”

My insides curdled with disgusted fury. “Bullshit. You saved yourself and sold everyone else for that safety.”

“And what would you rather I have done? Wait around in that fishbowl to die with everyone else? When the vampires attacked, you got out. You saved yourself, too.”

My anger was at a tipping point, and I could feel the fur bristling underneath the goosebumps on my arms. “I didn’t save myself! I left to save everyone else! You think I give a flying fuck what happens to me? I’d give everything to save the people I love.”

“And that’s exactly what I did,” Kendall declared, stomping his foot as he neared me. “I gave up everything and everyone to ensure that you’d be safe. You may not care what happens to you, but I do.”

Red tinged the periphery of my vision, my muscles itching with the prickle of an imminent transformation. “Get out,” I warned in a deep, animalistic growl.

Kendall startled and tripped backward. He squinted at me in confusion and fear, but swiftly recovered and stood tall.

“I’ll give you some time,” he said, backing toward the door. “But I’m not giving up on you. One day, I hope you know just how much you mean to me.” His blue eyes lingered on me with a desperate intensity for a moment before he turned and scrambled out the door.

That look reached something inside me, something that soothed the beast within enough for me to regain control of my breathing, as Mr. Sharp had shown me. I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths, feeling the prickle and the anger subside.

Calm now, I sat on the bed and stared down at the red carpet.

Maybe I should’ve let the ursa out. See how much damage I could inflict before the vamps could take me out.
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Chapter 3
Shea

My eyes were raw as I stared blankly at the floating dust catching the morning light in front of the kitchen window. Last night had been a restless one, only waking from nightmares to cry over Julian’s capture and Arya’s hatred. I was relieved when dawn finally came, but as I sat at the kitchen table, I clung to the numbness that had settled over my mind because it was the only thing protecting me from my fears and regret.

A plate of freshly cooked French toast appeared in front of me, the steam it emitted dancing in the sun’s rays.

“Eat, Shea,” Gram said, rubbing my back softly. “There are no earthly woes that a good breakfast can’t soothe.”

I attempted a smile and picked up the knife and fork she handed me, but my stomach wasn’t really conducive to food just yet, so I passed the time by cutting my toast into perfectly symmetrical squares and pushing them around in the pool of syrup.

When the front door opened, I eagerly jumped off my chair and darted for Caesar, who didn’t hesitate to welcome me into his warm embrace. As soon as his strong arms closed around me, my soul seemed to lighten, and I let out a slow, shaky breath of relief.

So many times over the night, I debated slipping over to Aunt Janette’s and seeking his comfort. But I wanted to respect Gram’s boundaries where that was concerned. Though she seemed to have made peace with my romantic situation, I didn’t want to push her too far—I’d already pushed things far enough in the last few weeks. But, god, being in his arms now was something I had desperately needed after everything that went down yesterday.

“It’s alright, Shea,” Caesar cooed into my hair as he held me. “We’re going to get him back.”

I nodded into his chest, even as I tried to hold back the fresh tears that stung my dry, puffy eyes.

Kai and Janette squeezed past us and made their way to the table, where Gram was setting plates of French toast for everyone.

“Come on, let’s eat,” he encouraged softly, pulling away just enough to usher me to join them.

I let him guide me to the table and sat back in my chair, watching as everyone dug into their food.

Aunt Janette kept scooting close to Kai, who seemed to stiffen and pause between bites each time. The fact that that made a smirk tug at my lips oddly gave me comfort; my sense of humor was still alive and well. And the fact that Kai wasn’t scooting away from her also made me curious—did Kai have growing affections for her, too?

My appetite stirred slightly under the levity, and I finally stabbed a square of toast and put it in my mouth. Okay, Gram might have had a point because this was seriously delicious. I continued eating without restraint, doing my best to savor the flavors and just enjoy this moment of peace.

“So what is the plan so far?” Gram asked, making my stomach knot anew.

“We’re still working out the kinks,” Caesar replied, wiping his mouth with a napkin before lacing his fingers in front of his chin. “We can’t just go in there guns blazing. We need to get close enough to the compound for Kai to hack their surveillance system, and once we acquaint ourselves with the layout and security routine, we’ll be able to forge a stealth mission to get in and get Julian out.”

“And you believe you can do that successfully?” Gram asked. “Sneak into a castle full of trained vampires and rescue one who’s been weakened and tortured without any of you getting hurt?”

My stomach twisted painfully at the reality she so eloquently pointed out.

“With the help of Shea’s magic and my technical skills, yes, I believe we can,” Kai supplied.

“And my magic,” Janette added.

Kai turned surprised eyes on her midchew. “Wait, what?”

“Two witches are better than one, and no offense to Shea, but I have far more practice than she does,” Janette explained. “Besides, there’s no way I’m letting my niece go into such a perilous mission without my supervision.”

“B-but—” Kai stammered, and by the look on Caesar’s face, he was just as caught off guard by this suggestion as Kai.

“I think that’s an excellent idea, Janie,” Gram said with a nod of approval.

With some effort, I swallowed the bite I’d been chewing since the conversation began. “While I appreciate the offer and the concern, I’m not sure I feel comfortable with—”

“Nonsense,” Gram interrupted. “I don’t feel comfortable with the thought of you entering the lion’s den, at all. But if you’re going to insist on it, then I’m going to insist Janette go with you. I would go myself, but I think we can all agree that I’m quite a bit past my prime and would only be a burden. Janette has taught you much in the last week, and I’m very grateful she’s willing to take such a risk. Thank you, Janie.”

Aunt Janette shrugged happily as she took a bite of a crisp piece of bacon, then grinned.

Great, one more person I had to worry about.

But Gram did have a point. Janette had been dealing with vampires and shifters for years, and she was far more proficient in protecting herself from them than I was. Maybe I needed to look at it as adding more ammo to our assault, especially when it looked like I didn’t have a choice.

The sudden sensation of my phone vibrating in my pocket made me jump, and I hastily pulled it out, hoping it was Arya responding to any of the dozen texts I had sent her last night.

But it wasn’t. The number wasn’t in my contact list. I considered ignoring it, but a twinge in my gut advised me against it, and Gram had been encouraging me to follow my intuition. And if my instinct was wrong and it turned out to be spam, I could just hang up, no harm done.

I swiped the answer button and held the phone to my ear. “Hello?”

“Shea!” The frantic squeal pierced my ears and forced me to pull the phone away an inch, but I recognized that voice.

“Ashlyn?” I pulled the phone in front of me and quickly glanced at the unknown number again. “Where are you calling me from?”

“A burner phone,” she replied in a rush. “The general is tracking all correspondence, and I had to tell you about Arya.”

My heart thudded in my ribcage, fear draining the small appetite I’d managed to bolster. “What about Arya?”

At that, Caesar’s eyes darted to me, his chewing halted.

“Hadrian and his vampires attacked the Dome last night and demanded Arya in exchange for a cease-fire,” she explained quickly. “Arya snuck out while everyone was arguing about it and handed herself over. Shea, she’s gone!”

My pulse roared loudly in my head, making my ears ring and the rest of the world fade out for a long moment. Why did things keep getting worse? Julian was being tormented in Hadrian’s clutches, and now Arya had foolishly given herself up to save a school full of assholes who essentially didn’t actually care about her. Would he do the same to her? If he knew she was supposedly destined to kill him, she might be dead already.

This rescue mission had to start now.

Angry determination replaced the dread and grief that had plagued me all night and morning. “I’ve already got a plan to infiltrate Hadrian’s compound to rescue Julian—long story—so now this rescue mission will be a two-fer.”

“You’re doing what?” Ashlyn balked, her pitch going even higher.

“Embracing my badassery,” I declared, thirsty for immortal blood. “I’m going to get them both back, and God help any fucker who gets in my way.”

“Okay… Then I’m going with you.”

“No,” I insisted. “I’ve got all the help I can handle. Caesar and Kai are with me. Besides, we need you to remain as our eyes and ears at the Dome. The leadership there obviously needs an overhaul.”

“Okay,” she reluctantly acquiesced. “I don’t really know what I can do about that, but I’ll think of something. Shea, please be careful. I fear that Caesar is the only hope this school—this war—has.”

“I know,” I agreed sadly.

So much was riding on all of this. I had entered this world with the singular intention of expanding my skills and knowledge, and now I found myself in the center of a supernatural war that threatened the lives of everyone I loved, as well as the safety of the entire world. The weight of it all seemed too much for me to bear for a bleak instant.

“Keep me posted, if you can,” I said. “I’ll do the same. Don’t worry. I will get her back.” I’d get both of them back, even if it killed me.

“Will do. Good luck, Shea.”

“You, too,” I said before she hung up.

We were all going to need all the luck we could get.

“Hadrian has Arya?” Caesar asked the instant I pulled my phone from my ear.

I looked up to see that every pair of eyes around the table was fixed unblinkingly on me, and that weight pressed down on me once more.

“Yes,” I said. “Ashlyn said that Hadrian attacked the Dome and demanded Arya in exchange for a cease-fire.”

Murderous fury blazed in his chestnut eyes, and his fists clenched around his utensils. “Dracul handed Arya over to Hadrian?”

I shook my head, answering quickly before Caesar could bend his knife and fork beyond repair. “No, Arya snuck out and surrendered herself to save everyone else.”

“Goddammit!” He slammed one of his fists against the table, making the plates on it rattle loudly.

“Fucking Dracul,” Kai seethed. “Is there nothing that pompous, incompetent idiot can’t screw up?”

“It’ll be okay,” I said, to convince myself as much as them. “We’re going to get her back, given that Hadrian doesn’t just kill her.”

Caesar shook his head as he clenched his jaw. “I don’t believe he will do that. She’s his daughter, not that I think that means all that much to him. And if he was going to kill her, he would’ve just destroyed the Dome without getting her out. No, whatever he wants with her, it’s something else, and he at least won’t kill her until he gets it.”

I slapped my hands a bit too forcefully on the table, making the dishes rattle again. “I think our timeline just got pushed up. We have to take action now. And I don’t think a stealth mission is going to cut it.”

Kai cocked his head curiously. “What do you propose?”

I took a deep, steadying breath to prepare myself for what might be a really terrible idea. “I’m going to enroll as an Initiate at Heritage Prep.”
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Chapter 4
Tobias

My snout ground through the wet-compacted sand, filling my nose and mouth on impact. A wave washed in a second later, adding salt water to the mix and burning my nostrils and eyes. The deep laceration where my wing connected to my body stung. The damned creature had nearly ripped it clean off.

Krakens didn’t fight fair.

And besides, it was tricky to fight one when I was more comfortable in the air. I imagined Arya would have a better chance.

Arya...

The image of her blue eyes glaring angrily at me before she willingly left with that wretched vampire burned into my retinas. It taunted me. But it also challenged me to do better, to be better. Just like everything about her had since I met her.

Even if she did hate me forever because of this hellish curse.

The burning in my chest was suddenly more than the actual fire within, but I didn’t care. I finally knew why my mother stayed with Arthur all these years, despite loving and not being loved in return. Because love made a person do crazy things, even if it meant a lifetime of torture.

I was in love with Arya. And I’d go through Hell and back to protect her from our enemies.

Taking advantage of my momentary pause, a translucent grayish-pink tentacle wrapped around my ankle, dragging me back to the sea. The color, thickness, and sliminess of it made me want to vomit.

But this time, I was prepared. Seconds before I and the tentacle submerged and rendered my fire useless, I tucked my chin to my chest and breathed white-hot flames down my chest and abdomen. The fire didn’t hurt me, but it charred the slippery flesh gripping my leg instantly. The appendage let go and curled in on itself, making a sickly sizzle when it sunk into the waves.

Of course, it had plenty of limbs to replace that one. Two uninjured tentacles shot out to grip me again, but I twisted and managed to clamp both between my powerful jaws first, piercing them in several places for a sure hold. They wrapped themselves around my snout in defense, but I’d counted on that. I pumped my wings, taking to the air with a massive splash.

Higher and higher I flew, carting the giant squid—technically an octopus, but squid somehow felt more derogatory, more fitting an enemy—along with me as it twisted, attempting to wrap itself more firmly around me. The creature was three times my size. I struggled with the weight, but my grip held firm. Still, I found myself again falling closer and closer to the depths with each beat of my wings.

Digging deep, my patience won out, and I managed to reach a height that would ensure instant death when I finally released the kraken. The dark red stain that bloomed against the deep blue below and the sinking of the motionless monster was proof.

I’d barely had a moment’s breath—feeling near weightless with the kraken’s weight gone—before something appeared in the distance.

My next attacker.

I groaned. I thought dispatching a kraken would be the last of the tests. I’d beaten a horde of vampires, a dozen hunters, several enemy nagas and a gryphon who looked a lot like Caesar. There had even been a raven-haired mermaid who very nearly managed to manipulate my blood. Certainly, I was done by now?

I’d studied the videos, but the tests were never the same, so they didn’t help. Even if a student failed a hundred times, the program would give them a new test each attempt. It was all about skill and strength, nothing about algorithms or patterns in the system. And in all the videos, not a single student had been required to do as much as I had already done in order to pass.

And yet another threat raced toward me.

Instead of racing at it, like I had the others, I hovered in the air and took advantage of my momentary reprieve. Catching my breath and watching the blue dot grow closer, I noticed it flew like a dragon, but I was surprised it wasn’t another invisible one.

Surely an invisible dragon would be the ultimate test. But I’d already beaten one—while Arya watched. Perhaps that had been enough?

As the dragon grew closer, the shade of royal blue seemed very familiar. My large dragon heart skittered as it neared.

“Char?” I asked when I knew without a doubt it could be no one else. No, it’s just a simulation. She’s not really here.

“Hi, Tobias,” she said, almost shyly. “Miss me?” she asked, then attacked.

Throwing myself into autopilot, I barreled and rolled through the air, snapping at claws and wings without once sinking into flesh. She did the same, clipping the tip of my tail once and slashing at my already injured wing.

But it felt different. She felt different. Like she was really here and not a part of the sim.

I hadn’t seen Charlotte Stern—blonde hair, brown eyes, royal blue scales—since she tested out last year and left the Dome to enlist. We’d known each other almost our entire lives, and yet I hadn’t thought about her much after she left. Only when Arthur passed along that greeting from her on Christmas day. Before Arya, I had grown so used to actively rejecting thoughts of any female, even though I viewed Char more as a sister than a romantic option.

My parents would have rejoiced if Char and I had become something more. So would hers. When I was ten and she eleven, our parents had unofficially arranged for us to be married when we grew up. With the curse, any attachment was bound to be one-sided eventually, and her parents knew that. Arranged marriages were how the Dracul’s survived.

I rammed into her. The force knocked us both from the sky, and we plummeted several feet below the surface of the water, sending millions of tiny bubbles racing to the surface. We both immediately recovered and were back in the air within a handful of seconds.

“You’ve improved, Tobias,” she said, a little breathless.

She’s just part of the sim, I reminded myself as I used her momentary pause to swipe at the scales along her side, leaving deep red slashes. Neither of us bothered to use fire, since it was pointless, but it also meant we had to be touching to injure the other. Sim-Char took advantage of my proximity and bit down on my shoulder.

I cried out, but she held firm, gripping me with all four claws, keeping me close before releasing her jaw.

“Let’s move this to dry ground, shall we?”

Just a sim. She’s just part of the sim.

Maybe the test was finally reaching the end.

“Alright,” I said, using the hind leg that was free to grip her calf.

Sim-Char released all but one of her claws, keeping a firm, painful hold on my hip, and we flew in an awkward, limping fashion back to the beach.

A thick forest of palm trees and ferns carpeted the tiny island, leaving only a small stretch of white sand around its borders. Just enough room for two or three rows of beach-goers if the island wasn’t deserted.

Or fictional.

Just like Char.

As soon as our feet met the soft sand, Charlotte immediately shifted back to her human form, revealing her military smart clothing, and I followed suit without an ounce of shame for my very public nudity. But I needed to not have my smart suit for what was to come.

Her uniform somehow made her blonde hair look whiter. Her hair had been quite a bit longer when I’d last seen her. Now it barely brushed against her jaw.

But her eyes looked the same. Soft brown, and...safe. Char had always been safe. Maybe it was because I loved her the way I loved Tamara—like a sister.

Despite suddenly feeling safe, my heart sped again, and I braced myself for a continuation of the fight. Who would’ve guessed the grand finale of my test would be against the simulated version of a dear friend in our human form?

She laughed, her smile spreading to her eyes as she eyed my naked body, and crossed her arms over her chest casually.

My eyebrows pinched as my gaze scanned her warily. “What? Aren’t you gonna fight me?”

Char shook her head again and looked down at her toes, which were partially hidden in the sand. “They know you can fight. That’s not your final test.”

She dropped her arms and sauntered toward me. “The vampires, the hunters, the nagas…”

Even her walk was the same, that confident yet casual swagger that bordered on seductive.

“Although I thought the look-alike of Caesar was a little cruel.” Her mouth twisted in disgust as she said it in a low voice, almost like she didn’t want my father and the teachers who were watching the test to hear. “You were brilliant with that kraken—I don’t think the sim has unleashed that thing on anyone else.”

She stopped when we were only a few feet apart.

“And yet, you’re my final test?” I scoffed, falling into the familiar banter I used to have with the real Charlotte. “Who’s afraid of a tiny dragon girl?”

She laughed again, and I found myself smiling for the first time since Shea had supposedly lifted the curse and I thought I could begin a life with Arya. That had been the best and worst day of my life.

“And that mermaid...whew!” Sim-Char threw her hands in the air. “With that dark hair, she almost looked like...”

Actually, she had looked more like Letti than Arya, but the intent was obvious. “It didn’t matter. I beat her anyway.”

“How does it feel to know that she rejected you?” Char asked casually, at a near-whisper. “She chose to leave you…and join him.”

I clenched my jaw, refusing the sting her words caused. And I finally understood why this was my final test. Arthur had accused me of being too emotionally invested to act rationally. I was here to prove exactly the opposite.

“I heard you imprinted on her, and that she actually broke your imprint,” she went on, sounding both surprised and slightly mocking. “You’re the first person in shifter history to have your imprint broken, and by your mate, no less.”

It took everything I had to keep my reactions inside. Especially with Char, the only other girl outside my direct family that I could always trust to be myself with. But this wasn’t Char, and I couldn’t let this simulation provoke me. Not with the most prominent military eyes watching.

I had one last trick up my sleeve, the trump card that would force Arthur’s hand, and end this simulation once and for all. I had been practicing all night to do it without my scales, and the stakes being what they were, there was no better time to expose the secret I’d been so closely guarding for so long..

“Yes, that is all true,” I said. “But that won’t be the only thing they say about Tobias Dracul in the history books. There is one more thing that is unique to me among shifters.”

Char narrowed her eyes in intrigue, cocking her head slightly. “Oh, and what’s that?”

I grinned and then willed my body to do what now came naturally.

Her face suddenly shifted into a confused expression before she took a few steps back.

I watched her closely, her look of complete bewilderment oddly satisfying.

“Tobias?” she asked, looking on either side of her and turning as if I was behind her. “Tobias?” She walked past me and toward the tree line. “Where the hell did you go?”

Pride and freedom welled within my chest at finally displaying my greatest and most hidden talent. I had nothing left to hide from the world. And now that those in power had witnessed my skill, I had so much more leverage.

I let out a mirthful laugh. “I haven’t moved. I have the ability to go invisible, with or without my scales.” For show, I let my flesh fade in and out of visibility.

Her mouth fell open as she watched my display of power, and I couldn’t help the smug smirk that formed on my face, especially when the scene around me began to pixelate back to white walls.

Applause sounded behind me, and I turned around to see Arthur coming into the sim room wearing a proud smile. He put his hands on my shoulders and squeezed.

“Well done, my boy. That was an incredibly impressive show. Why didn’t you ever tell me about your camouflage? With your skill, we could accomplish so much in this war. We need you in our ranks.”

“I agree,” Char said behind me, and I stilled.

Slowly, I turned around to find her still standing there in her military smart uniform. She hadn’t been part of the sim. I narrowed my eyes at her in silent accusation for her part in all this, for the words she’d thrown at me, and she gave me an apologetic shrug.

We would have words later. Now was not the time.

I faced my father once more. “You’re absolutely right, and it would be my honor to join the military, with my first mission being the rescue of the siren from Hadrian’s fortress.”

Arthur’s expression hardened dangerously for a moment, but he seemed to remember that he also had the eyes of his peers on him, so he chuckled dismissively. “I hardly think that’s an appropriate first assignment for a novice.”

“I’m hardly a novice,” I countered. “You’ve given me excellent military training my entire life. And with my invisibility, who is a better candidate for this assignment?”

“Tobias, my boy, you are absolutely right,” Major General Stern said as he entered the room. “It would comfort me greatly to know that my daughter, Captain Stern, will have such an asset on her team.”

My eyes widened, and I stared at Char as she came around me to stand next to her father. “You’re leading the rescue team?” I asked with surprise.

“I am,” she confirmed with a nod.

“While I appreciate your candor, Major General Stern, I think Tobias is better suited in another placement,” Arthur argued.

Char’s father cast bewildered eyes on him. “I’m surprised at you, General. After everything we just witnessed, how can you not see your son’s potential? He’s exactly who we need on the forefront of enemy lines.”

“I couldn’t agree more,” Char added, giving me a wink.

“Thank you,” I said, bowing my head slightly in respect even as joyful spite for my father swelled inside me.

“Then it’s settled,” Char’s father said with a wide smile. “Congratulations on your graduation, and welcome to the shifter military.” He held out his hand, and I shook it firmly.

“Gather your things, Private Dracul,” Char said. “Your training begins at o-six-hundred.”

I gave her my well-practiced military salute, and she did the same before following her father out of the room—leaving me alone with mine.

His eyes were narrowed to slits as he looked at me, and I could feel the rage emanating from him like heat waves. “I hope you don’t come to regret this choice.”

I smirked at him. “I will never regret making the right choice.” And without another word, I walked past him out of the room.

I had a bag to pack and a mate to save.
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Chapter 5
Ashlyn

Sweat beaded on my forehead as I leaned against the wall of the bathroom stall, which had already lost its cool and was quickly becoming uncomfortable.

All morning, my unruly emotions had been leaking out of me—literally. I couldn’t contain my inner fire, causing the temperature around me to spike and turning every class I’d entered into a sauna. Judging by the slanted glances I’d received from several of my classmates, they all knew it was me. I knew I needed to rein myself in, but I felt like I was completely out of control.

Just one more class. One more, and then I can relax.

But I knew that wasn’t true. Arya was gone, taken by the vampires, and who knew how long until they decided to come back and finish their assault on our school. The military had amped up security in the lake around the Dome, stationing its finest mer soldiers to stand guard day and night. But would that be enough? Faculty members had already fixed the cracks in the glass, but knowing it had begun to break at all had destroyed whatever semblance of safety I previously held down here.

And it wasn’t just the vampires we had to worry about. The new leadership at this school left much to be desired. All education had been militarized, designed to turn us into obedient little soldiers. No more arts. No more music.

Even outside the classroom, we weren’t free to enjoy ourselves. Strict curfews had been implemented around every gap between school hours. Meal times were disturbingly quiet, as no one dared step out of line. We weren’t free to roam the grounds after classes had finished, confined to our dorms and common rooms. And there was absolutely no leaving the school for any reason. We were all trapped.

And here I was, a ticking fucking time bomb.

I pushed out of the stall and went to the sink, turning on the faucet and scooping water in my hands to splash onto my face in hopes of cooling my body heat.

I hated feeling so powerless. I felt like I was a kid again, stuck at home with a mom who didn’t care and no ability to advocate for myself. But this was worse. At least back then, I could escape for a few precious hours here and there and try to fend for myself. There was no escape from my current hell.

The thought made my fire flare within me, causing the water on my face and hands to steam and fogging up the mirror in front of me. I swiped the film enough to see my reflection, but the pathetic and angry face I found there made me look away.

There had to be something I could do. I wasn’t that helpless, neglected little girl anymore, and I refused to just take this shit lying down.

With determination sparking new embers inside me, I strode out of my hiding place and down the hall.

My hands squeezed into fists as I stared at the closed door of my dad’s office. I hadn’t spoken to him since the night he escorted Caesar and Kai out, and he hadn’t even tried to reach out to me. No more dinner invitations, no texts. But he held a position of power in the military. I was his daughter, and that had to count for something. Maybe I could make him listen to reason.

I took a deep breath and banged on the door twice.

Igneaus's deep voice mumbled, “Enter.”

I straightened my spine and pulled the letter out of my back pocket, then entered his office and beelined straight to his desk, where he sat with his head buried in a pile of papers. When he saw me, his head fell back, and he let out a sigh.

“Nice to see you too, Dad.” I slammed the letter down on top of his pile and paced the space in front of his desk.

He unfolded the crumbled paper, but I didn't give him a chance to get through it. There wasn’t anything there he hadn’t seen before.

“How could you be okay with all of this?” I asked, my voice rising in pitch. “How is cutting time for art and music okay? And now we have an offensive training class? Seriously, that’s a disaster waiting to happen! We’re learning military strategies and the history of warfare! How do you expect me to be okay with the new expectations of your lame boss?”

“Ashlyn Summers, watch the way you speak about General Dracul. There are eyes and ears everywhere.” His voice was stern, but it was laced with concern.

“Oooh, I'm shaking in my boots.” I waved my hands for dramatic effect. “Why won’t you answer any of my questions? I just don't understand any of this. No one does. And you're my dad. Shouldn't you be giving me some words of encouragement or something? Instead of icing me out? I thought we were finally getting somewhere, then you go and side with Dragon Kaiser.”

Igneaus stood, towering over me as he peered at me with hard, stubborn eyes. “Watch your tone. What I do is none of your business, and I absolutely do not have to explain myself. What I will tell you is that I have obligations to the school and a contract that I can’t just walk away from. You will no longer burden me with interrogations like this. Understood?”

“Loud and clear.” I grabbed the letter and spun around. I huffed the whole walk to the door, but stopped with my hand on the knob. “You’ve lost me once over a decision like this. It looks like you're on that same path. I hope your precious leader is worth pushing me away. Again.”

I refused to look back to see the look on his face—or to let him see the look of guilt on mine. The doorknob was heavy as I slammed the door closed, the cool metal the only thing keeping my hands from overheating. I had to get control of my emotions.

Just one more class.

The moment the bell rang signaling the end of Warfare History—seriously the most boring subject I’d ever had to trudge through—I raced to the Defense Room, eager to vent my rage on an unsuspecting punching bag.

Men wearing the same uniform that looked so handsome on Niko patrolled the defense room, scanning the faces of those inside as if sizing up who to recruit next. I scowled. If I was going to have soldiers breathing down my neck while I tried to ground myself, there was definitely going to be a fire accident.

Pulling my headphones securely over my ears, I roamed the room with eyes of steel, staring down every guard I passed until I reached the boxing corner. I needed to hit something before I hit someone. So punching bag it was. I hit play on my #GirlBoss playlist—not to spite the guys I’d dated, but to spite the man in charge and all the robots he brought with him. Excluding Niko, of course.

For the next half hour or more, I focused on the punching bag only. I got lost in the music and let my frustration out through my jabs and hooks. I worked up quite the sweat, but moved on to the treadmill for a two-mile run before heading back to the punching bag.

When exhaustion finally bled the anger—and heat—from my body, I turned off my playlist and headed toward the exit.

But a soldier blocked my path.

And just like that, my fury was back.

“What? Am I not allowed to shower?” I snarked.

He narrowed his eyes at my disrespectful tone. “Every student must do a minimum of one sim fight after training.”

“What? That was extra practice! I’ve already completed my vampire kill quota for the day.” My heart rate picked back up, and this time it wasn't from the workout rush. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“Do I look like a comedian?”

I cringed. My hands began to sizzle white hot, but a voice from behind the soldier spoke up.

“She can join me for mine. Thanks, buddy.” Jackson patted the disturbed guard on the shoulder, then stepped past him and toward me. Surprisingly, the asshole walked away without another word.

“Thanks. I almost just lit him a new one. What the hell is next? They’re going to work us to death, and then they won’t have anyone to push around.” I said the last part loud enough for the guard to hear me, but he didn’t even look in my direction.

Jackson walked with me toward the sim room where another soldier gave us an eyebrow raise before punching in some code and letting us inside.

“It could be worse,” Jackson said once we were alone in the room, appearing calm and collected even as the walls changed and three vampires materialized before us.

He jumped into action, exploding into his impressive black wolf and biting the head clean off the closest one like something out of a horror movie. Following his lead, I let my phoenix out, and despite my fatigue, finally giving in to my fire and letting it wholly consume me was liberating in a way I hadn’t expected. I might need the freedom of the sim room more often, and I wondered if there was a way to program the general in as an enemy.

We took down the vampires after a vigorous ten-minute fight, and when my fire withdrew inside me, it fell relievingly dormant.

“How are you so zen about all this?” I asked as he returned to stand tall in human form, walking for the door without having broken a sweat. I had never known Jackson to be so quiet, so refrained. The carefree playboy was nowhere in sight.

“What you see isn’t zen. I’m just trying to stay off their radar.” He gave me a tight smile as he held the door open for me, and my heart fell for the once charming wolf. “After Tobias tested out of defense today, none of us want to fight to our true potential, afraid of receiving the same offer he got. I’d like to stay out of the military for as long as possible.”

“I didn't know about Tobias,” I said quietly, speaking more to myself.

“A word of advice?” Jackson offered as we went out the back door and onto the lawn.

I nodded.

“Don’t squeeze in any more extra practices. One of the recently-turned hounds passed out this morning because the soldiers wouldn’t let her have a break.”

I swallowed. “Thanks.”

Jackson shrugged, then winked. “Any time.”

I smiled as we walked to the main building in silence. It was nice to know that Jackson was still there for me as a friend. With Arya abducted, Shea going after her and Tobias joining the military, I needed all the friends I could get.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 6
Caesar

The plane shuttered slightly as the haze outside my tiny window told me we were passing through a cloud. I was so used to flying with my own wings, I hadn’t expected to feel so trapped inside this confined cabin. But that wasn’t the only reason for my anxiety as we flew to the other side of the country.

“I really don’t like this idea, Shea,” I whispered to her. “I think there might be a better way to go about this.”

“Nonsense,” she whispered back. “Getting someone on the inside is the best shot we have, and I’m the prime candidate for it.”

My insides writhed in refusal. “Why can’t Janette do it instead?”

All three heads on either side of me in the row turned to me.

“You can’t just volunteer her for something like that,” Kai countered as he paused his perusal of his laptop, making Janette on his right beam for an instant before her expression returned to a scowl aimed at me.

“Exactly,” Shea said. “And Janette has no idea what Julian or Arya look like. She’d have little chance of finding them, let alone convincing them she’s on our side if she did. You couldn’t do it because Hadrian knows you, and Kai would be sniffed out as a shifter in a heartbeat. It has to be me.”

I leaned into my seat, biting my tongue against the dozen retorts I was forming. She had a point. And I knew she was right about this. But I hated the idea of sending her into the lion’s den. Hadrian had already stolen my parents and so many friends and mentors. And here I was, getting ready to hand Shea over on a silver platter.

What if something went wrong? Hadrian could kill her on site just for her knowledge of his kind. He could catch her in the act of just talking to Arya or Julian and rip her throat out—or worse. And it wasn’t just Hadrian I had to worry about; there had to be hundreds of vampires in that compound. One of them could drain her dry purely by accident.

I had to squeeze my eyes shut to stop the myriad of scenarios from playing in my mind. I couldn’t stand to watch them anymore.

Janette leaned over Kai’s open laptop toward me. “Shea is a powerful witch and far more clever than you’re giving her credit for. She can do this.” Her gaze tried to instill more faith than I was capable of attaining right now, but I gave her a nod anyway.

I turned back to Shea and whispered even lower in hopes only she would hear me. “Are you sure you’re not just doing this because of Marguerite?”

Her body stiffened beside me, and I could feel vengeful fury radiating from her.

She looked sideways at me. “That’s just a bonus.”

I sighed, frustration and fear warring within me. “Dispatching Marguerite is not part of this mission, Shea.”

“The Hell it isn’t,” she hissed without looking at me.

I shifted in my seat so that my torso was facing her. “You can’t go after her. Promise me you won’t go after her.”

Her head whipped in my direction, revealing her eyes brimming with angry tears. “And why not?”

I took her hand, holding it gently even though all I wanted to do was squeeze it and never let go. “She’s a powerful vampire, just as old as Julian.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’ve dealt with vampires before.”

“Like you did the night I found you in the alley?” I quipped, instantly regretting it as her eyes closed tightly against the painful memory. “Hey, I’m sorry, but you need to understand the danger in the vengeance you want. Marguerite isn’t just any vampire; she’s Hadrian’s right hand, and trust me when I say she has earned that position.”

“I don’t care.” She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand. “I’m stronger now than I was before. You can’t tell me you don’t want her to suffer as much as I do.”

I shook my head slowly. “No, I can’t. I do want that. But this is not our opportunity to get it. You’re going to be in the very center of hundreds of vicious, bloodthirsty monsters, and if you make a move against Marguerite, they won’t hesitate to—” I couldn’t say the word. I had to pause for a moment to let my throat loosen enough to continue. “If you go after her, not only will you never leave, but you’ll be ensuring that Julian and Arya don’t either.”

She frowned, the truth of that settling over her, however reluctantly.

“So, again, promise me you’ll stay away from Marguerite,” I insisted. “At least for now. Once we have Julian and Arya safely out, we will find a way to end her so she can never hurt Julian or anyone else again.”

She stewed over it for a long moment, chewing her lip as she looked sideways at me. “Fine,” she relented at last. “I promise I’ll leave her alone.”

Something inside my chest eased, even as I already saw the wheels spinning in her rebellious mind looking for a loophole. I at least felt reassured that she wouldn’t do anything reckless. Now that she understood the true danger involved, she wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize the safety of those she loved, not for something so frivolous as vengeance.

I brought her hand up so I could place a kiss on her knuckles, then she tugged mine into her lap and held it there as she looked out the window.

“Ah, I finally got it,” Kai whispered excitedly to my right.

I turned to see him hunched over his laptop with a wide grin on his face.

“What?” I asked, having forgotten what he said he was going to be looking for when we first got on the plane.

“The schematics for Heritage Prep,” he said, practically bouncing in his seat. “It’s not public record, so I had to track down the private contractor who built it and hack into his surprisingly sophisticated digital storage system. It was a giant pain in the ass, but I got it!”

Janette turned sideways and draped a hand over the right side of Kai’s chest. “I love how smart and tech savvy you are.”

Even in the dim light of the plane’s cabin I could see Kai’s cheeks turning pink when he smiled and chuckled bashfully. “Thanks, I guess.”

“Maybe you could teach me,” she purred.

Kai stammered incoherently, and while he was distracted and flustered, I took the laptop into my own lap to look at the blueprints of the place where soon three of the people I cared about most would be trapped, hopefully temporarily. She leaned against me to look, too.

I didn’t have much experience with blueprints—or any, for that matter—so it was confusing at first to understand what I was looking at. Each floor of the citadel appeared to have its own page, and there were dozens of pages, some of which only consisted of separated circles.

“Those must be towers,” Shea whispered, pointing to one of them.

“Ah, that makes sense,” I agreed.

“And see these labels here.” She pointed to the G23 on the top right corner of the current page. “I think the G means above ground, and the B means below ground.”

It was only after she said that that I understood the order of these pages. There were twenty-three G labeled pages, and then about a dozen B labeled ones directly following, their layouts much larger. I could only imagine what Hadrian needed so many underground stories for.

“These will help make the footage make a lot more sense once I hack into their surveillance system,” Kai informed. “It might take me a while to become acquainted with the setup, but I’ll map everything out so we know where every single camera is.”

“How do you know they’ll have a surveillance system?” Janette asked, and all three of us turned surprised gazes on her. She shrugged. “What? They’re vampires. I just assumed they wouldn’t need such things.”

“Whatever security they would have wouldn’t be for potential outsiders trying to get in—Hadrian is too arrogant to think such a thing would ever happen,” Kai said. “No, it would be for those already within his walls. Vampires aren’t the most trustworthy creatures, and Hadrian would absolutely want to keep tabs on his followers to ensure total obedience.”

And to punish those who disobey, which is why we’re here in the first place.

“Not to mention the hundreds of humans they have living under their roof—or floor, most likely,” I added. “Hadrian would undoubtedly take every precaution to ensure they stayed in line.”

Janette frowned and nodded, casting a worried glance down the row at Shea. Good, at least I wasn’t the only one. If Shea succeeded in enrolling at that godforsaken place, she’d be watched constantly. I couldn’t help but doubt that this plan wouldn’t backfire.

But I kept my thoughts to myself. After all, we couldn’t do nothing. Julian and Arya were depending on us, though Arya didn’t know it yet. I had to believe in Shea, and I had to make peace with the fact that, once she entered those doors, I couldn’t protect her.
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Chapter 7
Arya

“Good evening, Arya. May I come in?”

Hadrian.

Though I’d been expecting to hear that voice for hours, it still quickened my pulse as it resonated from the other side of the door. The fact that a few inches of metal sat between us offered little solace.

I swallowed, attempting to recover, to build courage. “Would it stop you if I say no?”

“Of course. This door won’t open without your direct consent, and contrary to what I assume you believe, it’s framed with copper, and as such, is impenetrable to vampires. You can stay in that room by yourself for as long as you desire. However, you are only mortal, so you will eventually starve.” He paused. “I have no intention of leaving until I’ve spoken to you, and I can wait all night.”

I perched on the edge of my bed, rooted by indecision. I was pretty convinced by now that he wasn’t going to hurt me. He’d had ample opportunities to do so, and he gave me this gorgeous suite rather than a dungeon cell.

But even assuming he did just want to talk, I didn’t want to hear what he had to say. He was the notorious vampire villain who was to blame for the attack on the Dome, the attacks that almost killed Letti and Tobias, and the attack that did kill my mom. Whatever words came out of his mouth were guaranteed to be lies—or laced with venom. Either way, I wasn’t interested.

But I was getting hungry. Would a school for vampires even have food? How long could I hole up in this lavishly-furnished prison? Especially since it became clear after Kendall’s visit that sleeping here was going to be just about impossible.

Finally, I decided to get it over with. I crossed the room and opened the door just enough to look out. He was alone, dressed in a fancy black suit and shoes that outshined his glossy, marble-like eyes. He smiled at me, the kind of smile that could disarm a high-security vault. My chest warmed, but I shook it off, reminding myself that charming people was what vampires did, and that I could never let my guard down around him, or any of them.

I opened the door all the way, planting my hands on my hips as he strode into the room. Closing the door, I kept him in sight the whole time, scowling as he made himself comfortable at the foot of my bed.

“What do you want with me?” I asked, folding my arms.

With his knees apart, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs and lacing his fingers together between them. “I know this will be hard for you to believe, but all I want—all I’ve ever wanted—is to have the father-daughter relationship that was stolen from me.”

I snorted loudly and rolled my eyes.

“It’s the truth,” he said with a shrug. “Your mother, no doubt, spent your whole life turning you against me, but I’ve spent your whole life trying to get you back. Both of you.” His brows creased, making his expression heartwarmingly vulnerable. I could almost believe that he truly cared.

“Is that why you killed her?” I shot at him with every ounce of acid I could inject.

A red spark of anger flashed in his dark eyes. “I did not kill her. The fool I sent to fetch you both did, and I can assure you he has been thoroughly dealt with.” The look on his face was the epitome of deadly, and for the first time since I’d handed myself over, fear of him flooded me.

I pulled my gaze from his face. I had to. Otherwise, I’d be paralyzed by that fear. I had to continue playing the rebellious teenager because, if I gave in to the fear I knew Hadrian had earned a thousand times over, I’d be useless.

“So you think you can force me to abandon everything and everyone I care about and we’ll just start fresh and be a happy family?” I kept my eyes down as I spoke, not yet ready to look at him again.

There was a rustle of fabric as he stood, and from the corner of my eye, I saw him come toward me. I forced myself not to flinch.

“And what was it that I forced you to leave behind?” he asked, now standing less than two feet from me. “Young Kendall tells me you weren’t quite welcome there, that the mer refused to accept you and made your life miserable.”

Hadrian’s insight into my life caught me off guard, and I couldn’t help but look at him with surprise. He seemed to enjoy that, satisfaction tugging at the corners of his lips underneath those deceptive eyes.

“The mer were less than welcoming, yes, but I still managed to make true friends outside my species.” I thought of Ashlyn and Niko, and even Tobias, and a sting pierced my heart. But I kept my expression unwavering. “Because you stole my mother from me, they were the only family I had left, and now you’ve taken that from me, too.”

His hands were on my shoulders in a flash, and I did jump this time. “I loved your mother.” The sincerity in his voice stunned me. “Zaia was my match. We had the same goal—to create a lasting peace between all species of supernaturals. It broke my heart the day she ran away, and her death wounded me as greatly as it did you.”

I swallowed. “If peace with the shifters is what you want, then why did you attack the Dome? Why have you been attacking shifters for decades?”

He released his grip on my shoulders and took a step back. “You think we’re the ones who struck the first blow?” He shook his head. “You’re so new to the shifter world. How could you know our history? No, it was they who started hunting us. There was a time, centuries ago, that vampires and shifters lived separately, autonomous of each other, yet harmonious in our domains. But the adoration of the mortals over whom we reigned gave us great power, and the shifters felt threatened. The Draculs led an army against us, wiping out thousands of vampires. We’ve been battling ever since. But I dream of a world where that’s no longer necessary.”

That wasn’t the way I remembered the story. But I only read the shifter version of history, and there were always two sides.

“And how do you plan to bring peace? Your vampires killed dozens of mer today, and if I hadn’t come out, they would’ve flooded the Dome and killed every shifter inside. Tell me how war ever brings peace.”

Hadrian looked down, nodding and pursing his lips. “Yes, that would’ve been an unfortunate turn of events. I didn’t want to kill them, but every war has necessary casualties. And I would’ve gladly paid that price if it meant getting you back. You see, Arya, you’re the key to the peace I dream of.”

His sapphire eyes bore into me, and for a moment I felt like the most important person in the world.

“M–me?” I asked, putting my hand to my chest and taking a step backward. Did he know about the prophecy? Was it his intention to kill me after all? Was all this just some twisted game?

“Yes. Within your blood lies the key to linking vampires and shifters once and for all.”

“M–my blood?”

And then I remembered what Kendall told me the night he attempted to drag me off to Hadrian. I was the result of a DNA experiment, the one successful chimera. Hadrian thought he could use my blood to create a hybrid: a vampire shifter. He was the reason I was such a freak.

“So that’s what you’re really after? The guinea pig of your experiments? If that’s the case, then why this charade?” I waved my hands at the room around us. “Why not just take my blood and be done be with me?”

After the words came out, I bit my tongue so hard I thought it might bleed. Why not just ask him to kill you, Arya?

“Because I meant what I said about wanting to be a family. If your mother hadn’t gotten cold feet, we would’ve been a very happy family all these years. But I’ve missed out on so much of your life. I want that time back. I want to earn your trust, be the father you never had.”

The question of who my father was had always plagued me. I loved my mom, but I always wondered what life would’ve been like with a dad. Would we have stayed in one place? Lived a normal life? Would I have siblings?

A dad was the longest-held secret desire of my heart. With my mom gone, the concept of a true family was incredibly tempting. And Hadrian was terribly convincing. I couldn’t see the seam in his façade. Could he really be telling the truth? Could the infamous vampire leader really be a bleeding heart deep down?

“And what about my blood?” I asked, my tone noticeably less hostile.

“I do need it for my plan to work,” Hadrian said bluntly. “But I won’t take it from you by force. I want you on my side. I only have one condition: that you never use your powers against me. So long as you abide by this one simple rule, I’ll wait until you offer me your blood willingly.”

The terms seemed fair enough. “And if I never offer it willingly?”

He held my gaze for a moment, and for the first time, I saw whispers of my reflection in his features. He had the same thick black eyebrows, the same sharpness to the bridge of his nose, the same hairline framing his face. There was no denying the family resemblance now that I recognized it.

“I have faith that you’ll come around. In the meantime, there’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

He brushed past me, opened the door and stuck his arm out, curling his finger in a come-hither motion. I leaned forward, apprehensive yet curious.

A boy no older than eight walked in. He looked like a miniature version of Hadrian—same head of shiny black hair, same dark blue eyes, even carrying himself with the same dignified posture, assuming a sense of nobility. The only difference was that he was cute as button and pink-skinned, and he exuded an innocence Hadrian could never fake.

The boy stood beside Hadrian, who draped his hand over the boy’s shoulder. “This is Alexander Denholm. He’s my son and heir...and your little brother.”

I gasped, staring at the beautiful boy. I... I have a brother?

“Hello, Arya,” Alexander said with a nod of his cute little head. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for a long time.” He smiled, and my heart warmed instantly to him. Just as with Hadrian, the family resemblance was obvious.

“Hello,” I felt compelled to say back.

Hadrian looked at his son. “Alexander, would you do Arya the honor of showing her around the castle? She’s not yet had a proper tour.”

“Of course, Father,” Alexander said with seemingly well-practiced obedience.

“When you’re finished, report to your chambers for dinner. You’ll both need a hearty meal after such an excursion.”

“Yes, Father.”

Hadrian patted Alexander’s head, careful not to ruffle his hair. “Well, I’ll leave you both to it.” Hadrian smiled diplomatically and turned for the open door. But then he stopped and looked over his shoulder. “Oh, and Arya, please don’t do anything foolish. The security here is quite extensive, and it would devastate me to see you injured.” Then he disappeared without so much as a change in the air, his silent threat hanging like a cloud over my head.

But the door was open, and young Alexander had taken my hand and was tugging me toward the stairwell beyond. I felt uneasy about leaving the presumed safety of these four walls, but the morbid curiosity of seeing the inside of Hadrian’s secret headquarters pressed me forward.

And despite Hadrian’s warning, an escape attempt was inevitable. I’d need to know every inch of this place if I had any hope of being successful.

We exited the room and proceeded down the stairwell. I was keenly aware of the fact that my two guards followed us. I wasn’t sure if I was comforted or unnerved by their presence.

“This is my room,” Alexander said, pointing to a door as we passed. “Our rooms are right on top of each other, so you can come visit me any time.” His tone was so restrained, which was odd for such a youthful voice. Like he was always holding back any strong emotions he may be feeling. “If you want,” he added with a shrug.

My previously creased brows smoothed. “I’d like that.” I offered him a small smile, and he smiled back briefly before continuing to guide me forward.

“We’re in the tallest tower of the castle,” he explained. “Only the Elite live up here.”

We came to the large room I remembered going through before, and Alexander led me to an elevator tucked between two pillars. He tugged me inside as the doors slid open, the guards following behind. The light inside was surprisingly dim, intensifying my claustrophobia. Alexander slid his keycard through a slot by the door, then pushed a button as the doors closed, and we descended.

When the elevator stopped, the four of us walked into a central foyer from which it seemed all other halls and rooms branched. It was filled with both vampires and humans bustling about. The sight of so much warm flesh in this place was alarming, like seeing cattle roaming obliviously through a pack of drooling wolves.

“This is the Great Hall,” Alexander said. “Through those doors are the training rooms and the conference room, and over there is the library. The kitchen is toward the back. And the human’s quarters are downstairs. I’m not allowed to go there.” He leaned close and whispered, “At dawn, all the vampires start setting up for classes, and I sneak into the kitchen sometimes for a snack.”

I wanted to smile at his confiding in me, but I couldn’t get over the disturbing mix of living and undead around me.

“Alexander, why are there so many humans here? Don’t they know...?” I stopped, unsure if Alexander was even capable of understanding the question, or if he was aware that his father was a vampire and he was human.

He nodded with an understanding beyond his years. “The humans are here because they want to become vampires. The change is the greatest honor anyone can ever get. They study below until they can prove they deserve the privilege.”

My heart thudded. He was completely brainwashed. Pity stabbed at my gut.

“What happens to the ones who don’t make the cut?” I asked, even though I knew the answer.

He shrugged. “They become donors.”

“Donors,” I repeated. What a clever yet calloused word for it. My stomach twisted.

Alexander showed me all the places of leisure in the castle: the library, the game room, the spa where humans were nervously eager to massage and please, the pool—which my skin and inner tail ached for. But for all the prettiness that I saw, I knew ugliness hid in the shadows of this place. Alexander said the human’s quarters were downstairs. I doubted they were as nice as my room.

After the tour, we went back up the elevator—using a separate entrance on the top level of the school—and rode it back to the large room with the pillars.

Alexander hadn’t let go of my hand through the entire walk, and holding his little hand gave me more comfort than I ever expected to find in this place. So warm and frail. I held onto him as tightly as he held onto me.

“Father says we’re to eat breakfast in my room,” he said, leading me there.

At his door, he slid his keycard through the scanner and went inside. His room was nothing like I expected. The décor was all red, like my room, but the space was much bigger. In one corner stood a long, rectangular dining table made of the same black wood as my bed, and a serving table sat against the wall. In the opposite corner was his bed—smaller than mine, the four-poster bed was covered in sheets depicting some popular kid’s show character—and at the foot of the bed was a round, plush carpet, where a toy chest sat wide open. In the middle of the room was a desk, behind which was a freshly wiped, free-standing dry erase board.

“Alexander, do you ever get to leave this room?”

“Of course,” was all he said.

“Do you...eat all your meals in here?”

“Yes. Father says it’s unbecoming of the Heir to eat with humans.”

“So you always eat alone?”

He shook his head, his black tufts of hair swaying as he did. “Agnes eats with me. And sometimes Father comes, too. And now, I have you.” He smiled so big it made my heart squeeze.

“What about school? Do you go to school?”

“He’s given the best education money can buy,” a dry female voice interrupted from the left corner of the room. I turned to see a middle-aged woman emerge from a hidden door in the wall. She approached me with a cold smile on her stern face. “You must be the Master’s daughter, Arya. I’ve waited a very long time to meet you. I’m Agnes, Alex’s governess.”

“Alex?” I asked, looking down at Alexander.

“Agnes calls me that,” he said, bouncing on his heels playfully. “You can, too, if you want. My name is kind of long.”

I smiled warmly at him. “Alright then, Alex it is.”

“Come, let’s eat,” Agnes said, gesturing toward the table where more human servants who had emerged from the secret door were arranging silverware and plates loaded with food.

Alex ran to the table and dug into a tower of pancakes. I helped myself to the second-tallest pancake mountain and began to eat as well. Agnes joined us and ate slowly, her eyes boring into me the whole time.

“How do you like it here so far, Arya?” Agnes asked after wiping her lips with a napkin.

I was pretty much kidnapped, sacrificing my freedom for everyone I love. What do you think? That’s what I wanted to say. But I didn’t want to upset Alex. Regardless of what he’d already been exposed to in this godforsaken place, I wanted to preserve whatever innocence he had left.

“Fine,” was what I finally decided to go with, then shoved another fork-load of fluffy pancake into my mouth.

“Well, I hope you grow to like it,” Agnes said. “This is your home now, and we’re very glad to have you. Aren’t we, Alex?”

“Mm-hmm!” Alex mumbled with stuffed cheeks and syrup-glossed lips.

“Alexander, what have I told you about speaking with your mouth full?” Agnes chided.

Alex swallowed loudly. “Technically, I didn’t speak, I hummed.”

Agnes scowled at him. “That’s not the point. You must always remember your manners. You’re to be the Master one day.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said, his tone agreeable even as he privately rolled his eyes.

“Do you always have pancakes for dinner?” I asked, hoping to lighten the mood.

Alex shook his head. “No. But pancakes are my favorite, so we have them for pretty much every special occasion.”

I nodded, picking at my food again. I had a thousand questions bouncing around in my mind. Questions about Alex’s childhood and upbringing, about Agnes and why on earth a human would choose to knowingly work for a vampire dictator, or why the countless humans below would want to become vampires themselves.

This place was news to me, and I wondered if the shifter authorities knew it even existed. That the vampires would have a school of their own like the Dome, but with such a dark and twisted purpose, was just mind-boggling.

But I didn’t want to ask any of those questions in front of Alex. I would wait. As everyone had made quite plain to me, I would be at the citadel for a very long time—plenty of time to find answers for myself. I would learn everything I could to get out, and if I couldn’t, then I would find a way to kill my father myself, even if I died in the process.
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Chapter 8
Tobias

The air in the hummer was stiff and silent as we drove to the shifter military base in the Shawnee Hills. I didn’t quite understand why we couldn’t just fly there, but Char’s father had insisted on the caravan. Flying would’ve been faster, and I wouldn’t have to be stuck in this uncomfortable silence with Char sitting beside me.

So I just kept my gaze fixed out the window, watching the city slowly give way to trees and shrubbery. I was just glad that I was here, on my way to taking action toward rescuing Arya. She was the only thing that mattered, and if her safety meant selling my soul to the military after all, it was a price I’d gladly pay. Before she’d come along, this had always been my life plan anyway. I didn’t know when that changed.

“Are you really going to sit there in silence for the whole drive?” Char whispered next to me.

I stiffened and stole a glance at the two men in the front seat—Char’s father and the driver whose name I couldn’t remember—wondering if they cared to overhear us. I had words for her, but I would’ve preferred to have them in private.

“That had been the plan,” I muttered without looking at her.

She sighed. “Look, I’m sorry about the things I said during your test. I was ordered to provoke you.”

“And what a good little soldier you were,” I countered.

She scoffed. “You know the drill, Tobias. An order is an order. We don’t get to pick and choose what we carry out. I didn’t like saying those things to you. I wasn’t even sure any of it was true when I was handed the script. Given your history…it’s a little hard to believe.”

I didn’t respond. She had a point. She was one of my oldest friends, and she’d known about my family’s curse from the start. Of course, she would be skeptical that I’d imprinted on someone, and, even more so, that the someone in question miraculously broke said imprint. But the part she’d played in my test still stung.

“So, you really imprinted on this siren?” she asked, her tone surprisingly timid, and I did finally turn to look at her.

In this moment, she didn’t look like the strong, intimidating military commander she’d quickly excelled to become; she was just Char, my closest female friend—and she looked oddly…wounded.

I stole another glance at the backs of the heads in the front row before responding. “Yes, I did.”

She frowned, a sadness shimmering in her eyes. “I’m sorry. I can only imagine the struggle it’s been for you.” She laid a hand over mine where it rested on the seat, and though I knew she was trying to offer comfort, the gesture felt anything but comfortable.

I only nodded. I felt the urge to confide in her just how much of a struggle it truly was, but there was just too much to explain, especially in such company.

“Did you trigger the curse?” she asked. “Is that why she broke the imprint?”

I winced at those words, the truth of them still cutting against the raw wound in my soul, though I knew that hadn’t been her intention.

“Yes,” I said.

Her frown deepened. “So you…love her?”

I nodded again.

She patted my hand. “We’ll get her back.”

I offered her a half-smile of gratitude for her sentiment. She withdrew her hand, and we descended into silence once more.

I returned my gaze to the world passing beyond the window, trying to settle back into the stoic mode in which I’d been operating all morning. But the silence no longer felt comfortable, or tolerable for that matter. With the matter resolved between Char and me, I didn’t want to keep my walls up around her anymore.

I slowly turned to look at her, surprised to find that she was already looking at me. “So how have you been?”

Her face brightened, and she told me all about everything that had happened since she left for the military. She had climbed the ranks so quickly, and from the sound of it, being her father’s daughter had little to do with it. She hadn’t been given any sort of special treatment, and in fact more was expected of her due to her birthright.

“Let that be a lesson to you, Dracul,” she warned playfully. “Your last name might have carried weight at school, but it won’t do a damn thing for you in the military. You’ll have to earn every single thing you get.”

I smirked. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” And I meant it.

I’d never been fond of the special treatment my name afforded me. Though I always worked overtime to earn the merits I received, I could never be certain I had. I relished the challenge of succeeding in the military with nothing but my own sweat and dedication, just like Char had.

We talked for the rest of the drive, Char recounting tales of her exploits and her father interjecting now and then to flaunt her praises—which only confirmed my suspicions that he had, in fact, been listening to us.

“Just last week, we raided a den in New York where an independent sect of vampires was trafficking humans,” Major General Stern said. “You should have seen the quick shot on Commander Char. She took out every leech in the place with one shot each, all without hitting a single civilian. She was incredible!”

“Dad,” Char groaned as blush colored her cheeks.

I leaned forward in my seat. “I’m sorry, trafficking? Like, for blood?”

Stern’s jovial expression soured, and he shook his head. “Not just blood.”

My stomach turned as I understood his implication. Those vampires had abducted women to vent all their depraved carnal needs, not just thirst. My blood began to boil with protective anger. What kind of sick, sadistic bastard would you have to be to do such a thing? Vampires really were pure evil.

Fear suddenly shot through me, chilling my blood into tepid stillness as a single thought consumed me—what if the demons at Heritage Prep were doing the same to Arya? With her beauty, how could those bloodthirsty bastards resist? Would her family ties to Hadrian protect her from the rapacious villains under his roof?

I fell into a deep and disturbed quiet, barely listening as Char and her father continued to talk. What was I doing here? We were wasting valuable time driving and would waste even more going through the bureaucratic bullshit once we reached the outpost. I should be flying to Heritage Prep this very moment. I should be—

I shook my head at the thought. That was exactly the kind of thinking I needed to avoid. Acting on my emotions wouldn’t save Arya; if anything, it would just get us both killed. I couldn’t go after her alone. That was the entire reason I’d worked so hard to enlist since she left. Despite all the pomp and circumstance—and obvious time inefficiency—I needed Char and her team to have any chance of retrieving my mate.

I just hoped we’d get there soon enough to have anything left of her to save.

“Hey, you okay?” Char asked me when she noticed my silence.

“Yep,” I said brusquely.

She frowned at me again, an expression I had rarely seen on her face aimed at me. I suspected I’d see it a lot more often. I was no longer the obedient boy with a secret playful side she once knew. I had rebelled against my father, fallen in love after a lifetime of swearing never to do so, and was now on a mission to rescue a damsel who would likely hate me for the rest of my life. I had been broken and rebuilt, and I would never be the same person I used to be.

Char might not even like this new version of me.

“Ah, there she is.”

Char and I both looked ahead to see the gate peeking through the trees, and the tension in my chest loosened only slightly. After hours, we were finally here. One step closer to going after Arya.

We pulled up to the tall guarded gate, and our driver rolled down his window to show his clearance card to the guard outside. I looked out my window and studied the thick metal wall that hid behind thickets of pines and bushes. The structure was well camouflaged by the greenery; if I hadn’t known it was here, I wouldn’t have seen it at all. But was it really enough to keep vampires out?

My eyes caught a twinkle of sunlight reflecting off something in the greenery along the wall a few yards down, and I squinted in that direction. Finally, I saw some sort of spotlight hidden amongst the leaves.

“Ultraviolet beams,” Char whispered to me, obviously having noticed my scrutiny. “There are vampire sensors and beams all along both sides of the wall, and if a vampire gets close, those beams will fry them to ashes in a matter of seconds.”

I nodded in approval. That would definitely do it, or at least slow down an older vamp.

The gates opened, and the guard waved us inside. Once beyond the entrance, the space opened up to a wide and cleared meadow full of buildings. I had visited my father enough times over the years that I was familiar with the layout of the compound; Tamara and I had been scolded more than once for playing hide-and-seek in the barracks. And yet coming here now, as a new recruit, felt so surreal.

We parked in a row of identical black hummers outside the administrative office, and my hand shook as I reached for the buckle of my seatbelt. Get it together, Dracul.

Soldiers came to open all of our doors, and I stepped out with my head held high despite the knot in my gut.

“Major General,” one of the soldiers said, saluting Char’s father.

“Sergeant,” he said, mimicking the gesture. “Tobias here is a new recruit. Please see to it that he gets through orientation. I trust the next session hasn’t started yet?”

“No, sir,” the soldier replied. “It’s scheduled to begin at twelve-hundred hours.”

Char’s father checked his wristwatch. “Excellent, just enough time for Dracul to fill out the required paperwork.” Then he turned to me. “Welcome aboard, my boy. We’re glad to have you.”

He extended a hand, and I shook it firmly, then we saluted each other and he walked away with a pair of soldiers in tow.

“Hey, come find me when you’re done with orientation,” Char said to me before treading off in the other direction.

I followed the sergeant into the administrative office, surprised to find a line of a dozen or so people waiting. My nerves prickled with impatience, but I kept reminding myself that these were necessary formalities. Once I got to the front, I went through the motions of my orientation, filling out the forms and being issued my equipment practically on autopilot, as if I’d done it a hundred times. I suspected my uniform was commissioned months before, since it fit perfectly without a single measurement.

The orientation itself was long and tedious, an hour or so of just sitting and listening to some higher ranking officer—though obviously not high enough—recite the rules and regulations as well as familiarizing us with the layout of the compound. Though I knew the compound and rules like the back of my hand, I did my best to listen intently because the alternative was giving air time to the litany of horror scenarios starring Arya.

After being shown briefly to my bed in the third section of the barracks to unload my things, the rest of the afternoon was nothing but running through drills: running laps around the compound, sit-ups, push-ups… It was like I was a kid again, stuck at home with my father. I so hadn’t missed this shit. But everytime my fire dampened, I repeated my new mantra, For Arya. For Arya.

When at last the day was over, I gratefully returned to the barracks to rest before dinner.

I looked up as I came through the threshold and instantly froze when I saw Char pulling her smart-suit down her body.

“Whoa, sorry!” I blurted, spinning around, though the pair of large breasts was already burned into my retinas.

“What are you sorry for?” Char asked with a snicker behind me. “It’s not like you haven’t seen them before.”

I swallowed, unable to think of a retort. I had seen Char naked dozens of times. Not because we’d ever done anything remotely sexual, but because we used to always shift nude and fly together. I’d never thought anything of it back then. But things were different now.

“Ugh, it’s fine, I’m done now,” she said, tapping my shoulder.

I turned around slowly, willing my cheeks not to be as red as I was sure they were.

Fully clothed now, Char eyed me with one golden eyebrow raised. “Since when are you such a choir boy?”

I frowned at her. “I’d hardly call myself a choir boy. I was just…” I floundered for a moment, “trying to respect your privacy.”

She chuckled. “Well, you’d better get used to seeing naked bodies because privacy doesn’t exist here and modesty isn’t really a policy we practice. But don’t worry, nobody is going to oggle your junk—well, except for Peters. Watch out for Peters.”

“Good to know.” I pursed my lips, making a mental note to look for that name in the mess hall.

She perched on the side of a bed that was to the left of mine, and sure enough her jacket was laying on the pillow. What were the chances that I’d have been assigned the bed next to her? So much for our names meaning nothing here.

I came to sit across from her on my bed. “So, when do we leave?”

She braced her hands on either side of her and leaned forward as she crossed her ankles above the floor. “We’re heading out tomorrow night. We’ll fly under the cover of night and, as long as we don’t have any stragglers, we should arrive at first light.”

I nodded, relieved to hear that the pace was finally picking up. Arya wasn’t going to be trapped much longer.

“You really do care about this girl, don’t you?” she asked.

“More than I ever thought possible,” I confessed.

She sighed, that same sadness touching her brown eyes. Then she reached beneath her mattress and tossed me the item she retrieved. I caught it, looking curiously down at the metal flask in my hands. I looked back up at her, an eyebrow raised in question.

“From the look on your tortured face, you need it more than I do,” she teased. “It’ll be our little secret.” She winked.

I chuckled. Char really hadn’t changed much, after all. I unscrewed the lid and swigged back a mouthful, wincing at the burn as I swallowed and handed it back to her.

“What the hell is that? Lighter fluid?” I hissed, unable to shake the acrid taste.

“We don’t have access to real liquor, so Peters distills this moonshine from select leftovers in the kitchen,” she said before taking her own swig—and grimacing as well.

“Wait, you trust drinking something by the very guy you told me to watch out for?” I asked, the taste lingering on my own tongue no longer the only thing fueling my disgust.

She shrugged as she twisted the lid closed. “Desperate times.” She rose and patted my shoulder. “Come on, I’ll introduce you to the rest of the team. They should be at dinner.”

As I got to my feet to follow her, the pressure in my head intensified as a buzz pulsed through my veins. Damn, that shit was strong. I couldn’t afford to have any more. I would need every single one of my wits about me for the mission to come. Failure was not an option. I was going to get Arya out of there or die trying.
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Chapter 9
Ashlyn

A pair of guards stood just inside the library, stationed on either side of the door. Since when did a room full of books need such heavy security? Oh well. They wouldn’t be able to see or hear us in our secret spot. I was just eager to meet Niko, if only for just a few short minutes while he was on break from general babysitting duty.

I made to pass between them, but the pimply one on the right stepped in front of me, holding up a hand. “Do you have a library pass?”

“What?” I balked, confused by the question.

He sighed and rolled his eyes, looking just about as thrilled to be harassing me as I was to be harassed. “Do you have a pass for library time?”

I wrinkled my nose, both at the absurd insinuation he was making and at the overwhelming smell of his cologne, which did little to mask his pungent B.O.

“I need a pass to do research for my history essay?” I tried to say that without an attitude, but it was honestly impossible; I had a hair trigger these days, and this guy had already expended the last of my patience.

“General Dracul’s orders,” the skunked up guard said. “Only five students allowed in the library per hour, and all students must procure a pass for entrance.”

I looked past him to the empty tables and aisles. “There’s no one in there. And I wasn’t told about any ‘pass’. Can’t you just let me in for a few minutes to at least find the book I need?”

“Not without the proper permission,” he insisted.

I glanced back and forth between the two guards, growing more frustrated by the second, but neither of them showed any signs of relenting. I hadn’t had a single moment with Niko in days, and our secret spot in the library was the only place we could go with any measure of privacy. There was no way I was leaving this goddamn room without seeing my boyfriend, and if I had to burn a couple of assholes to do it, so be it.

I opened my mouth to give what I thought was a very witty retort, but Niko appeared, putting a hand on the pizza-faced guard’s shoulder.

“She’s Lieutenant Summers’ daughter, and she has been given express permission to use the library whenever she needs,” he informed them with authority. “I would advise you to show a little more respect. You wouldn’t want to be reprimanded for your ignorance.”

The guard stiffened, and for the first time, I was grateful for Niko’s military ranking. Apparently being the general’s glorified bitch carried a lot of weight.

I held up my chin and shot a smug glare at the guard, and he reluctantly stepped back, giving me space to enter and finally escape his horrible odor. I was tempted to make a comment about him using less cologne and showering more often, but I figured I’d better not push my luck.

With their eyes on us, I couldn’t just follow Niko to our private spot, and we both knew it. So Niko disappeared into the aisles, and I made a show of searching for a book, looking over my shoulder now and then for an opportunity when their attention was elsewhere.

Finally, another student dared to enter, earning the full discrimination of both guards as they began to interrogate her. Seizing my opportunity, I ducked and swiftly scurried down the aisle to the back of the library as quietly as I could.

I swept into our private nook and almost squealed when Niko slid in behind me. He silenced me with a passionate kiss that stole all sound—and breath—from me, and I gratefully melted into him.

When he eventually pulled away from my happily abused lips, he smiled down at me and whispered, “I’m glad you could sneak away to meet me.”

“So am I,” I whispered back. “I just wish thing one and thing two weren’t patrolling the entrance like a pair of bloodhounds. Do you think they’ll check with my dad?”

He shrugged. “Doubtful. They’d be seen as incompetent for fact-checking with a high ranking officer. Even if they did, wouldn’t your dad cover for you?”

I snorted, putting a hand over my mouth a second later to stifle the accidentally loud sound. “No. Ever since the general took over, he’s been a completely different person. All the teachers are like that. This whole school is just turning into a fucking penitentiary.”

“I know,” he sighed. “We need Caesar back.”

“Yeah, try telling that to your boss,” I scoffed. “Can’t you say something to him?”

“Really? You think it’s that easy? I'm replaceable, Ash. I'm not Tobias. And even if I were, he wouldn't listen. You don’t know the General. He’d kill me just for a suggestion. And then my dad would revive me just to kill me again.” He plopped down on the bean bag, and I could see the same sense of helplessness dragging his shoulders that had been plaguing me for days.

I sat beside him on the beanbag, and he wrapped his arms around me as the two of us nestled into it.

“There has to be something we can do,” I said. “The students are being pushed too far. The infirmary is overrun daily by kids who fail the mandatory sim runs. Miss Heather and her harpies can barely keep up. If this insanity doesn’t stop, Dracul is going to break his toy soldiers before the vampires even get here.”

He nodded, running his free hand over the top of his head. “I wish the military didn’t have so much power. A nation can’t be effectively run by its military. It needs an actual governing body.”

“The last thing we need is a king,” I countered. “Dracul is descended from dragon royalty, and I’m pretty sure he already thinks he rules everything.”

“No, not a king,” Niko said. “We don’t need some royal family pulling all the strings. We need a council of some kind, made up of prominent members from every species. If we had that, they could put a stop to all this.”

Inspiration ignited in my chest. “Holy shit, Niko, you’re exactly right!”

He cocked his head at me curiously.

“None of the students here like what’s happening, and half of them are members of powerful families,” I explained, excitement spreading inside me like an inflating balloon. “We just need to reach out to the right people, convince them to form a council or whatever and take the power back.”

He pursed his lips as he considered it. “That’s a nice idea, but you gotta be real careful who you confide in right now. Even talking about this kind of thing is treason, and most people would sooner turn us in than side with us just to save their scales.”

I frowned. He had a good point, and my dad had proven that me being his daughter actually counted for very little. And even if he did care as much as I wished, he wouldn’t be able to protect me if I was ratted out for attempting to overthrow his precious boss.

But not even that fear could suck the wind out of my sails. I needed to do something, needed to take action. The military was out of control, and no one else seemed to have the balls to work against them. If I could reach the right people in positions of power outside Dracul’s ranks, I could affect actual change.

“Oh no,” Niko said, giving me a wary look. “You’re actually considering this, aren’t you?”

“Oh, I’m done considering,” I said. “I’m absolutely doing this. Are you with me?”

“Ah fuck.” He shook his head, closing his eyes for a long moment, and my heart squeezed as I braced for a lecture or an outright rejection. Finally, he lifted his head and looked at me. “If you’re actually going to pursue this, of course I’m with you.”

“Yes!” I whisper-shouted, throwing my arms around his neck.

“But we absolutely cannot get caught,” he cautioned. “We can’t just go around petitioning every student. We’ll have to carefully vet every single potential candidate and make certain we can trust them before bringing them in.”

“Of course,” I said, my excitement balloon filled to the brim and ready to pop in my chest. “I actually have a few people in mind.”

“So do I,” Niko agreed.

“What about the teachers?” I suggested. “I know for a fact that there are some who don’t like the new leadership or curriculum. Like Celeste, for example. She controls the finances for both the school and the military. If we could get her on our side, we’d have a major ally. She could be the mer representative.”

He shook his head. “I don’t know about confiding in Celeste.”

“Why not? She might be perfect,” I argued.

He took a breath. “I’m afraid the general is using his dragon abilities to...influence Celeste.”

I turned in the beanbag, giving him an uncertain frown. “What do you mean?”

“Some dragons, the really powerful ones, have the ability to exert their charisma onto other people,” he explained. “Dracul is the most powerful dragon alive, and it would explain how he’s managed to amass so much authority. Think about how easy it was for him to boot Caesar out.”

I looked down at the dusty carpet as I processed that. Celeste had been acting strangely ever since the general took over, and so had my dad. I wanted to have faith that my dad really was the man I’d started to believe he was, but the idea that the general could influence people to side with him was scarier than anything else. Celeste had been one of Caesar’s closest friends, and if the Dracul really had been able to trump that, we were in even more trouble than I previously thought.

“I think our best bet is to avoid the faculty completely,” Niko reasoned. “Until we have reason to believe otherwise, none of them can be trusted. We’ll stick to students for the time being.”

“Okay,” I agreed with a nod.

Niko glanced down at his watch, then sighed heavily. “Dammit, I need to get back.” He stood, pulling me out of the beanbag to stand with him. “Let’s both work on getting some names. Carefully. Then we’ll all convene and see what we can come up with.”

“Wait, where should we tell everyone to meet?”

He chewed on his lip for a moment. “I have a place in mind. I’ll have to check it out before knowing for sure. I’ll let you know. But for right now, I really do have to go.” He planted a hasty kiss on my forehead before darting out of our private corner.

I waited for a few minutes before returning to the main part of the library, not wanting anyone to spot us leaving together, for both our sakes. I was eager to get started. I had a few ideas of students to approach, students I knew remained loyal to Caesar and hated Dracul.

But I had to be tactful about this. Though it was thrilling to be the one who started a revolution, it was also fraught with peril. I had no idea what sort of punishment the general would exact for forming a rebellion, and I really didn’t want to find out.
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Chapter 10
Arya

The night air outside my small window was still and crisp, but it brought me peace despite the cold. It was the only glimpse of the outside world I’d been afforded here, as going beyond the main doors was strictly prohibited by my guards under Hadrian’s orders.

I missed outside. At least at the Dome, there was a lawn and trees and a garden. Here, this window was all I had, and it comforted me to sit in front of it and look out at the star-speckled night sky, at the pine trees that sometimes swayed in the breeze. If only it was wide enough for me to squeeze through. I could go harpy and fly away.

Despite the denial of access to the outdoors, I was surprised to find that I didn’t completely hate it here. With my ever-present and apparently mute guards, I had full access to the citadel and its amenities. The vampires I came into contact with never dared speak to me, but they didn’t look at me like they did the other humans, or even as I’d expect them to look at a shifter. The look in their eyes was one of reverence, like I was some sort of princess.

When Alex wasn’t studying with his tutors, I spent my time playing with him and trying to indulge the child in him. I was fairly certain he’d never played with any kids his age, and it was a wonder he was so socially functional, if just a bit too formal for an eight-year-old.

But Alex spent at least half the day with his tutors, so when sharing his company wasn’t an option, I roamed the citadel, feigning idle curiosity when in fact I was carefully committing every inch of the building to memory so I could formulate an escape plan.

There were no windows in the halls or communal rooms, and those in the bedchambers of the elite were sealed with metal shutters. All the vents were built into the ceilings, no coverings to pull off. There were only two doors I’d found that led outside—one in the Great Hall on the ground floor, and the one on the roof I’d come in that first night. I couldn’t trace my steps back to find the rooftop door, and a pair of guards always flanked the front door.

Escaping would not be easy.

In my wanderings, there were some places my guards wouldn’t allow me to go, especially anywhere below the ground floor. That’s where the humans lived, and I guessed that would be where I’d find a way out. My only hope was to find some way to ditch them so I could explore unhindered.

Then again, why bother escaping? I had nowhere to go. If I went back to the Dome, Hadrian would just send his army to fetch me again, and I didn’t think he’d spare the students a second time. I had no other family outside these walls, and there was Shea and Caesar, but chances were if I went anywhere, Hadrian would still destroy the Dome for good measure.

Maybe things really were better off for everyone if I stayed put. After all, the prophecy did say the siren would kill Hadrian. What if I was meant to do that under his own roof?

I remembered how Celeste had ruptured that vampire’s heart in the sim. I was nowhere near that level of skill. I could try to drown him with water manipulation, but drowning didn’t permanently kill vampires. I could shift into a harpy and fling my weaponized feathers at him, but he was far faster than me, and I’d never land a blow. There were my new ursa powers, but I didn’t know much about them at all, except that whenever I got mad, I pretty much turned into the Hulk.

If I was meant to kill Hadrian with any of those powers, though, the prophecy would’ve been about a mer, harpy or ursa. But it specifically said a siren. I was meant to use my siren voice. I’d forced that poor vampire girl to kill herself under General Dracul’s orders. Could the same thing work on Hadrian? And the question remained: was I capable of killing him? I’d only killed that vampire girl because I believed—hoped—it was part of a sim, and I was devastated when I realized it wasn’t.

I’d only heard of Hadrian’s cruelty, but I hadn’t witnessed it for myself, aside from the fear emanating from his followers. Though maybe that was just respect?

Every night, he’d come to Alex’s room to join us for dinner. He didn’t eat, of course, but he sat at the table and engaged us in conversation. For all the millions of ways in which I was sure he was a horrible person, he seemed a pretty good dad to Alex, asking him about his day and actually listening to what Alex said. I could swear I saw love in Hadrian’s dark blue eyes whenever they were on his son. If someone was capable of love, did they deserve to die? Did anyone really deserve it?

Knock, knock, knock.

“Good evening, Arya.” Speak of the devil. “I have something for you.”

I rose from my window nook and slowly went to answer him, cracking open the door a sliver. “What is it?”

Hadrian held a thin, square box in his hands. It looked like a jewelry box. “Something that can help you with your current predicament.” He held up the box, looking at me imploringly. I sighed and opened the door wider, closing it behind him and taking a few steps back to maintain my distance.

My current predicament is that I’m trapped here. I don’t think you’re going to give me anything to help with that.

“I do believe I’ve been smelling ursa pheromones the last few days,” he said, at least pretending to respect my personal space by standing a couple feet away from me. “Your ursa DNA has been triggered, then?”

I crossed my arms. “Yep. Just over a week ago.” And it’s your fault I have it in the first place.

“Ah, what awkward timing,” he said with a nod. “And during a full moon, no less. It’s amazing you haven’t shifted and destroyed half the citadel by now.”

“It’s been tempting,” I said, boldly meeting his gaze.

He hummed a laugh as we stared each other down for a moment. “In any case, I brought you something that will put your were abilities under your full control, so you’ll never be a slave to those volatile urges again.”

He opened the box and lifted a clunky yet elegant turquoise necklace from it. Without asking for permission, he was behind me in a blink, fastening the necklace around my neck and gently lifting my hair up and over the chain. The motion startled me so much I didn’t dare move, let alone breathe, until he was back in front of me.

“The Navajo believed that turquoise warded off weres, which is the initial reason the stone ended up in so much of their jewelry. But that’s not exactly the case. Turquoise merely dulls the intense reactions of the hormones, so weres are able to keep their shifted form reined in more effectively, without the random outbursts.”

As Hadrian spoke, the coldness of the stone soaked into my skin. The fuzzy anxiety I’d been feeling the last few days dissipated, leaving behind a strange tranquility. I took a deep breath, savoring the absence of the static that had been sizzling across every inch of my skin.

Hadrian sniffed the air. “Ah, much better. The scent of angry bear really doesn’t suit you.”

“Thanks,” I said, uncertain how to feel about Hadrian’s gift.

“Anything for my daughter,” he said, the intensity of his gaze making me blush and turn away. “Only a week, you say? Then you haven’t been taught much about this side of yourself.”

I quietly shook my head, blindly fingering my new necklace.

“What have you been taught? Have you discovered your harpy abilities yet?”

I narrowed my eyes at him, remembering why I should be angry at him. “Just how many different species’ DNA did you put in me?” If there were any other shifters waiting to jump out of me, I had the right to know.

“Harpy and Ursa.”

“No others?” I interrogated, narrowing my eyes further, as if I could force the truth out of him.

“No. I’ve been splicing shifter genes for several decades, and those were the two that worked best together and were least likely to result in mitosis failure or prenatal death.”

Several things about that rubbed me the wrong way. “How many times did you run this experiment on unborn children?”

He brought his hands together in front of his waist. “Three hundred and eighty-seven times. Every single one of them failed. Except for you.”

Three hundred and eighty-seven forcefully mutated children died before drawing their first breath.

“Did their mothers volunteer for the experiments?” I had to ask.

“Most.” Judging by the wicked twinkle in his eyes, mercy had not been given to those who weren’t volunteers.

“And my mother? Did she volunteer to give birth to a monster?” There it was, the question that had been burning inside me since I found out I was Hadrian’s daughter.

His face softened, his lips parting slightly before answering. “It was different with Zaia. The other volunteers were just strangers to me. And, let’s just say that the insemination process was purely scientific.”

I grimaced at that bit of information, not wanting to envision any part of what that sentence implied.

“But Zaia and I had a true connection. She was a princess of her people, and she’d come to land right before she met me, trying to find a way to bring them up.”

“She was a princess?” I blurted, astounded. “Wait, that means I’m...”

“Mer royalty?” Hadrian finished for me. “Yes. Higher even than your friend Kendall, I’d wager. Your mother’s kingdom was the oldest.”

“What happened to them? Did Mom succeed?” Maybe I do have family out there somewhere after all!

Hadrian shook his head sadly. “I don’t believe she did. After she ran away with you still in her belly, I had scouts scouring every coast in search of her. I don’t believe she ever went back to her people after she left me.”

My insides burned with promise and curiosity. A whole civilization of mer were still underwater—mer that were directly connected to me. I needed to know what became of them. All the more reason to get out of this prison. But how?

I decided to change my line of questioning. “You said you and my mom had a connection. If that’s true, why did she leave?”

He lowered his head, as if his sadness made it heavy. “She got scared. She forgot that wars have casualties. She walked in on an interrogation that went awry, and she started to fear she made the wrong choice. She snuck out that night, and I never saw her or our unborn baby girl again.”

There was so much information to process. Every time I thought I knew my mother, another skeleton jumped out of the closet. I really didn’t know her at all. Could Hadrian be telling the truth? Even Kendall had said my mom fell for Hadrian. But would she have willingly allowed him to experiment on her baby? I couldn’t imagine any woman doing that.

“Is Alex like me? I mean, is he a chimera too?”

He shook his head. “No. Alexander is completely human.”

“Why?” I felt like it was a stupid question, but I couldn’t see why the boy would be so important to Hadrian as just a human.

He shrugged ever so slightly. “He’s my Heir.”

“But what does that mean?”

Hadrian’s face brightened. “My family is the oldest and noblest vampire line in existence. Every fifty years, the patriarch produces a male heir, and when that heir comes of age, he’s turned into a vampire. This compounding of vampire blood produces a stronger vampire each time. I’m more powerful than my father, and he was more powerful than his. Alexander will be more powerful than me.”

“Wait, so Alex is going to become a vampire?” Horror struck a deep and harrowing chord inside me, inciting an urgency to protect the little brother I hardly knew.

“Yes, when he turns eighteen.” Hadrian was practically glowing with pride.

“Does he know?” My voice raised a whole octave, but Hadrian didn’t seem to care.

“He’s known all his life that he’s being primed to take my place as leader of the vampires.”

No, no, no! Not sweet, innocent Alex!

“Why don’t we get off this conversation. I can see it’s making you upset.” He put a hand on my shoulder. “I have something else in mind for today. You don’t have any ursa training. Let me show you what you’re capable of.”

He went around me and opened the door, gesturing for me to follow him out. I didn’t want to go with him. As curious as I was to learn about my ursa side, I was disgusted by Hadrian for what he was doing to Alex. Alex was nothing like his father. The boy may look like a miniature version of his dad, but he was pure and kind. I hated that Alex was destined to become a monster. I would keep that from happening, even if it was the last thing I did.

“Come, Arya,” Hadrian insisted.

Getting rid of Hadrian was the only way to ensure that Alex’s innocence remained intact, that my friends and all shifters stayed safe, and that I could one day reconnect with my mother’s people. If I could use Hadrian to perfect the monster he’d created me to be, then maybe I could actually fulfill the destiny everyone insisted was mine.

***

“What have they taught you at your shifter school about ursas?”

Hadrian took me down to the main level and into a training room in a section I hadn’t previously ventured. He instructed me to change into a pair of smart clothing he’d “acquired”, and now we stood in a large, empty square room with a mirror lining one wall.

I skimmed through my mental repertoire on bear-shifters before answering. “Ursas, like all weres, have their transformation triggered by full moons. They’re bitten, not born. They’re the strongest of all the weres, impossible to contain when they’re having a fit, and struggle the most with self-control.” I’d experienced that last bit first-hand.

“Good,” Hadrian said, pacing in front of me with his hands clasped behind his back. “Basic, but good. What do you know of their powers?”

I pondered. “I thought their strength was their power?” I said, my answer coming out more like a question.

“In a manner of speaking, that’s true. Ursas have the most physical strength of pretty much all shifters, not just weres. But they’re hyper-strong in other areas as well. Some have been known to have very powerful telekinetic abilities, even able to create forcefields at will.”

Hadrian snapped his fingers and a projection began to play on the widest wall in front of us, though I had no idea where the projection was coming from. The video showed a man in shredded clothes being circled by black-clad opponents—vampires, I assumed.

The man let out a bestial roar, then every muscle in his body bulged and expanded, making him twice as large as he’d previously been. A coat of thick, brown fur covered his skin as his clothing ripped and fell away, his face mutating from that of a handsome man to a snarling, nightmarish monster. I wasn’t even sure I could call him a bear. Red shame flushed my face at the thought of what I must look like when I lost control.

As I watched, a visible disturbance rippled through the air, radiating outward from him. The ripple sent his opponents flying backward, and he leapt off-screen and out of sight. The projection faded like it was never there, the wall blank once more.

“Wow, I didn’t know ursas could do that,” I said, still staring at the naked wall.

“Few do,” Hadrian said. “Ursas aren’t as aware of themselves when in shifted form, so it’s rare they’re ever lucid enough to explore their powers. After all, such a thing takes patience, and ursas aren’t known for that virtue. But there are some that find a way to manage their emotions and hone their special talents. I would like to help you do this.”

“How?” I asked, incredulous. “I think we both know that if I shift, this room won’t be safe for you.”

A smirk curled Hadrian’s pale pink lips. He looked down and hooked his thumbs in his pockets as he strolled forward. “That’s why I won’t be in the room. I’ll be in a safe location, instructing you via intercom.”

And then he was gone, the click of the door’s lock the only evidence that he didn’t just vanish into thin air.

I took a step toward the door, but a puff of yellow gas assaulted my face, a painful sting forcing me to squeeze my eyes shut. I stumbled, hearing the hiss of the gas filling the room. And before I had time to get angry or worry about what the gas might do to me, an insatiable, agonizing prickle seethed under my flesh—everywhere! I struggled to contain it, but it was no use. In several palpitating heartbeats, the beast unleashed, my thoughts, senses, and vision a blur of red and fury.

I slammed against the walls, clawing at the door. The urge to destroy was the only thing I understood.

“It’s no use, Arya.” Hadrian’s voice echoed around me. “I’ve had this room reinforced with a silver-steel alloy specifically for your training. You can’t escape.”

A guttural roar quaked out of my throat and rattled the mirror wall.

“The only way for you to get out is to concentrate.” His voice was muddled and distant, reverberating in my eardrums as if spoken through water. “Hone your breathing, clear your mind, and gain control. Do not be a slave to the beast. Be its master.”

Every one of my muscles ached with frustration, and the desire to go on a destructive rampage nearly overwhelmed me, like an itch that had to be scratched despite knowing that no amount of scratching could make it go away. I wanted to hurt someone. Anyone. Hadrian, especially.

No. I didn’t want that. That was the bear talking. I had to resist.

Clenching my oversized teeth, I closed my eyes and stood as still as I could. I tried to ignore the pain of irritation that seized my entire body, tried to drown out the wacky emotions that whispered all manner of angry demands.

Breathe in. Breathe out. Breath in. Breathe out.

I repeated the mantra in my mind over and over, feeling each breath as it entered and exited my lungs. The itch slowly became less intense, the fog that clouded my mind thinning ever so slightly.

“Very good, Arya,” Hadrian’s voice said, and I heard it much more clearly than before. “Now, shatter the glass.”

The bear wanted to ram an angry fist at the reflection it detested and savor the satisfying sound of glass crashing, but I had enough clarity to understand his meaning—I was to break the mirror without touching it.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and pushed my will outward from my core. The room shook, and the sound of exploding glass surprised my eyes open in time to see fragments raining to the floor.

Another puff of gas—green this time—sprayed all around, and in seconds I shrank, returning to my normal height, to human form.

Wobbling in place and disoriented, I saw Hadrian enter the room, clapping his hands. “Very well done, and on your first try. You’re nothing short of incredible!”

“Wh–what was that stuff you sprayed at me?” I asked, rubbing my aching head. The shifts had both been too quick, and now I felt sore, almost hungover.

“The first one was inducer gas, a toxin to force you to shift,” Hadrian explained. “And the second was inhibitor gas, obviously forcing you to shift back to human form. I apologize for using them on you, but they were necessary for this first exercise, don’t you agree?”

No. I never wanted to feel anything like that again. It was horrible. I felt violated and nauseous and ashamed—too many things to list. Just about the only good thing I felt was surprise at being able to access such a difficult ursa skill on the first attempt.

“Why was it so easy for me?” I asked, mostly to myself.

“The necklace.” Hadrian touched the turquoise stone on my neck. “Remember I told you it gives you more control? Without the necklace, you would’ve had little chance of making progress. But even with it, withstanding the ursine urges takes a great deal of willpower and inner strength, and that’s something that can’t be manufactured. I’m very proud of you.”

He rested a hand on my shoulder and squeezed, and I didn’t feel the impulse to jerk away this time. His praise felt oddly…good. His methods had been forceful, to say the least, but none of what he did just now had been meant to hurt me—or anyone else. Not like the general.

Maybe Hadrian wasn’t all bad. My mother had found something to love in him. Maybe he—

No, stop it, Arya!

I couldn’t allow my thoughts to continue on this track. Because if there was any part of me that believed Hadrian was good, I knew I would never be able to come back from that.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 11
Julian

Rainbow leapt from my lap and landed gently on the ground. He stretched his furry limbs, straightened his back, and pointed his gray tail upward, all the while purring a middle C at perfect pitch

“Don’t leave,” I mumbled, my shackles rattling slightly as I moved my arms and extended my fingers. But I didn’t mean it. The cat had yet to be discovered by anybody within the black walls of Heritage Prep. Rainbow only left me when somebody else was approaching—usually Marguerite. It was the cat’s sixth sense.

“Be safe out there,” I whispered, watching Rainbow with blurry eyes. The copper injections not only weakened me physically and mentally, it even messed with my vision. Still, I saw the blurry fur ball leap onto the couch and slip behind a heavy curtain.

I had no recollection of how much time passed since I’d become Marguerite’s prisoner. However long ago Rainbow had torn off the metal plating that used to cover the window, there was now a triple-layered black sheet to replace it.

When Marguerite discovered the open window, I told her I needed to see the sunlight—that it was the only thing that had brought me comfort. Which wasn’t entirely a lie: Rainbow did bring me comfort. And amazingly, Rainbow survived the sunlight, indicating that the cat had taken on my daywalking abilities.

Fortunately, the curtain made it easy for Rainbow to get in and out of Marguerite’s quarters. I watched as my little friend scurried out of sight.

In the loneliness the cat left behind, my muddled thoughts turned to Shea. She’d reached out to me several times—or at least I thought she had. But I couldn’t remember what she’d said, or what I’d said in response. The conversations seemed like dreams that were trying to disappear without a trace. I missed her so much. I only prayed I’d live long enough to see her beautiful face again.

Only a few moments went by, then a beep sounded at the door, and in walked Marguerite.

“Hi, Honey, I’m home!” She said the words in a sing-song voice, and I felt like hurtling myself out the window. If only I had the strength to do so.

Instead, I cast my hopeless gaze to the floor. “Hi, Marguerite,” I mumbled.

“Hey, cheer up, cheer up!” she said. “I brought a bloodmix for us to share!”

Bloodmix—a vampire cocktail that contained a variety of blood from different humans. Sure enough, I spotted the tall glass, filled to just a half-inch from the top with two bendy straws poking out, and I found myself licking my lips. I was so thirsty.

“You need to keep up your strength,” she said, kneeling in front of me while placing her free hand on my upper thigh, much too close for comfort. “I thought we’d enjoy a lovely date this evening.”

The idea of spending a romantic evening with Marguerite was so revolting, it almost dissolved my thirst. Almost.

Marguerite’s face fell at my lack of enthusiasm, and she put the bloodmix on the desk next to me. She lifted my chin with her hand, her brown eyes filling my view. “It’s the copper, isn’t it? It subdues you—alters your thinking.”

I nodded.

“It doesn’t have to be this way, you know,” she said softly, caressing my cheek. “I can remove these shackles. You and I can still leave Heritage Prep. But you know my demands.” She tapped my chest, then hers as she said, “You and I—forever.”

I didn’t blink, staring deeply into her eyes. Into her soul. At last, I said, “I will never meet your demands.”

Her jaw tightened, and I heard her teeth grinding.

“A date it is, then,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Let me go,” I begged. “Please, just let me go.”

“Your freedom will come when I have your heart,” she said with sickening sweetness. “It will happen sooner or later. And if it happens later... Well, I have eternity to wait. I guess I’ve gotten spoiled by quick results over the years.” She snatched the bloodmix and held it between us.

“No vampire date can start without a little drink,” she said, swirling the cup ever so slightly and causing a little vortex to spin in the center of the crimson liquid. It was hypnotizing, and I had a sudden urge to rip the cup out of her hands and consume the entire glass myself.

Taking a few deep breaths, I forced myself away from such animalistic behavior.

Marguerite eased the cup forward, and as my lips closed over one of the straws, I closed my eyes and began to drink.

A burst of flavor assaulted my taste buds, bringing much-needed pleasure to my entire being. The blood was still warm—freshly extracted.

My body tingled, and I found myself unable to pull away from the straw. Right now, the only thing in the world was me and the blood.

The flow of heaven suddenly stopped, followed by loud slurping sounds. My eyes flashed open, and I pulled away from the tall glass, shocked to see that I drank it all.

Marguerite chuckled as she rose to her feet, placing the empty glass back on the desk. “It’s been a while since I’ve seen anybody chug like that. You must’ve been thirsty.”

My eyes followed the empty glass, wishing it were full again. But my body still tingled, my wells of energy replenishing slightly. I wasn’t cured of the copper slowly poisoning me, but I was content. Life wasn’t so bad.

“Now let me set the mood.” Marguerite turned her wrist over, tapping her smartwatch. All the lights in the room went dark, and I felt suddenly blinded. It was as if Marguerite had placed a cover over my eyes.

“Wh–what are you d–doing?” I stammered, trying to focus my eyes. Never had any darkness been able to blind me since I’d become a vampire.

Marguerite didn’t respond.

Slowly a small light appeared a few feet away. As the light continued to brighten, the scene that illuminated was not that of Marguerite’s room, and I gasped at where I was: Skye Boarding House.

I spun in my seat, surprised to find that my wrists were no longer shackled. But more shocking was the fact that Marguerite wasn’t anywhere to be seen.

I found myself sitting in the Skye’s wooden chair—the same one that resided at my apartment in Chicago.

A cruel chill crawled down my back. “Marguerite?” I called, hoping she’d enter and explain what was going on. “What trick are you playing on me?”

And then I heard her—not Marguerite, but her!

“Alice?” I whispered, my eyes widening and my heart beating so rapidly it threatened to jump out of my body. Her voice was coming from the dining room, and I leapt to my feet.

And then I heard Camilla’s voice, a little louder than Alice’s—just loud enough that I could hear what she said.

“Julian is going to propose to you any day now.”

“What?” Alice gasped. “You are sure of this?”

“He told me just today,” Camilla replied.

There was a moment’s pause, then Alice said, “What should I do?”

“That is the great puzzle you will have to solve, I am afraid,” Camilla said with a laugh.

“Would it be too rude to tell him to try proposing to one of the trees in the orchard, since they are all he cares about?”

Again, Camilla laughed. “I would love to see his reaction if that was your reply.”

This isn’t right.

Before I met Shea, I’d frequently relived memories from my past. But while this felt like a memory, I knew it wasn’t. I’d never heard Alice and Camilla talking about my imminent proposal, and I couldn’t imagine it would’ve gone like this.

It wouldn’t have, right? The question was posed to the Alice in my mind, but she didn’t respond. Her voice hadn’t come to me for quite some time, either.

“What is quite sad,” Alice continued, “is that he does not realize that I have only allowed him to court me out of pity. It is no small wonder that he let Marguerite Morton go without even thinking twice. Can you imagine, dear Camilla? Me falling desperately in love with that poor fool, then getting thrown out to pasture because of his duty to the orchard?” She laughed in a way I had never heard. It sounded too...wicked.

“You have to admire his dedication, though,” Camilla said. “The orchard would not be as successful as it is without his hard work.”

“Again, he really should consider proposing to one of the elegant apple trees that waits on his caressing hands every day,” Alice said.

Both girls must’ve covered their mouths because their laughs were muffled. My heart slowed to a dull thump-thump. Hearing Alice’s voice behind those words... It sounded so real. I tried to think about other memories that would disprove this conversation, but the effort was broken as Camilla spoke again.

“Please let him down easily,” she said quietly. “Deep inside, he can be quite vulnerable.”

“I might not have it in my heart to tell him ‘no’ right away,” Alice replied.

“Actually, that might be the wisest path to take,” Camilla replied. “Perhaps accepting his offer now, then allowing a slow rejection to occur would work out for the better.”

My throat dried and my sinuses sparked, causing my eyes to mist. You will not cry, I told myself, as if the command would actually work.

“Quite alarming, isn’t it?”

I whirled to find Marguerite in a lackadaisical posture in the Skye’s chair—her back against one of its arms while her legs dangled over the other.

“You!” I growled. “You’re doing this!” Marguerite’s special ability as a vampire was to invade the minds of others, to inject false scenes into their minds. And she was doing that to me now, I had no doubt.

She shrugged. “All I’ve done is tap into your past.”

“This isn’t my past,” I said, pointing toward the dining room.

Marguerite swung her legs to the front of the chair, then leaned forward. “This is your mind, Julian. I’m just here to watch.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Alice would never... This isn’t how it went.”

“Are you sure?” Marguerite asked, a seemingly innocent expression on her disgustingly pretty face. “If this really did happen, would Camilla or Alice have told you about it?”

Would they have? Camilla had been my sister in every way but blood, and my faith in Alice’s love had been the only thing that sustained me all this time. I refused to believe this was what happened, but hearing it was still heartbreaking.

Could Alice really not have loved me? And if she didn’t, what did that mean for Shea and me? Was I meant to be with her after all?

I immediately shut down those thoughts. I couldn’t afford for Marguerite to learn of Shea. In fact, it was a miracle she hadn’t dug her out of my mind yet. I had to keep it that way.

“You know what they say, Julian,” Marguerite said, bringing her face close to mine. “The truth hurts.” She raised her hands to the sides as she leaned back. “And this? Sure looks like the truth to me.”

I closed my eyes, wrestling between doubt and faith, no longer certain what was true. The world shifted around me, and I opened my eyes again, I was back in Marguerite’s quarters, my wrists still bound and my head still swimming.

She knelt before me again, pushing my legs apart and rubbing her hands up and down my thighs. “Why don’t you let me make you feel better, my love?”

I gritted my teeth. Even if Alice’s love had been a lie, and even if my heart didn’t belong to a certain witch, there was no way I’d ever desire this vile creature.

“I’m not in the mood,” I said flatly.

She leaned forward and put her arms around my waist, nuzzling her face into my unresponsive groin. “Oh, Julian. When are you going to realize that no one will love you like I do?”

“Poisoning me with copper, starving me of blood, and manipulating my memories is not love,” I countered darkly.

She sighed in my lap, then stood and cupped my chin in her fingers. “One day, you’ll understand why this was necessary, and you will love me. The sooner you do, the sooner your suffering can end.” She placed a kiss on my forehead and then vanished from the room, the door opening and closing faster than my foggy mind could keep up with it.

The silence that hung in her absence was the most painful yet, filled with the echoes of my doubt and despair. That vision couldn’t have been real, right? Alice would’ve never said those things. Right? She wouldn’t have gone through with our wedding if she hadn’t loved me, wouldn’t have stuck by me even after I was turned or used her magic to protect me from the sun.

No, that scene had to have been a trick. That was all Marguerite was capable of. She didn’t do truth.

I just had to hold on a little bit longer. Shea and Caesar were coming for me. But I didn’t know how much more my jagged mind could take before it shattered completely.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 12
Arya

The morning sun was bright and piercing as it finally crept over the ledge of my open window to shine on my face. I’d been lying awake in my bed for some time, sleep continuing to evade me in this dreary place. Without classes to attend or tasks to perform, it was hard to develop any type of schedule here. There wasn’t really anything for me to do.

Except for be alone with my thoughts.

Hadrian was…different than I’d always imagined him. I could certainly see that he had darkness in him, but I’d also seen other things. Like the way he was with Alex, I could almost believe he was a loving human father. And the way he looked at me, like I was something precious to him, once lost and finally found.

What if everyone was wrong about him? What if I was wrong about him? I didn’t have the best track record for judgment.

I’d thought Kendall was a good guy when he’d been siding with the vampires all along. I’d thought Tobias truly cared for me when he’d only been assigned to seduce me by his father. I’d thought Adina really had a wounded side when she was, in fact, pulling a cruel prank on me.

And I’d thought my mom was nothing more than a normal, if not eccentric, human when all of the signs for the opposite were so painfully obvious now that I knew better.

But at the same time, a little of all of that was true. There was right and wrong on both sides of each coin—except where Adina was concerned; she really was just an irredeemable bitch. Kendall did believe he was doing the right thing. Tobias at least believed he loved me. And my mom, at her core, was a normal woman trying to do the best for her daughter.

How was I to know what was right and what was wrong when there was so much gray? The path to Hell is paved with good intentions. Didn’t we all have good intentions? Even the general, whose cruelty I’d seen no match for, saw an end that he thought justified the means. And who was I to judge when I’d made so many mistakes.

I regretted hurting Tobias. Yes, he’d hurt me, but he tried to fix it. He’d bared his soul to me and confessed everything. I’d heard the truth in his words, but I’d been so pigheadedly vengeful that I broke his imprint on me. Something inside me died the instant the bond severed, and I’d been silently grieving its loss ever since.

I missed him. Part of me still hated him, but I missed him so much. And worse, I missed that I no longer needed him the way I did before. I hadn’t realized at the time how safe the bond made me feel, but now that it was gone, I felt oddly defenseless, like I was freefalling with nothing to catch me.

A small voice sounded from outside my door, and my ears perked.

“Is she up yet?” It was obviously Alex.

Agnes’s matronly voice was trying to dissuade Alex, but she wasn’t getting very far with him.

“It’s okay. I’m up,” I called as I slipped off my bed and went to open the door.

“Do you wanna have breakfast with me?” Alex asked, and my heart melted once more. Not only was he adorable, but he was so polite. It was hard to think I was speaking to an eight-year-old.

“I’d like that,” I said with a smile.

Agnes pursed her lips.

“Let me just go get dressed and I’ll be right over,” I said, remembering I was still in my pajamas.

Alex nodded, and he and Agnes left while I changed.

It still amazed me how much trouble Hadrian had gone through to make me comfortable. I still thought of my room as a gilded cage, but as I pulled the sky-blue cashmere sweater over my head—perfect for the cold halls of the citadel—I couldn’t help but appreciate the amenities available to me. Every item of clothing was of the best quality and fit me perfectly. Though how Hadrian knew my size before I got here was a mystery that made me a little uneasy.

I pushed the thought aside and made my way to the room below. My guards barely acknowledged me in passing, almost looking bored. Maybe with a few more days, they’d relax enough to let me do whatever I wanted without their attention. I just had to keep playing the obedient daughter—though I feared it would be very easy to forget it was an act.

The table was already set with waffles covered in strawberries and whipped cream, crispy slabs of bacon on the side. My mouth watered as I sat beside the little boy waiting patiently for me to start.

“Where’s Agnes?” I asked, looking around as I sat across from Alex.

He wrinkled his nose. “I told her I didn’t need her this morning. I’m spending the day with you.”

I smiled as I cut off a bite of waffle. “And you can just do that?”

Alex nodded and smiled, his own mouth full.

I lifted the fork to my mouth and bit down on sweet, creamy, crispy goodness, closing my eyes as I savored it. The Dome had great food, but it was more utilitarian, stuff that could be easily cooked and served for a large group. But this? Every meal here was an indulgence.

“What? No pancakes today?” I teased.

“Nah,” he replied with a shrug.

“Do you get waffles for breakfast often?” I asked as I swallowed another bite. “Because I could eat these every day.”

Alex smiled and looked down. “No. Not every day. But today kinda counts as a special occasion.”

“And why’s that?”

He looked up at me, his cheeks reddening even as he met my eyes. “Because it’s the first day I really get to spend with you.” He looked back at his plate and poked the bacon with his fork.

We’d had a few days together, but always interrupted by his classes. Apparently today would be different.

“I’ve never had a sister before,” he commented softly.

My lip pouted as my wax heart melted further. “Aww, Alex, I’m so sorry.”

He shrugged. “It’s not so bad most of the time.”

“What...?” I paused, unsure how to ask about his mom, especially when the loss of my own hurt so much. Finally, I decided to just bite the bullet. “Where’s your mom?”

His face clouded, his cherubic features hardening. “Shifters killed her. Father says they would’ve killed me, too, if he hadn’t discovered what was happening.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay. Father says when I’m old enough, I’ll become a vampire, and then I’ll be able to take revenge. If I want.”

I felt the color drain from my face. To hear Alex talk like that—as if becoming a vampire was the most natural thing in the world—dispelled my growing comfort. “Do you...want to become a vampire?”

Alex pushed his plate away, glancing at the hidden servant’s door. “Wanna go for a walk? I’ve got something pretty cool I wanted to show you.”

I took the last bite of my breakfast and swallowed. “Sure. Lead the way.”

He led me to the stairs, and we made our way to a large room filled with the pillars—I’d since figured out there was only one of those.

The guards followed at a distance and Alex soon pulled ahead, making me hurry to keep up. When we reached the elevator, Alex swiped his card. But when the door opened, he darted in, hit a few buttons, and darted back out, tugging on my hand to pull me toward the far end of the room and using the pillars to hide us from the guards.

Clever little guy, losing the guards like that.

My brows furrowed as I tried to figure out where Alex was taking me. After the guards went down a flight of stairs to try to catch us, he took me upstairs—the same ones we’d just come down—to a blank wall. Squinting, I saw the faint outline of a door, hidden in the same manner as the servant’s entrance into Alex’s room.

Alex pushed on a stone, and the door eased open, revealing a bright late morning sky. This was the door to the roof, the one I’d been looking for ever since I’d arrived. To think I’d passed it so many times with no idea it was hidden in plain sight!

I wrapped my arms around myself as I stepped outside, the chill winter air poking through the holes in my sweater.

“Oh, hold on,” Alex said, and he darted back indoors.

I had a moment of panic as the door closed behind him, and I wondered if maybe he was playing a trick on me instead of the guards. But Alex came back a moment later with a couple of blankets, and he handed one to me.

“It’s almost always cold up here, so I keep some blankets near the door.”

“Do they know you come up here?” I asked, gratefully tugging the heavy fabric tighter around my shoulders.

Alex looked at the ground and kicked at a loose stone. “You’re the first person I’ve brought here. You have to promise not to tell anyone.”

I nodded. “Cross my heart. In a place like this, it’s probably nice to have a spot you can call your own.”

Alex smiled wide, warming me more than the blanket could. “We can talk more out here. The guards will be busy for a while trying to catch up to the elevator. And being vampires, they won’t be able to come out now that the sun’s rising.” He nodded toward the sherbet hues on the horizon, and I smiled.

“What you were asking before,” Alex continued, “about wanting to become a vampire?”

I nodded in patient encouragement.

Alex stared eastward, and I waited, not wanting to burst the moment.

“I don’t know.” He turned back to me, pulling his own blanket tighter. “In some ways, I do want to be a vampire. I mean, they’re so cool! Super-fast and strong and smart. And Father says I’ll be the best of them all. I’m the next Denholm heir. I’ll get born with like, ten times the power. Or however many Denholms there are.”

“That does sound pretty cool,” I said. “But you’re still not sure?”

He met my gaze, the golden glow catching in his blue eyes. “It kind of scares me. And I’m not sure I want to take Father’s place as leader of the vampires.”

I nodded. “Big shoes to fill.”

His little forehead wrinkled in a frown. “Don’t tell anyone that, either.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it.”

He looked back toward the horizon, the cherry pinks and soft peaches chasing the last of the evening from the sky. “I think I’d miss sunrises most of all. Do you think Father misses the sun?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know.” I couldn’t begin to imagine what actually went on in that man’s mind, and questions like this had me morbidly fascinated with wanting to know.

“Arya?”

“Yes, Alex?”

“I’m glad you’re here.”

My heart squeezed and my eyes stung with emotion. “Me too.” And I actually meant it.

It was strange. With my harpy wings, I could leave right now, but I didn’t feel the same desperation anymore. I missed my friends, but the Dome had never really been home to me. To be honest, I never really had a home. Mom moved us around so much that I never really got to settle anywhere.

Alex needed me, and this place was growing on me. This was certainly better than being the general’s attack dog, starved and abused and manipulated. Maybe I really was right where I was supposed to be.

I fingered the turquoise necklace, feeling oddly grateful for this peaceful moment.

***

Alex and I spent most of the day exploring the citadel. I half-heartedly looked for other escape routes, but I wasn’t too disappointed when I didn’t find any.

The guards caught back up with us but didn’t say anything about our excursion. I had a feeling they wouldn’t be the first to admit their mistake, and since I was still here, no harm, no foul. At least I knew what to do if I ever decided I wanted to leave.

When we made it to the lobby and I spotted Kendall slipping down the stairs to the Initiate quarters, I knew I needed to go further. If I was really going to consider embracing this life, then I needed answers, and despite the tension between us, I felt Kendall was my best bet at finding the truth.

“Alex, I think I want to head downstairs for a bit.”

He crinkled his nose. “Really?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry. I know Hadrian doesn’t let you go down there. Do you mind if I leave you alone for a bit?”

He brought a finger to his chin and hummed. “I suppose. As long as you’re back in time for dinner.”

“Six o’clock, right?”

He nodded.

That left nearly two hours. It should be enough. “I’ll be there.”

“Promise?”

“I promise,” I said and was rewarded with another beautiful smile.

Quick as lightning, Alex wrapped his arms around my waist, then dashed off to whatever play he had in mind.

I stared after him for a moment. The boy seemed so starved for affection. Had I been like that when I was his age? I didn’t think so. Even though our respective upbringings were similarly strict, I never felt deprived. I had always known Mom loved me, and she was always there.

I wondered if Alex felt like Hadrian loved him. I’d seen the two of them together, and Hadrian was affectionate toward him—a side of the vampire leader that I never expected to see. Was Hadrian actually capable of love? And if so, did that make him less of a monster than what I’d been made to believe?

I shook off the thought, not quite willing to go down that rabbit hole.

Gathering my courage, I headed downstairs to the Initiate quarters. My guards hesitated, looking at each other with questions in their eyes as if wondering what kind of trouble they’d be in for letting me wander through. But there was no way to escape beyond the main level from what I could tell, and Hadrian hadn’t forbidden me to enter the Initiate quarters. After all, what harm could letting me mingle with humans do—humans who were just as loyal to Hadrian as the vampires were?

Ultimately, they must have come to the same conclusion because they didn’t stop me, only trailed me like a pair of pale shadows.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting to see—maybe students lined up like cattle, waiting to give blood to thirsty vampires—but the room I stepped into was rather normal. Almost mundane. The modest furniture looked comfortable, the common area warm enough, the human students lounging around looking relaxed. At least until they spotted me. Then they buried their heads again, as if by not looking at me, I wouldn’t be in their space.

After a few awkward seconds, I decided to speak up. “Does anyone know where Kendall stays?”

A few startled glances met mine, but no one responded. I was about to go search on my own when a petite girl whose head barely reached my chin stepped forward.

“He’s on the fourth level down,” she said without making eye contact.

“Thank you.”

The girl merely nodded, dipping into what felt like a small curtsey, and quickly swept back to the chair she’d been in.

This treatment was so vastly different from that of my fellow students at the Dome that it left me feeling shell-shocked. These people obviously felt like they couldn’t talk to me, their fear evident in their stiff postures and apprehensive silence. While it was preferable to being ridiculed and mocked, I didn’t want to be feared. I wondered if I would ever find a place where I was just treated like an equal by my peers.

With a sigh, I followed the stairs down until I reached the fourth level. It wasn’t until I was there that I realized there was still another set of stairs leading deeper. I turned toward it, curious about just how many levels there were when a hand caught my arm.

“I don’t recommend going that way.” It was Kendall, his voice low, his hand around my arm just tight enough to tell me how serious he was. My guards eyed him warningly, but I waved them away.

“Why not?” I asked, casting another curious glance toward the stairs.

Kendall looked around the common room, which only had one or two Initiates in it, and at the guards still standing on the stairs leading to the next floor. He nodded his head to the side. “Come on.”

I planted my feet. “Not until you let go of my arm.”

Kendall let go and held his hands up in submission. “You know I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you.”

“Do I?” Even though I had sought him out, I still didn’t trust him to get too close.

Kendall’s handsome features crushed, but he nodded. “I understand your hesitation. Can we talk? Alone? I’ll even let you cut my tail off yourself if I so much as look at you funny.”

Okay, maybe I enjoyed being feared a little bit, at least where Kendall was concerned. After what he’d done, he should be afraid of me.

I followed Kendall into a hallway as necks craned to watch us go. Doors dotted either side of the long hall, and I wondered just how many humans were housed here.

At last, we reached the final room in the corridor, and Kendall opened the door, stepping aside so I could enter before him. I nodded to the guards, who took up some wall space in the hall as I went in with Kendall.

The furnishings were stark—a bunk bed, a couple of cubbies with drawers underneath, some chairs and a small table. It wasn’t much, but then again, the rooms at the Dome hadn’t exactly been luxury suites. Truth be told, the only real difference here was that the walls were all the same dark obsidian as the rest of the citadel, casting a permanent gloom on pretty much everything.

Kendall closed the door and sat in one of the chairs, and I followed his lead, sitting in the other.

“So what are you doing way down here?” he asked, looking at his fingers in his lap.

“I just...” I took a deep breath. “I’m trying to decide...”

“Whether to trust me or not?” he supplied.

I shook my head. “I’ve been spending time with Alex—”

“And the little guy has stolen your heart,” Kendall said, the corner of his mouth pulled into a half-smile.

“Yeah.” I grabbed a strand of my hair and gently tugged, curling it around a finger. “I was brought here against my will, but now? I need the whole story. I thought maybe you’d be able to help.”

Kendall sighed and leaned back in his chair, running his hands through his hair. “If you’re looking for me to badmouth Hadrian, you’re fishing in the wrong pond.”

“No. I just... Are they happy here?” I asked, pointing at the ceiling. “Are you happy here?”

“I don’t know if I’d call it happy, but they’re not unhappy,” he replied. “And I’m confident I’m where I’m supposed to be.”

I frowned, unsure of how to ask the right questions to get the answers I wanted. “I guess I mean, are you treated well here? Are the other humans treated well?”

“For a place that’s run by vampires, I’d say we’re treated very well,” he answered. “Every human here has earned the right to be considered as a potential fledgling. No one is abused, not even when the vampires feed off of them.”

I blanched, the thought turning my stomach.

“Hey vampires gotta eat, just like the rest of us,” he said.

“I know, it’s just…kinda gross,” I said. “Do they… Have they…”

“Fed off me?” he finished for me.

I nodded.

“No. Shifter blood is repugnant to them. They prefer human blood.”

Something inside me relaxed. Despite Kendall’s betrayal, I didn’t like the idea of him being bitten and drained by a vampire.

“You say that the humans here are taken care of, but everyone is so scared of Hadrian. And upstairs, they seemed afraid of me.”

Kendall crossed his arms. “Yeah, well you’re walking around with a couple of vampire guards. Besides, no one wants to get on Hadrian’s bad side, and since you’re his daughter...”

“I get it. I just don’t understand why they fear him if he really isn’t hurting any of them.”

He shifted in his seat. “He’s united the vampires, the first time that’s ever happened, as far as I’ve heard. I imagine you have to be at least a little ruthless to keep so many vampires under control. He’s built himself quite the reputation, and I’m sure he’s earned the fear they show him.”

I nodded as I chewed on my lip. His reasoning made sense, though the whole atmosphere of fear still bothered me.

“Are you afraid of Hadrian?” I asked.

He laughed. “Terrified. But he’s kind of charming, too. Like, if Hadrian likes you, everything is right with the world.”

I was starting to understand that. I’d had a taste of that the other day when I saw the pride in his eyes aimed at me. It had felt really good, and I found myself softening toward him despite myself.

I cocked my head as another question entered my mind. “Why can’t I go downstairs?”

Kendall gave me a wry smile. “That’s the dungeon.”

“So he really does have a dungeon.” He’d mentioned it the night I was brought here, but I hadn’t seen it, and it had pretty much disappeared from my thoughts. But knowing it was just below me sent a shiver down my spine.

“Hadrian has a lot of things, but yeah, he has a dungeon. Like I said, you’re not going to get a bunch of bloodthirsty vampires to behave by patting them on the head.”

“No. I guess not,” I mused.

“But hey, it’s not like it’s full or anything. Most of the time when someone goes down there, it’s only for a day or so before being restored.”

“Oh.” I wasn’t sure how I felt about all of it, but at least I was getting the truth—both the good and the ugly.

Kendall sighed. “Look, my advice is to keep your head down and your ears open. You’re smart. And you’re Hadrian’s daughter. You’ll be fine. Heck, you could probably do something relatively stupid and still be fine. Unlike the rest of us.” He smiled at me like it was a joke.

I stood as I returned his smile, though it didn’t quite meet my eyes. I felt the strong need to be alone again, to think over everything I’d learned. “Thanks. That gives me a lot to think about.”

Kendall stood too, grabbing the door for me. “Any time. Really. My door is always open.”

“Thanks,” I said again. I walked into the hallway, tugging on another strand of hair.

“Arya?”

I turned to face him.

“For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” he said, sincerity shining in his beachy eyes. “For everything. I hope we can move past it.”

I nodded once, then continued back the way I’d come, the guards trailing me once more. I wanted to go to my room and just think for a bit.

Hopefully I’d be able to sort through everything by dinner, because there was no way I was going to disappoint my “date.”
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Chapter 13
Tobias

It wasn’t the pair of wide hands gripping my shoulders that distracted my flight pattern, nor the hundred-and-eighty pounds I carried on my back—Private Peters was a lithe man, little more than muscle and bone. No, it was the suspicious lump that kept prodding into my spine.

When I met Private Peters at dinner last night, he seemed like an entertaining guy. With his rugged jaw and auburn hair, he was easily more attractive than most of the other soldiers—women included, though that said more about the women than him. He regaled our table with hilarious dirty jokes and was actually very charismatic for a naga. At the time, I didn’t understand why there were so many uncomfortable looks tossed his way, or why Char had warned me about him.

Now that I felt that lump grinding against me in a rhythm that had nothing to do with the movement of my wings, I understood. And I couldn’t be more miserable.

I turned my head to the left to look at the blue dragon soaring a few yards away from me. Char side-eyed me as she flew, making sure the gesture didn’t disturb the passenger she was carrying. I made a show of looking at Peters on my back, then narrowing my eyes back at her in accusation. The side of her scaly lips curled upward, and she winked before pulling ahead of me.

I trapped the growl in my throat. Damn her. She paired me with Peters on purpose. What was this, some kind of initiation hazing? Not cool.

We’d been flying for hours, and the dark sky was bruised by thick clouds that surrounded us in every direction and covered my scales with a frigid mist. I was glad that Char knew where she was going because I had no clue—not that I could focus while I was basically being dry-humped from behind. Yuck. If I wasn’t determined to reach our destination swiftly before, I definitely was now.

An ominous rumble echoed around us, shaking the very air that carried me as my scales stood on end. I snapped my head to the red dragon on my right. His eyes widened as they met my troubled gaze, understanding passing between us.

In the next instant, the clouds above and below us opened up, unleashing a heavy rain to pour down. Icy drops assaulted me like bullets, a cascade of water restricting my range of visibility even further to the point I could barely see the tip of my own wing.

I was determined to keep going. Not rain, nor sleet, nor snow would keep me from getting to Arya. And this was just water. A little rain never hurt anyone.

A crack ripped the air only an instant before a blinding flash sliced through clouds mere feet in front of me, and I was bucked backwards by the electric force of it, nearly knocking Peters right off of me. If my heart wasn’t about to stampede out of my chest, it would have bothered me that the incident made Peters hug me even tighter, digging his damn erection right into my fucking rib. But at the moment, I was just glad not to be barbeque.

“We have to descend!” Specialist Tekashi shouted from Char’s back, though I could barely make out the words over the roar of the rain and the reverberating sizzle that charged the atmosphere. “We can’t risk hitting the equipment.”

She clutched a pack against herself like it mattered more than her own life. Considering that it contained powerful explosives, it might mean the end of it—of all of our lives.

Char swooped downward, and the other dragon, Private Hennessey, and I followed her. Panic was a heavy metal song in my head as we zigzagged and dove around the bolts of lightning that played wack-a-dragon with us. I’d never flown in weather like this before, and the drills I’d run in the simulation room for stealth flight training was nothing compared to this nightmare.

All I could do was pretend that this was a simulation, that it was a test. I had never failed a test before, and I wasn’t about to start now.

After several heart-stopping almosts, we finally broke through the cloud layer, descending lower and lower until we were nearing a canopy of pine trees. My heart continued to race even as we slowed our descent and entered the trees. The branches that whipped against my wings were like a gentle caress compared to the biting rain above.

I landed with my claws digging into the brush and damp earth, more relieved than ever to be on solid ground. The others landed around me and their passengers disembarked. I angled my body to help Peters climb down, but he didn’t seem to be in a hurry to dismount.

Okay, I’m done with this.

In one swift motion like a wild horse, I bucked him off, spinning around in time to see him land flat on his ass. Ah, that was satisfying.

I shifted to my human form and offered him a hand. “Sorry, I had an itch. Let me help you up.”

He readily accepted my hand, and I tugged him up. But he didn’t let go right away, gripping my hand for longer than was necessary or pleasant, so I had to jerk my hand away. He just flashed me an innocent grin before following the rest of our team under the sheltering branches of a redwood.

Slimy motherfu—

“Is the cargo intact?” Char asked the rainbow-haired kitsune.

Tekashi unzipped her pack and took a quick inventory of everything inside. “Yes, everything looks fine. As long as we keep it dry, we shouldn’t have any problems.”

“Great job, Specialist,” Char said, patting her on the back. Then she looked to the rest of us. “We’ll have to stay here until the storm clears.”

I ground my teeth at that, frustration and urgency electrifying my insides more than the storm could have. I hated having to pause our journey, hated each second that ticked by without getting closer to Arya. I didn’t care that I was soaked and water was dripping from my hair into my face, or that the wind was forcing a chill over every inch of my exposed—and wet—skin. I just wanted to get to my mate as soon as possible.

But this couldn’t be helped. The storm was absolutely too thick and treacherous to fly through, and I wasn’t particularly keen on the idea of triggering the explosives in a lightning strike mid-flight. I would just have to suck it up and wait it out.

My mother used to always tell me as a child, “Patience is a virtue,” and with Arthur as my father, I didn’t have a choice but to adopt that virtue. Since I had met Arya, patience had been harder and harder to come by.

Peters leaned against the tree right beside me, his arm pressing up against mine. I slowly turned my head to look at him, and the suggestive heat in his brown eyes sent a slimy shiver down my spine that had nothing to do with the biting wind.

I sidestepped away from him, then rounded the tree trunk to where Char was sitting on an unearthed knotted root, hugging herself against the cold. She scooted over when she saw me, leaving just enough room for half of my butt to sit on, and I gratefully accepted.

“How long do you think until the storm clears?” I asked low enough for just her to hear me.

She shook her head and looked up into the branches that only partially shielded us from the falling torrent of rain. “I don’t know. An hour, at least.”

I growled in my throat, frustration flaring in my chest.

“Hey, it’s fine,” she said. “We’ll still get there with plenty of daylight to spare. This won’t set us back too much.”

“And if the storm rages all night?” I asked, trying and failing to keep the irritation from my tone.

She shrugged. “Then we’ll just push the attack to the next day. It’s all we can do if we want the mission to succeed.”

I nodded, although I didn’t like the sound of any of that. As much as I had hated the imprint for so long, I missed it so much now. At least before, I would’ve been able to sense if Arya was in danger, if she was being hurt. Without it, I had no idea what she was going through, and the mystery of it was a plaguing anxiety that never left me.

I closed my eyes to will those fears away. I needed a distraction. Anything.

I looked up and around at my fellow teammates. Peters sat down beside Tekashi on the damp ground where she was hugging her pack against her, again getting close enough for her thigh to brush against hers. Without a word, she scooted to the side. After a minute or two, Peters scooted closer, and Tekashi climbed to her feet and walked to the other side of the tree.

“What’s the story with…” I whispered to Char, tipping my head toward Peters.

She grimaced. “Yeah. He’s creepy but mostly harmless. He’s only been reprimanded once for sexual harassment.”

“Only once?” I asked, my gut knotting with disgust. “Isn’t that enough? What did he do?”

She inclined her head closer, and I did the same so that I could hear her over the patter of rain that surrounded us in stereo. “Apparently, he inappropriately touched a senior officer while she was in her mao form.”

I balked, cocking my head. “Wait, in her mao form?”

She nodded. “I think he’s got a thing for shifters. You know, in their creature form.”

The knot in my stomach clenched even tighter, threatening to expel the early dinner I had before we left. So it wasn’t my imagination that he was grinding into me.

“Do me a favor?” I asked her.

“Sure,” she replied.

I looked into her eyes, expressing as much of my desperation as I could through our shared gaze. “Don’t pair me with Peters again when the rain stops.”
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Chapter 14
Ashlyn

My heart beat to a thrilling tune as I crept along the dim hallway.

I looked over my shoulder for the sixth time to make sure no one saw me leave the avian common room. I didn’t have to go very far, but under the circumstances, the distance seemed astronomical. Each step that I went undetected felt like a huge milestone.

I stuck to the walls like glue as I made my way to the large supply closet south of the avian common room, my senses keen to the slightest sound or shifting of shadows. I just hoped the others would make it okay. Those from other wings had farther to go, and with the guards patrolling the halls at night, they’d need more luck than I did. If even one of them was caught, we’d all be in serious trouble.

The moment my hand touched the knob, I peeked over my shoulder again, then swept in silent as a ghost. I gave myself a second to regulate my breathing before I let my gaze fall to the students already huddled inside among the racks of cleaning supplies.

They all relaxed when they saw it was me, and I smiled at the group reassuringly, registering who all was in attendance.

Brett was there, of course, sitting beside Niko. His parents weren’t particularly powerful, but they were wealthy phoenixes. And as Niko’s best friend—aside from Tobias—he was an obvious choice.

Jackson waved a hand at me, flashing that sexy grin that had been hiding under the new regime. He had been my first pick. After our little talk the other day, I knew he was someone I could trust. And considering his father was sorta the godfather of the shifter mafia, I knew he held tremendous sway over the other were families.

Petra Adder gave me a chin nod, her face a mask of indifference and black eyeliner. She was my recruit as well. Yesterday, I watched her stand up to a guard who had worked one of her nagas into collapse despite the fact that she was little more than half his size, then lit a cigarette right in front of him only to have him snatch it and stomp on it. I didn’t know much about her family, but she was hands-down the leader of the nagas at this school, and I had to assume she at least had connections beyond these walls.

When my eyes next fell on Letti, my smile fell. Niko had told me he was going to approach the mermaid, and though I trusted his judgment in considering her, I was surprised to see she’d actually come. But I was grateful. We needed a mer on our side, and Letti’s parents were nobility. I managed a small smile of appreciation at her, and she returned it with one that said she felt as out-of-place as she looked.

Then there was Leya, whose knees were bouncing nervously as she sat crossed-legged. I had my reservations about her, too. She was a notorious gossip, but for whatever reason, Niko insisted on bringing her in. Something about her parents being respected healers. And at this early stage, any support was good support.

“Thank you for meeting with us,” I began. “I know it couldn’t have been easy to sneak out, and I appreciate every single one of you taking the risk.”

They all nodded, and having all their eyes on me made me feel suddenly self-conscious. I’d never been one for public speaking, never viewed myself as a potential leader of anything. Hell, even in group assignments, I always just floated along, letting someone else run the show. Yet here I was, hosting a secret meeting where the stakes were much higher than my grades.

I cleared my throat. “I think we’re in agreement that what’s happened to our school since General Dracul took over is a nightmare.”

Petra scoffed. “No joke. They raided my cigarette stash.”

Jackson elbowed her with a wry smirk. “Don’t worry. I got you covered. My stash of paraphernalia is well hidden.”

“Sweet,” she said with a nod of appreciation.

Leya rolled her eyes. “That’s really all you care about? One of the guards forced me to do a sim after I spent all morning healing other students who failed. I was so exhausted, I nearly got my wing ripped completely off. Harpy healing can do a lot of things, but it can’t reconnect tissue. I was almost mutilated for life.”

Petra bristled, narrowing her eyes at the harpy who was being entirely too loud. “No, that’s not all I care about, but defending my nagas constantly is exhausting, and being denied of nicotine only makes it worse.”

“Maybe it’s a sign that you should stop,” Leya commented. “It’s a nasty habit.”

“So is talking as much as you do,” Petra countered. “Maybe you should stop.”

“Hey, we didn’t bring you guys here to fight each other,” Niko said, his voice quiet but commanding. “We brought you here to stand up against the tyranny that you’re all suffering from.”

Leya and Petra both shrank slightly, sufficiently humbled. I was glad Niko was here. He was so much more patient than I was, and I needed someone with his level-head to balance my hot temper.

Letti raised her hand. “And how do you propose we do that?”

“By forming an official shifter council,” I replied.

She gave a derisive laugh, proving she was still the same old Letti. “You want the six of us to be a council? How is that going to change anything? We’re powerless against the general.”

“Not us,” Niko corrected. “Adults. Hopefully one from each shifter species. Each of you have parents that either hold positions of power and respect or have connections to those who do. If you can get them to agree to forming such a council, they can reclaim the school and put it in the hands of someone more appropriate to lead it.”

Everyone sat in silence for a moment, letting that sink in.

“I’ll talk to my dad,” Jackson spoke up first. “He’s not really one for conventional authority, but seeing as he already runs the hound families, he might be inclined to accept such a position. And with his connections to mao and ursa families, he’d probably know the right people to talk to.”

“Perfect,” I said, looking hopefully from one face to the next.

“The obvious choice for the mers is Queen Anali,” Letti volunteered.

“Wait, isn’t that Kendall’s grandma?” Brett asked. “Do you think she’d actually agree after her grandson defected to the vampires? And even if she would, how would we even get a hold of her?”

“My mother is one of her administrators,” Letti said matter-of-factly, flipping a lock of hair over her shoulder. “I can easily relay the suggestion to her, and I have no doubt she’d be thrilled by the idea. She’s deeply ashamed of Kendall’s choice. Her loyalty is and always will be to the mer, and I’m certain she will see as easily as I do that a council of shifters is what’s best for the mer.”

My brows flickered with surprise. Maybe not quite the same old Letti after all. Niko made the right choice in trusting her.

“I got someone in mind for the nagas,” Petra said. “I’ll make some calls and get back to you.”

“Okay,” I said slowly, hoping she would elaborate further. But she didn’t.

Brett shifted where he sat on the floor, accidentally bumping into a mop that was propped up behind him, and it fell and hit Leya on the head.

“Ow,” she complained, rubbing her head.

“Oh shit, sorry,” he said with a grimace, grabbing the mop and attempting to prop it back up. Once it was in place, he turned back to the group. “I don’t know how much sway my parents have, but I could probably get them to lend some financial support. I think the more obvious suggestion would be your dad, Ashlyn.”

“Wait, what?” The suggestion was such a shock, I wasn’t sure I’d actually heard him correctly.

“Yeah, he’s the most respected of all the phoenixes,” Brett said.

I shook my head. “No way. My dad is loyal to the military, through and through. The council should be made up of people who have no affiliation to the military.”

Brett shrugged. “I guess you have a point.”

“That would count my parents out, too,” Niko interjected. “They’re not military, but my family have been friends with Draculs for generations. Chances are they’d side with the general.”

“That might be, but they’re a better dragon option than the general himself,” Brett countered.

Niko tipped his head in agreement. “Well, you have a point there. I’ll see what I can accomplish with them. I’ll need to find just the right timing, which will be even more difficult considering how little I get to talk to them.”

“In the meantime, we can keep brainstorming alternatives,” I said, then turned to Leya, giving her an expectant look.

She blanched slightly and fidgeted, still rubbing the spot on her head where the mop handle hit her. “Well, my parents are well-known in the harpy community—you might have seen them on Real Shifter Housewives.” She beamed with pride for a moment, then frowned when no one fed into it and continued. “But the best candidate is Maya Heather. She’s the most respected harpy in the world. That’s why she was chosen to teach here.”

My stomach clenched with doubt and anxiety. “I don’t know about a teacher. How do we know she wouldn’t go straight to Dracul?”

Leya shot me a flat glance. “Are you kidding? She hates what the general’s doing more than anyone else. Do you have any idea how many students she’s had to heal from serious injury in the last week?”

No one answered. We all knew she was right. Some of the people in this room had been among those students.

“Trust me,” Leya said. “I’ll talk to her. Even if she declines the offer, she’ll keep our secret. She doesn’t want anyone hurt by the general.”

I nodded, exchanging a worried glance with Niko, who only nodded in return.

“Well, that leaves a kitsune,” he said. “Anyone know of a kitsune with powerful parents here?”

Brett straightened, flashing his teeth in an excited smile. “Yes! I have just the person. And she owes me a favor.”

Niko cocked his head at Brett. “How many favors are you owed?”

Brett shrugged. “If I told you, I’d have to kill you.”

Niko and I rolled our eyes in unison.

“Okay, guys. Let’s reconvene tomorrow night.” Niko's deep voice echoed through the supply closet. “Remember to watch your back, and don’t mention anything about what we’re doing here.”

There was a general murmur of agreement before the students started leaving one by one—just in case there was a guard patrolling. Niko and I waited until everyone had left.

“Well, I think that went surprisingly well,” he said, leaning against the door once we were alone.

I scooped my arms around his waist, savoring the feel of his hard muscles under my touch. “As long as we can keep them from biting each other’s heads off, we should be good.”

He chuckled softly, then leaned in to brush his lips over mine.

The kiss was pitifully brief, and I chased his mouth as he pulled away.

“We should get back,” he whispered.

“But I never get to see you,” I cooed with my best pout, tugging at the fabric of his uniform at the base of his spine. “And we’re already here. We should make the best of it.”

He reached behind him and gently took hold of my wrists to pull them forward. “As much as I want to pin you against the supply rack and fuck you senseless, we shouldn’t push our luck.”

His words lit a fire in my core, making my whole body ache for him. “You really shouldn’t say things like that if you’re not going to deliver,” I groaned, pressing my forehead against his firm chest.

“Sorry,” he said. “It’s just a miracle none of us has been discovered already. And if we want to keep this place a secret for future meetings, we can’t have loud moans and screams of ecstasy alerting the guards.”

I turned my head up to face him and frowned at him. “Why are you torturing me?”

He snickered. “Okay, I know. Come on, you should go before I lose my resolve and get us both in trouble.”

“Ugh, fine,” I relented.

I stretched up on my toes to steal one last agonizingly brief kiss, then cracked open the door, checking the hall was empty before the two of us crept out of the closet.

“Hey, what are you doing?”

I froze on the spot at the barked accusation from behind me, panic crystalizing my veins. Shit, shit, shit.

Niko grabbed my arm and forcefully turned me around to face the guard that was storming up the hall toward us. “I found this one sneaking around near the kitchen. Said she was trying to get a late night snack. Can you believe that? The nerve of these spoiled kids.”

The guard’s eyes scanned both of us up and down, and it took me a few seconds to realize what Niko was doing and spur myself into playing along.

“What? I was hungry?” I complained with a shrug, hoping that if he saw my fear, it only made our story more believable.

Niko jerked me roughly, and I shot him a scowl—did he really have to play the part so dramatically?

“I’m escorting her back to her dorms,” Niko said to the guard with a convincing asshole tone.

The guard looked between us one more time, then finally nodded. “Good work. Carry on.”

“Come on, let’s go,” Niko growled, tugging me along beside him down the hall as the guard continued his patrol in the other direction.

I peered over my shoulder as we rounded the corner, making sure we were out of earshot, then whispered, “Did you really have to be so rough?”

He shot me a playful smirk. “I had to make it convincing.”

“Sure,” I deadpanned, even though my pulse was still racing.

We made it back to the entrance of the avian dorms without another confrontation, and we parted ways without another word for discretion’s sake. We had gotten very lucky. I only hoped that luck remained on our side throughout our little coup because I wasn’t so sure Niko’s act would work a second time.
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Chapter 15
Caesar

Fighting the cold was taking every bit of my concentration. And still, I had only managed to raise the temperature inside the tent ten degrees. Turned out not even gryphon weather manipulation could contend with the Washington winter, especially as the sun was setting over the mountain tops to the west.

“I’m f-freezing my t-tits off,” Shea stuttered as she hugged her knees against herself, looking like an adorable ball beside me. “L-literally, they’re g-going to f-fall off.”

I pulled her into my arms and draped myself around her as best I could. “That would be a shame.”

She snickered even as she nuzzled into me.

“Did you make connection yet, Kai?” I called to him behind his wall of tech gear on the other side of the extra-large tent.

“Almost,” Kai mumbled, eyes glued to his screen and fingers tapping like mad. Janette was hovering over his shoulder, watching whatever he was doing with rapt fascination.

“P-please h-h-hurry,” Shea whimpered.

I tried my best to keep a brave face for Shea, but I was getting worried with each passing second as the light beyond our tent continued to dim. We had to make sure we could connect to Heritage Prep before we could fully establish our campsite, and if we didn’t do that soon, we’d be vulnerable to the monsters that lurked only a half-mile away from us.

“Aaaand, got it! I’m in!” Kai exclaimed, fist-pumping through his own vaporized breath cloud.

“Oh, t-thank f-fuck!” Shea praised, crawling out of my embrace. “J-janette, l-let’s g-get this ov-ver with.”

Janette nodded and ushered Shea through the zippered opening of the tent. I followed behind them, knowing Kai would be completely fine on his own in here. I didn’t trust the girls going outside on their own with dusk so imminent. Even with light clinging to the sky, the shadow of the mountains was certainly enough to allow vampires to roam, and I had no way of knowing how far their surveillance reached. If they already knew we were here, we were sitting ducks.

I watched as Shea and Janette slowly walked a circle around our camp, reciting the ancient words to cast a protection spell that would keep us cloaked from passersby—immortal or otherwise. Anxiety itched and slithered beneath my skin as I waited, my senses keen to every sound in the surrounding forest. All I could do was keep pushing back the cold with my gryphon powers and be ready to shift at the first sign of danger.

I had hoped that once we set ourselves up, I would’ve made peace with this decision. I had hoped that once we’d gotten this far, I would’ve accepted it. But that couldn’t be farther from the truth. Now more than ever, I hated that Shea was going to trek over to the vampire headquarters in the morning. Every instinct I had urged me to hold her tight and never let go, to lock my talons around her and fly her far away from this place.

Rationally, I knew we had to do this, for Julian and Arya, and the fate of the entire world for that matter. But knowing that didn’t make going through with it any easier. I couldn’t lose her.

No, can’t think like that. Shea can do this. And everything will be fine.

I took little comfort in the fact that, if she came into any kind of danger or harm, I would sense it. But what would I do about it? Give in to my imprint and go barging in and get us all killed? I’d never felt so…powerless in my entire life than I did now, counting down the seconds until Shea left me, possibly forever.

After the longest fifteen minutes of my life, the girls completed the circle, and an ethereal dome rippled over the radius of our camp, only visible in the disturbance it made in our surroundings for a split second. The compression of my tight muscles gripping my chest finally eased, and I let my shoulders relax. At least now if vampires came snooping, they wouldn’t be able to see, smell or hear us. We were safe.

“Alright, Janette, let’s h-heat this p-place up,” Shea announced with an eager clap of her gloved hands as she and Janette returned from the edge of our camp radius.

“Are you sure that spell is safe?” I asked. “It’s not going to create a greenhouse effect in here, is it?”

She shot me a cutting frown. “Ac-cording to the b-book, it’s just g-going to m-make the temp-perature inside the p-p-protection c-circle comfortable. And I’m f-f-fucking freezing, so we’re d-doing it!”

I raised my hands in submission, flattening my lips in complacence. It was almost cute how irritable Shea got when she was cold, and in any other circumstances, I would’ve been amused.

The girls held hands and chanted more pretty words that I didn’t understand. Their hands began to glow a soft sherbet orange, and with a pulsing wave, the cold was suddenly banished and replaced with a cozy warmth all around us. It was like walking into a hearth-heated cabin from outside.

“Whoa,” I whispered.

“I kn-know, isn’t it g-great?” Shea cheered, hugging herself and spinning around with a huge grin on her face.

I couldn’t help but smile. She was so beautiful, so full of light—and sass. I was so incredibly lucky to be mated to her. Pulled in by her magnetism, I hugged her from behind and pulled her against my chest, and we swayed slightly as we savored each other.

“I love you,” she whispered.

“I love you more,” I whispered back, kissing the top of her soft brown hair.

“Alright, enough of that, lovebirds,” Janette chided playfully. “Let’s go back inside and see what Kai’s been able to find.”

With a synchronized sigh, we followed her into the tent.

“Whatever you girls did, thank you from the bottom of my heart,” Kai declared, pressing his hand over his chest. “It’s almost like a sauna in here now.” He shrugged his coat off his shoulders and set it to the side in a bundle.

Janette knelt behind him and put her hands on his shoulders. “Just a little magic. But I can do a lot more to warm you up.”

His face turned beat red and a wobbly smile formed on his lips.

“Okay, seriously, Aunt Janette, get a room,” Shea groused.

“Maybe when this is over,” Kai mumbled with a shrug.

Shea and I both gawked at him, mouths literally hanging open. Did he actually just say that?

His complexion reddened further under our scrutiny, and he shrugged again. Janette beamed and pecked his cheek before settling beside him and looking at his multiple-screen layout.

“Please don’t leave me here with them,” I whispered to Shea, and we both stifled a chuckle.

In all seriousness, I was happy for Kai finding romance even in these bleak circumstances, but I desperately hoped they wouldn’t be rocking the tent this whole time. That was very much not a situation I wanted to be the third wheel in.

Shea and I gathered around Kai and examined the various screens for ourselves.

“Damn, that is a lot of cameras,” Shea commented.

And she wasn’t wrong. There had to be at least fifty feeds filling three of the four screens in front of us. And they kept changing scenes. I suspected the cameras were motion sensitive, and there were moving bodies in every single feed—Heritage Prep obviously came alive at night.

“It’s going to take me some time to map out where each of these cameras are on the blueprint, but once I do, I’ll be able to track you everywhere you go,” Kai said, looking over his shoulder at Shea.

She nodded without looking away from the screens, squinting as if she was looking for something.

“Can you find Julian, or Arya?” I asked, scanning the various faces and rooms myself.

Kai leaned closer to the row of screens. “Well, I’m not sure what Julian looks like—all vampires look the same to me.”

I frowned, unsure if that was meant to be a joke or not. Then he looked up at me briefly and winked. Yep. Trust Kai to keep his albeit quirky sense of humor in the darkest of times.

“Oh, I think I found Arya!” Kai suddenly said, tapping on one of the keyboards and enlarging one of the feeds.

We all leaned in, studying the raven-haired girl sitting at the end of a long table next to a young boy—wait, boy? Why the hell was there such a young child at a vampire school? I disregarded that for the moment and tried to distinguish the face hiding beneath the familiar curtain of waves.

As we watched, she threw her head back in a laugh, fully exposing every detail of her face to the camera.

“Omigod, that’s her!” Shea gasped. “Why does she look…happy?”

My stomach knotted as I pondered the same thing. “I’m just glad she’s being treated well. Apparently being Hadrian’s daughter counts for something, after all.”

She nodded, though her brow didn’t unwrinkle. “Okay, what about Julian?”

Kai minimized the feed once more and leaned back to give Shea and I room to search. As frequently as the scenes changed, it was hard to find anything recognizable. It was a miracle we’d found Arya, at all.

“Wait, what’s that?” I pointed to a feed that looked particularly dim and ominous.

Kai enlarged it, revealing it to be a dungeon of sorts, just as I suspected. But the cells were empty. I let out a long breath of relief. Wherever Julian was being kept, it wasn’t the dungeons. That gave me some small measure of hope—which was repeatedly quashed by the terrible fear that they might have already discarded him.

We studied the screens for hours until our eyes stung; all the while, Kai was making notes and changing screens as he coordinated the exact location of each camera. It was disheartening that we never spotted Julian, and I could feel Shea’s dread as potently as my own.

After a bland dinner of canned chili—we only brought foods that would be easy to prepare and eat—we all eventually settled in for the night. Kai curled up in front of his screens, seemingly pleased as a clam to have Janette spooning him from behind.

Shea and I snuggled under a pair of connected sleeping bags on the other side of the tent. But I couldn’t sleep. My mind wouldn’t turn off. My pulse wouldn’t slow, my insides wouldn’t untangle, and the doomsday scenarios wouldn’t stop playing on repeat in my mind.

What if there was a reason we couldn’t spot Julian? Shea had talked to him only yesterday, but anything could happen in the span of twenty-four hours, especially for creatures who don’t need to sleep. What if our mission had been rendered pointless?

No. Arya was still there. She still needed us, even if Julian…

I felt Shea’s weight shift in my arms, and I opened my eyes to see her climbing gingerly out of the sleeping bag and quietly unzipping the tent to let herself out. I hesitated a moment, wondering if she just needed to use the bathroom. Ultimately, I couldn’t not follow her. Even with the protection spell in place, I needed to know—always—that she was safe.

I quietly slipped out of the bag and slunk out of the tent, looking around in the darkness. When my eyes finally adjusted to the lack of computer light, I spotted Shea sitting on a log just beside the tent, her head turned in my direction.

“Hey,” she whispered.

I stepped softly toward her, noticing that the heat of her climate control spell had successfully melted the thin layer of frost that had covered the ground before. I sat beside her, putting my arm around her shoulders.

“What are you doing out here?” I asked.

“I couldn’t sleep,” she replied. “I just needed some air.”

I nodded, knowing full well that wasn’t the issue. Her lack of sleep was caused by the same thing as mine—our fear for Julian.

She looked up. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

Confused, I turned my gaze to the sky as well. To my surprise, white flakes were slowly descending above us, disappearing completely a few feet above our heads where they came in contact with the heat contained by our magical protective barrier. It was truly a sight to witness.

A sort of peace settled over me. This moment was so magical and yet so simple, I couldn’t help but feel humbled by it.

“I’m worried about Julian,” she whispered.

I tightened my hold on her, squeezing her arm. “I know.”

She pulled away and stood, beginning to pace in front of me. She ran her hands over her face, and I could hear soft weeping muffled beneath them. “What if we’re too late?”

I didn’t know what to say. I had no words to comfort her. I had to believe that Julian was still alive, but I was afraid to promise things over which I had no knowledge or control.

She walked over to a nearby tree within our circle and put her hand against it to support herself as she gave in to more stifled sobs. I rose and went after her, putting my hand on her back and resting my forehead on hers.

“It’s going to be okay,” I soothed. “One way or another, everything is going to be okay.”

She buried her face into my chest and nodded, and I draped my arms around her, offering as much comfort as I was seeking to take from her. I couldn’t tell her how terrified I was to let her go. I couldn’t share any of my fears or conflicted feelings because she needed me to be strong for her.

But I had never felt weaker.

I scooped my finger under her chin and gently tipped it up to face me, and no sooner did her watery eyes meet mine than she threw her arms around my shoulder and crushed her lips against mine. With desperate demand, she forced my lips apart, her tongue imploring my mouth to give her what my words couldn’t.

And I did. I kissed her with every vulnerable need, every angry defiance and every unspoken declaration that blazed inside me. I inhaled her love and her sorrow as I gave her the passion she commanded of me. I cradled her waist with such care even as she clawed at my neck, my shoulders, my waist, eager to be the one on whom she took out her grief and fury.

When she pried at the zipper of my pants, I happily obeyed, pushing her up against the bark of the tree and tugging down her layers just enough. I wanted her so badly, needed her more than I could ever express in words. But remembering our bedfellows in the tent only feet away gave me pause.

“Wait, what about them?” I whispered, breaking from her hungry swollen lips to nod my head in that direction.

“Consider it paying it forward for the trysts they’re no doubt going to have before this is over,” she said, nibbling my lower lip.

The thought should’ve stolen my desire, but the way she was stroking my cock could keep me hard through any series of misfortunes. Fuck, I couldn’t hold back anymore.

“Good point,” I hissed before descending on her delicious mount once more.

I blindly guided my cock to her opening, lavishing in the wet heat that bathed my tip as I slid it between the sweet petals of her silky flesh. She gripped my shoulders as I slowly entered her, savoring every inch that sheathed my aching shaft. And when I was finally buried as deep inside her as I could go, I ground into her, grabbing her ass to increase the pressure.

I never wanted to leave this moment. I wanted to stay connected to her like this until the end of time. And reminding myself of all the reasons I couldn’t only made me more desperate for her.

“Fuck me, Caesar,” she whimpered into my ear. “Please.”

How could I deny her such a simple request? Pinning her hips against the tree with my firm grip, I began to move my pelvis back and forth, sliding slowly in and out of her. Fuck, she was so wet. So warm. The scent of her need filled my senses, intoxicating me in the best possible way. I wanted to suffocate in her sweet perfume. It drove my rhythm, compelling me to go as fast as she wanted, as hard as she needed.

She began to pant with each thrust as my force intensified, and I put my hand over her mouth to stifle the sounds, only vaguely concerned at this point with disturbing our travel mates. Nothing could make me stop now. Nothing could tear me away from her heaven. My mate.

Her moans were hot on my hands as I drove into her, pleasure building in my core as her flesh coaxed it out of me. And then I felt her tongue graze my finger. She sucked the side of it into her mouth, nibbling as I fucked her and shooting a spike of need through me. God, she was incredible. And she was mine.

Not mine. Ours.

Julian. I couldn’t deny that, as amazing as it felt to have her to myself, I did miss his company. Not only for her sake, but for my own. He was a part of us. And he wasn’t here.

I pushed that thought aside and picked up my pace, worshiping her enough to make up for the loss. I existed only to please her, to satisfy her, to fill her every need and desire.

And as her muscles tightened around me, squeezing my cock with a friction that nearly drove me to destruction, I knew I was doing exactly that. I struggled to hold back, to continue my pace to deliver her into her ecstasy, but the feeling of her pleasure was so overpowering.

Hold on. Hold on!

Heat bloomed against my palm as she sighed into my hand, her body convulsing beneath me, her core quaking against my cock, and oblivion took me.

I came hard inside her, pleasure pulsating through me from the tip of my dick to the top of my scalp, making me see stars as it stole the blood from my head for a moment. I fell against her, both of us relying on the tree to hold up our weight, and she didn’t stop kissing my neck, my cheeks, my chin, as she tried to catch her breath.

“I love you, Caesar,” she said over and over. “I’m coming back to you. I promise.”

I stole one last desperate kiss from her lips. “You’d better,” I said, half-teasing, half-completely-fucking-serious.

We stood like that for a long moment, caressing and kissing and embracing, until finally we pulled our bottoms back up and retreated back into the tent. With a thousand unspoken words hanging between us, we held each other tightly through the night.

I still couldn’t sleep, though Shea had seen to it that I was thoroughly exhausted and drained. I was certain that I would never sleep again. Not until she was back in my arms, far away from the monsters who sought to destroy us all.
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Chapter 16
Shea

I cursed under my breath as I trudged through the snow, hugging my coat tightly against me to no avail. The air seemed to get colder the closer I got to the black towers that loomed over the lonely branches of the frozen forest. No surprise there. I always imagined Hell as a place devoid of warmth and light rather than full of fire and brimstone, and you couldn’t get much closer to Hell on earth than Heritage Prep.

Leaving Caesar had been especially difficult, but I took great comfort in knowing Aunt Janette was there to protect him with her magic. We’d spelled the campsite enough for them to remain undetectable, but I couldn’t help being nervous with them so close to the vampire headquarters.

Though, let’s be honest, the real reason that my stomach was more twisted than a writhing nest of snakes was because I was about to walk right into said headquarters. I’d put on a brave face for Caesar, but now that I was alone with my feelings and getting closer to my possible doom, I was fucking terrified. Especially considering I had Aunt Janette reverse the Sun Kissed spell—I couldn’t exactly convince a bunch of vampires I was here to join them if they burned just from touching me.

But doing stupid things despite my fear was kind of my M.O. And Julian and Arya needed me. I didn’t really have a choice this time around. I just hoped that luck stayed on my side, that I hadn’t run out of my nine lives when I needed them most.

I shuddered and pulled my hood lower over my head, then thought better of it and pushed it back down. I didn’t want my vision obstructed lest one of the “students” was wandering around out here. The fear was irrational, of course. I had chosen to make my entrance in the morning for that very reason. And if they denied me at the door, I at least had a snowball’s chance to flee.

The closer I got, the more ominously the towers loomed. I swallowed my doubts and kept trudging forward. I prayed the castle would be warm. Or at least warmer than it was out here. Even hiking, I was having a hard time shaking the chill.

I groaned when the trees opened up and the front entrance came into view. Stairs. Hadn’t I been through enough? I sat down in the snow, not caring that my ass was getting cold. My legs needed a break, and I wanted to gain my bearings before I entered Satan’s armpit.

Movement in my periphery startled me. I whipped around and stumbled on the frozen snow while trying to get up.

“Who are you?” asked a voice behind me, and I froze.

I knew that voice. I pulled off my beanie and turned toward Adam, trying to give him the most unimpressed expression I could muster. My heart beat in my throat, and I had to forcefully swallow against it.

“I’m a new Initiate.”

Adam squinted at me. “Do I know you?”

I stifled a snort. He should know me, after the weeks he’d spent stalking me. Looked like the memory spell I’d cast had been more effective than I realized.

I shook my head and shrugged. “It’s my first time here.”

I kept my face angled down. Hopefully, he’d take it as a sign of respect and not recognize the fear coursing through me—or my face.

Adam grunted. “Hey, Thomas!” he called as another person approached.

I let out a breath when the new guy came closer, also looking very human.

“Have you heard anything about a new Initiate?” Adam asked Thomas.

Thomas shook his head. “No, but they’d be more likely to tell you than me.”

“Sekha hedjefa,” I breathed, and both boys froze, getting a glazed look in their eyes. My heart fluttered. I wasn’t sure if that would work on more than one person at a time. Thank fuck that it had.

“You will forget the past five minutes. You just met me and you were expecting me. You’re supposed to take me to Hadrian.” I hoped that would do it. “Hetem,” I said, finishing the spell.

Their eyes lost that glossy look, and they smiled at me.

“Let’s get you to Hadrian,” Adam said.

Thomas nodded and grabbed my bag, making light work of the contraption that had fought me all the way here.

A few other Initiates stood around the grounds—apparently acting as guards during the day—sending curious looks at us. They seemed to defer to Adam, though, and since he seemed confident, they didn’t question it. I was both grateful and terrified that Adam held that much power. I just needed him to not recognize me. But if everything went smoothly, surely I could avoid Adam in such a large structure.

Finally, we reached the colossal stairs, and I trudged up them between Adam and Thomas. My legs were screaming at me to stop, but I had to keep going. If I just made it to the top, maybe then I could finally find some reprieve. Although, I knew that was unlikely. My mission had only just begun.

As I entered the enormous doors—which were even bigger than they’d appeared to be—my spirits sank. The interior was just as black as the rest, making the vibrant red accents pop. Banners flanked the room, bearing the Heritage Prep logo, a single drop of blood dripping between the words. I could almost appreciate the darkness of the whole setup—if I wasn’t already so nervous about the vampires this place housed.

There was a loud sniff and a sigh of satisfaction. I whirled to see a young woman with long golden hair framing a pale face leaning toward me, her eyes heavily lidded.

“Ah, fresh blood. I love new recruits.” She sniffed again, and her brows crinkled. “But now’s not the time for them. And something about you smells different.”

“Hey, Ann, what do we have here?” asked another young man, also pale and blond, though nearly a foot taller than Ann. He sniffed the air, too. His eyes snapped open and zeroed in on me. “You’re a witch,” he hissed.

I took a step back, the hair raising on my neck. Of course. That was how Julian had figured me out. He’d been able to sense the magic in me. I’d just walked into a den of creatures that could smell my magic. Great. Maybe I could mask my scent? It might buy me some time.

I began to mutter the spell under my breath, but something struck my face faster than I could brace against the excessive force.

I hit the floor with an “oof,” my head spinning. I tried to suck in air, but failed, my lungs burning.

“Don’t you say a word, witch,” the male vampire hissed again.

I shook my head and held up a hand. “I just want—”

But I was interrupted again, this time by the asshole pulling me into the air and pressing me against the cold black stone. A heartbeat later, he was clamped down on my neck, oblivious to my kicking and screaming. He placed a hand over my mouth, stifling my cries.

My will was seeping from me. The pull of venom tried to lull me into complacency. I wanted to give in, but I clung to my purpose. I bit down on the hand over my mouth with all my might, and the hand flinched back in surprise, though the teeth seemed to tighten their latch.

“Daywalk,” I croaked.

There was a clamor in the room, something I hadn’t fully noticed in light of the attack. It buzzed and droned, and I knew I was the epicenter of the excitement. But the venom was working, and I relaxed against the wall and sighed.

“What did she say?” came a shrill voice.

There was a crack, and the teeth braced on my neck unclamped, the body in front of me yanked away.

I fell to my hands and knees, gasping for air, though it wasn’t my lungs that needed replenishment.

“What the hell were you thinking?” It was that voice again, less shrill now, though the feminine tones still held a hardness that exuded authority. “Who is this girl? What’s she doing here?”

I looked up into a face so angelic, I could hardly breathe. The woman’s pale skin was offset by blood red lips. Stark white curls framed her petite face.

“She’s a witch,” spat the vampire who had bit me, but my eyes were still locked with the woman in front of me.

“What did you say about daywalking? And no magic, or I’ll be forced to let Todd finish the job.”

Todd smirked, but I ignored him. “I have a spell. For daywalking.”

“Where? Tell me,” she demanded.

“In my grimoire. Which I’ve hidden by magic.” Though despite that fact, I still felt panicked that my bag was currently in Thomas’s grasp.

She narrowed her thickly lashed eyes at me, puckering crimson lips with suspicion. “And why bring such a thing here?”

“I want to be admitted to the school,” I said, my eyes dropping to those ruby lips. I had no idea why they were suddenly so attractive, but under the influence of the venom, I meant every word. I needed to be here, with these beautiful people. It was my destiny, my calling, my path.

The beautiful vampire paced in front of me, the sway of her hips mesmerizing me. “And why would a witch want to go to a vampire school. You could never be turned, not without losing your magic.”

“The shifters won’t have me,” I said, all the disappointment I’d felt for months coming out in those few words, coloring my voice with bitterness.

The angel in front of me smiled. Her gaze went to Todd, and she snapped a finger. “Get Hadrian. He’ll want to see this.”

Todd nodded, though he wore a brooding frown. I guessed he wasn’t happy about this new development, but he didn’t voice anything to the woman, just darted off in a blur.

The angel wrinkled her nose and sniffed. “Will someone please stop the bleeding?”

“Right away,” volunteered a young woman, who rushed forward and kneeled next to the angel. She had large glasses that made her eyes huge, her tall, spindly frame looking frail next to the vampire goddess with the red lips.

And suddenly recognition hit me—Piper! I’d only seen her once, but she had made quite the impression on me. The Initiate who wanted out. It pained me to see that she was still here. Had she changed her mind back about joining? Or was she going to add to my list of people to rescue?

“I keep a tube of superglue on hand at all times,” Piper said, coming to my side to dab some on my neck.

We shared a brief glance of understanding, and relief found me for only an instant before I sucked in a breath at the sting, and I nearly jerked my head away.

“Sorry,” Piper said. “I probably should’ve warned you it would sting.”

The pressure on my neck stopped, and Piper wiped her fingers and turned the cap on the glue tube. “There. That should do it.”

As she got to her feet and helped me do the same, I wondered with irritation why the beautiful vampire didn’t just seal my neck with her blood the way Julian had. Maybe they felt it was beneath them. After all, why heal a wound they had every intention of opening again?

“Thank you,” I told Piper, not for healing me but for not outing me. The fact that she didn’t told me she was still on our side. I tried to convey with my eyes a silent promise that I would get her out, too.

“And what is so important that I must be pulled from spending quality time with my daughter?” a man asked as he strolled into the lobby, and I nearly lost my breath again.

He was beautiful, an angel of death if I ever saw one. His devilishly handsome face was bespeckled by a five-o’clock shadow that I wanted to run my fingers over, his dark hair shiny and silky, swept back in a style that looked both pristine and effortless, like a model in a fashion magazine, perfectly captured for all time.

Where Julian’s goodness bled into his beauty, this man’s allure was heightened by something sinister, something morbidly thrilling. And I knew if I wasn’t careful, I could easily fall under his spell just like everyone else in this palace of darkness.

The red-lipped beauty sashayed toward him, as if the seductiveness of her movements was completely unintentional.“Hadrian, this girl claims she has a spell for daywalkers.”

Hadrian cocked a brow at me, stepping closer. “Ah, a witch. I’ve only heard of one other witch with such a spell.”

I blinked at Hadrian. Did he know where the grimoire came from? Would he know my relation to Julian?

He clasped his hands in front of his hips. “Well? I’d like proof of this spell.”

“Um, it’s in my bag,” I said, looking around the room. I didn’t see my backpack, or Thomas. But Adam stood a few feet away staring at me, his brows drawn. I looked back to Hadrian quickly. “And I hid it with magic, which I’ll need to use to reveal it.”

“And how do I know you’re not here to use your magic to try to destroy us? Witches aren’t known for looking out for anyone but themselves.”

“I hate the shifters,” I said, channeling that feeling of disappointment that I’d tapped into just moments before. “They wouldn’t let me in their school.”

Hadrian laughed. “So you come to a vampire school instead? And what do you hope to accomplish?”

“Revenge,” I declared honestly.

Hadrian smiled, wagging a finger at me. “I have a feeling I’m going to like you. But I’m going to need you to prove yourself, first.”

My brow shot up. “I thought I just did.”

He shook his head. “Words, my dear. Those were just words. I want to see action. I want to see that hatred light your eyes.”

I took a deep breath to try to steady my racing pulse. “Of course. Whatever you need.”

He narrowed his eyes on me. “I recognize your face. You know my daughter, Arya, don’t you?”

My eyes widened, but I gave no other sign of my sudden panic. Was this the end for me?

Hadrian laughed again. “Don’t look so surprised. I’d been surveilling Arya for months before I retrieved her, and I took great care in studying her friends. I should’ve known one of you would come for her.”

“I came to join her,” I insisted with false bravado. “I had hoped that my bond with her would help me gain admission.”

“We’ll see.”

“Wait a minute,” Adam said, recognition lighting his eyes.

The tower shook, and there was a rumble. Some shouts came from outside, only discernible once the clamor from the lobby died down.

Hadrian’s eyes widened. “There’s an attack? On my towers?” His gaze shot to the Initiates. “How many did you leave patrolling?”

Adam stepped forward. “There were still four when we came in.”

“Six! It takes at least six to cover all angles of these towers. And the middle of the day, too.” Hadrian scowled. “Cowards. Initiates, take up the front lines. The shifters will be less likely to kill humans. Vampires, let’s take care of any who come through their ranks, shall we?”

The angelic woman threw a glance my way. “What should we do with her?”

Hadrian looked at me thoughtfully. “Take her with you, Marguerite. If she’s true to her word, she’ll help us in this fight. If not...?” Hadrian let the words hang in the air as he dashed up the stairs.

Marguerite? This beautiful goddess of a creature was the one who was tormenting Julian? Fury and vengeance flared hot as hellfire in my chest and surged through every inch of my body, urging me to claw her pretty face right then and there. But this was not the time. And I’d promised Caesar that I’d be on my best behavior.

“Come,” Marguerite said, clamping a hand around my shoulder. “We’ve got work to do.”

I let her tow me up a spiraling staircase, the yelling and sounds of destruction from above the only thing keeping my murderous fantasies at bay. Who was attacking this place? Did Caesar and Kai know? Where was Arya? Was Julian out of harm’s reach?

I was expected to defend these terrifyingly beautiful creatures in whatever fight was brewing. I just hoped that my luck hadn’t finally run out.
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Chapter 17
Tobias

The sun neared the top of the sky. It was the perfect time for vampires to die.

I was grateful for the weight on my back. It forced my lungs and wings to work twice as hard—effectively pushing the fire and adrenaline throughout my body. I was even more grateful that Peters was no longer my partner.

I barely felt the hands of Private Gibson—or anything else, thank fuck. I just hoped Gibson could keep his bear inside long enough for me to get him to the tower. Ursas could be unpredictable, even the trained ones, and I would hate to lose a wing before the actual fight.

I glanced at Char beside me. Specialist Tekashi gripped the edges of the blue scales at her neck with white knuckles. Her rainbow-colored hair was a sight to behold in the radiant sunlight, and the look of determination in her eyes was encouraging. Our entire plan depended on her explosives hitting their marks.

The black looming spires grew in size as we drew closer. I willed my scales to go invisible as we approached, and Char and Private Hennessey positioned themselves above and behind me to remain as hidden as possible, adjusting slightly as we flew closer. They were directly above me when we arrived in position, above one of the roofs where the vamps had laid tinted glass.

Private Gibson and Peters were up first. Gibson leaped from my back and onto the glass, shifting mid-air and growing three times his already hulking size seconds before crashing onto the reinforced glass. Of course, the glass wasn’t built to withstand a full-grown, monster-sized bear attack from the sky, and it shattered instantly.

Peters hopped down behind him, shifting into his naga form. His job was to ascertain Arya’s location within the citadel through whatever means necessary. Apparently he was a very skilled hypnotist, even without his venom—I was beginning to understand more and more why everyone maintained their distance.

I didn’t stick around to watch what happened because our next target was an obscure shadowed area lower down for Specialist Tekashi. Char, Hennessey, and I were to create chaotic distractions—as if a giant ursa wasn’t distraction enough. We would then help plant more of Specialist Tekashi’s devices.

I didn’t quite comprehend the science behind the explosives—Tekashi spoke way too quickly for me to understand her—but they were made to change the material on the outer walls from their solid state to either a liquid or gas state without burning. In other words, melting and evaporating the very walls that protected the vampires from the sun.

Tekashi leaped lithely from Char’s back onto her target area, and I immediately shifted my invisible scales to match Char’s perfectly and split from her. I went to the right, she went to the left. The two of us had one device each, and we had to plant them where we could make it count.

I found a place in the center of one of the larger towers that looked like it might do the most damage. I used my hind claws to grip the wall but slipped. It was made of some sort of smooth stone, like obsidian. Not some high-tech metal as I’d assumed.

Could obsidian melt?

I pumped my wings to steady myself. I’d have to plant the device while hovering. It was only a small setback, and I figured it didn’t need to be bullseyed in any one spot. I just made sure to stick it firmly before triggering the timer and backing the hell away from it.

From a few yards away, I waited as beeps counted down ten seconds, and then the device exploded with a loud boom. The once-solid rock began to rapidly steam and bubble, looking very much like black molasses as it melted away.

I took a second to look around, spotting Char and Hennessey spitting fire as they circled the fortress. I was only meant to set off the explosive, then join them, altering the color of my scales to offer the illusion of more dragons attacking. But this was my opportunity, and I was so close. My invisibility inside would be much more useful than my color-changing outside. And I absolutely didn’t trust Peters to find Arya.

Orders be damned.

Once the cavity was large enough, I hurled myself through the now-open wall and into the room. My brilliant blue form filled almost the entire area.

A large vampire huddled in the corner of the room. His face and arms were a scorched, angry red. But he was alive. Disappointment gnawed at me. I’d hoped the sun’s effect on a vampire would be instantaneous.

As I slowly shifted, I watched the clearly weakened and suddenly non-threatening immortal creature. I half-expected it to lunge at me, but it seemed thoroughly cowed by the growing hole in the wall, shrinking further and further into its small pocket of shadows.

I stalked from the room as the entire east-facing wall completely melted, leaving no corner in shadow. Satisfied that the vampire was certainly a goner now, I didn’t even bother to look back to make sure.

The hallway was a different story. Except for the sunlight streaming from the open door, it still had the protective darkness, albeit illuminated from artificial lighting. So I’d need to be careful. I silently cursed myself for not picking a wall with a grand hall or conference type room full of vampires, but how could I know the wall I chose was just individual vampire quarters?

Fortunately, the screams in the adjacent rooms on this floor, as well as those above and below, told me that the structure was deteriorating at an accelerated rate.

I pressed against the bud in my ear. “Peters, do you have a location for Arya?”

“Notttt yetttttt,” he hissed with his snakelike rasp.

Dammit. I knew he was useless.

I paused for a moment, concentrating on going invisible without my scales. It was markedly more difficult. All the times before, I’d been in a relative state of calm, either in my room or in the sim room. I was anything but calm now, my heart racing with exhilaration and apprehension, the screams and shrieks of burning vampires piercing my eardrums.

But I closed my eyes and thought of Arya, thought of all the times I’d held her, kissed her, made her smile, all while regulating my breathing. Finally centered, I opened my eyes and looked down at my hands as I flexed them in front of me. But I only saw the floor beneath me.

Excellent.

I walked down several floors without detection, hoping to overhear or find some clue about where they were holding Arya. But the entire tower was in utter chaos, and the hallways soon became crowded with vampires at various stages of burned to death, staggering and slumped against the shadowed walls—both the dead and the dying. I decided to make my way back up. Maybe one of those towers held Arya?

“What was that?” a petite vamp girl hissed as I passed, her tone filled with venom and her hair a mess of pink curls. She looked mostly unscathed.

I swore under my breath. In my desperate need to hurry and the ever-thickening crowd, I’d jabbed her shoulder with my elbow by accident. I backed against the wall as if it would help, but my panic and growing discouragement made me feel suddenly exposed.

And then I was.

Five pairs of narrowed eyes shot to my location. The other four were clearly weakened or dying, but the girl was barely hurt. In desperation, I tried to tap into my invisibility again, but I couldn’t reach it. My concentration had been shattered. And now I was in a hallway full of vampires.

I did the only thing I could think of—I explosion-shifted, breaking walls and furniture, and crushing a few bodies underfoot. The girl let out a shrill shriek when I clamped my teeth into her forearm, but she returned in kind with a kick to my front claw with enough force that I heard the bones cracking before they bent at a ninety-degree angle.

I released the girl’s arm, letting out my own pained roar, and fled—as best as I could—down the hallway, up the stairs, and away from her. But swift footsteps unimpeded by a too-big-for-the-hallway size gave her the upper hand, and she soon caught up to me.

I shifted back, clutching my broken arm with my good one, and staggered toward the next door I could find, cotton-candy girl-doll on my heels. If she caught up to me, dragon or not, I’d be finished. So I put all my weight into my good shoulder, crashing through the door and into the safety of the blood-red plush carpet and streaming sunlight.

It wasn’t planned, but the timing was perfect. She thought she had the upper hand and was on my heels seconds before I busted the door open, seconds before she sank her teeth into my neck as she pounced forward. But the leaping forward and my collapsing to the floor gave the sunlight a straight shot. A full-frontal attack.

I shoved her off my back and onto the sunlit floor. She screamed and clawed at her eyes as she burned, but she managed to scramble behind a piece of furniture, an armoire of sorts that was partly shadowed. Then she slumped to the floor.

I stood, my chest heaving as I watched her. There was an open wall behind me. I could escape into the sky right now and away from the murderous vampires. But I still didn’t have Arya, nor did I have any idea where they were keeping her.

The vamp’s breaths were labored, but she was still alive—which meant she could still talk.

“Where’s the siren girl?” I asked, my voice low and slightly trembling.

She spat in my direction right as a voice crackled in my ear.

“Where. Are. You. Private Dracul?” It was Char. Apparently she noticed my absence.

“You mean Hadrian’s little trophy from the fishbowl?” the vamp girl asked, seemingly not bothered by the burns on every inch of her skin, which were beginning to look like a red version of the melted tower walls.

I averted my eyes, resisting the urge to gag. And fuck, the smell!

“Where is your master keeping her?” I asked, breathing only through my mouth to avoid the god-awful stench. “One of the towers? Is there a dungeon?”

“Private?” Char hissed in my ear. “Private?” Her voice cracked on the second one. She was concerned for my safety.

Covertly, I reached up to respond, clicking the mic on and off in a Morse code response to tell her that I was all right, as well as my location.

“Why would I tell you?” the melted girl asked.

“Because you’re probably going to die soon?” I said, feeling a little triumphant. “Because my sergeant will be here soon, and we plan to finish you off anyway before continuing our destruction?”

Since I had been studiously keeping my gaze away from the ruined face of the cotton candy girl, I nearly missed her eyes darting over my shoulder before a stifled sob sounded behind me.

I whipped around and, huddled on the far side of the large bed, saw the unmistakable streak of blue in a curtain of black hair.

“Arya?” I whispered, my heart suddenly stamping out an irregular beat.

And when her eyes sparked with recognition as they met mine, victory and gratitude sung in my chest. I found her. I actually found my mate, and she was in one beautiful piece.

“T-Tobias?” she whispered, as if in shock.

In the next instant, Char flew in through the open wall and landed beside me, shifting to human form.

“C’mon,” she said. “Tekashi, Gibson, Hennessey and Peters are out.”

“Wait, why the hell is Peters out?” I growled.

“He was forced to flee,” she explained with urgency and exasperation. “Let’s find this girl and go.”

“I already found her.” I motioned with my eyes that Arya was only a few feet away.

Triumph spread a smile across Char’s lips. “Then let’s go!”

But when I took one hurried step toward my mate still crouched and hidden, the forgotten vampire let out a hideous laugh that seemed to echo along the entire length of the tower.

Instinct told me to shift and get out before she could call for help. But my scales wouldn’t emerge. My bones wouldn’t respond. Something that was normally effortless and second-nature for me was suddenly impossible.

I couldn’t shift.

I tried again, focusing on my skin, urging it to turn into invisible scales, willing my shoulder blades to shoot out with my wings. But nothing. I remained pitifully human.

The look on Char’s face told me that she couldn’t shift either.

Melted-cotton-candy-girl’s laughter died down a bit, but she still chuckled to herself as a figure gave her a wide berth and entered the room.

My jaw fell open as I saw Shea slowly stepping forward, muttering some sort of spell under her breath. Her arms reached out as she chanted.

“Shea?” I whispered.

“Shea!” Arya shouted louder, finally getting to her feet.

Shea gave a sad smile to both of us but didn’t stop her chanting.

“What are you doing?” I asked, hearing the note of betrayal in my voice.

Char remained silent at my side, but she reached out for my hand. I wanted to jerk away so Arya wouldn’t see, but I couldn’t deny my friend that tiny bit of comfort. Char guessed before I did exactly what was happening.

“Instruct them to come this way,” Hadrian’s voice called from the shadows of the hallway.

Refusing the urge to grab Arya and jump out the gap in the wall was a Herculean task. But I knew such a move would be suicide. Without my dragon wings, we’d plummet who knew how many feet, and the landing would surely kill us both. And I couldn’t abandon Char.

It was over. We’d been caught. And Shea was helping.

Why was she helping?

Shea motioned with her fingers for us to follow, but Char and I remained where we stood—me out of stubbornness, but I suspected Char was frozen because of fear. Her fingers trembled in mine.

“Instruct them to come this way, now, or the blonde one doesn’t get to live.”

That kickstarted my feet, and the two of us scrambled toward the doorway leaving the safety of the sunlight, and Arya, behind.

With one last glance at the now-dead vampire slumped behind the armoire, I could see some sort of panic button clutched between her ruined fingers.

And a wicked smile etched onto her face.
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Chapter 18
Tobias

I had no way to tell how much time had passed since being thrust into this cliché of a cell. It was dark and dreary and damp, just as one would expect. I wanted to laugh at how comically mundane it was. But it was lined with lead, so I couldn’t shift or use my powers. I couldn’t even stave off the stupidly typical cold because the fire within just wouldn’t ignite.

So I couldn’t laugh. I was too weak and too miserable to laugh at our situation—thrown into the dungeon. And what was worse was having Char huddled next to me, her teeth chattering uncontrollably.

It was a small blessing the assholes had put us in the same cell, otherwise one or both of us might’ve frozen to death. Our smart clothing was malfunctioning for some reason—probably another result of whatever also suppressed our powers—but dragons without their fire were more susceptible to cold than humans.

It’s probably why we were jailed together. To keep each other alive with only our meager body heat.

But Char shouldn’t have to suffer alongside me. She should’ve gotten out while she could, just like the others. It should’ve been only me, the one who defied orders, and all for nothing. Feeling her trembling frame pressed against me only made me more miserable.

I could barely keep my eyes open. Not because I was exhausted and wanted to fall into a restful sleep, but because the lead that coated my cell drained me like the leeches who built it. It was so effective that I had to be careful not to let even a tiny sliver of skin contact the walls or floor.

Which meant I couldn’t sleep because I’d wake up with burns—on my hands when they fell to the floor or a cheek that rested against the wall. My palms and fingers on my good arm were already an angry red from gripping the bars when we were first thrown in.

I should’ve known.

I should’ve assumed.

I shouldn’t have let my damned emotions get in the way, and I should’ve used my brain to avoid such a stupid injury.

At least the cold took away the biting pain in my broken arm—a different kind of stupid injury. There was the silver lining.

Loud footsteps warned of someone approaching. Several someones. Char stiffened and sat up straighter, using her hold on my good arm instead of the floor to re-adjust herself. I didn’t bother to do the same. Whoever was coming—and it probably wasn’t Arya or Shea—didn’t deserve such respect from us.

The lead bloodsucker himself came into our line of sight, marching toward our cell with all the arrogance of the ruthless dictator he was. There was a bright light shining from behind him, making Hadrian a tall and dark silhouette. But whoever was holding the light angled it away so that it wasn’t blinding us.

I didn’t move. I was certain the vampire leader could have me killed with the snap of his finger, but I also knew if Hadrian had wanted me dead, it would’ve happened already.

“Get to your feet, Dracul prince,” Hadrian spat when he was only a few steps away from the cell. With the light turned away, my eyes slowly adjusted so I could see Hadrian a little clearer.

I moved only my eyes to scowl at my captor. “Lead weakens avians. Dragons, phoenixes, and harpies. But of course, you knew that because you once pumped me full of it with one of those fancy bombs.”

Hadrian looked impatient. “I’ve been around since before even your father was out of diapers. I’m quite aware of what weakens avians.” He whirled his hand as he spoke, and his tone changed at the end.

I hoped that meant I’d annoyed Hadrian and resisted the urge to smile.

“Why do you think I’ve lined your cell with lead?” Hadrian asked.

I shrugged and pretended not to notice how tightly wound Char was. Hadrian’s presence clearly terrified her, and she probably didn’t like the flippant way I was speaking to the vampire king. But I wasn’t afraid of him, and I refused to show the bastard any sign of weakness.

“If you knew, then you would know just how difficult it would be to get to my feet,” I ground out.

Hadrian merely glared, his eyes briefly flashing red. But without saying another word, he motioned for someone unseen to come closer. A tall, slender vampire—whose cheeks were sunken-in, making him look almost malnourished—swiftly walked forward with a small device in his hand aimed at the cell.

Char let out a tiny squeak, then gripped my arm tighter. I inclined my head to hers and whispered one word: video. She instantly relaxed her grip. Maybe she assumed it was a torture device. It hurt like hell, but using my broken arm, I gave her a reassuring tap on the hand that gripped me. It was a good thing I knew Charlotte so well. For being a sergeant in the shifter military, I might’ve expected more from her.

Maybe it was because I was with her, she didn’t feel the need to put on a brave façade.

It was fine. I could be the strong one. I doubted I’d act much different if I were alone. Arthur was my father, after all. I’d long ago stopped cowering in the presence of that brand of power. The difference was that I at least respected Arthur; I had no respect for the leech.

Hadrian motioned to someone else out of sight, and a short, stocky, spiky-white-haired man—who looked as if he had an addiction to hair gel despite a receding hairline—rounded the corner and made quick work of unlocking the cell.

If it weren’t for the weakening lead, I could’ve taken advantage. I’d been trained to defend myself without shifting—and suddenly realized Caesar’s foresight and genius for insisting that we were. But I could barely keep myself upright, and I was fairly certain that without my and Char’s bodies leaning against each other, we’d both be lying prostrate on the poisoned floor.

Mr. Hair Gel tore Char from me and shoved her at the cell’s back wall—slightly less poisonous than the bars on every other side—where she crumpled like a pile of laundry, clearly in pain.

“Don’t you fucking touch her!” I snarled, reacting too slowly and swaying at the loss of her support.

He yanked me to my feet by jerking my good arm—thankfully. It was quite the feat, considering I was nearly a foot taller than the man, but the short vampire was supernaturally strong and had no trouble getting me upright.

Hadrian eyed me up and down like he was looking for something.

I remained silent, focusing on staying on my feet. Crashing to the floor with a broken arm was not something on my bucket list.

Without looking at the tall vampire, Hadrian said, “Steadman, begin broadcasting.”

Broadcasting?

Steadman pushed something on top of his recording device. A blue light lit up and pointed at me.

My mouth went dry, but I still managed another quip. “Yes, please, Steadman. We must show the other vampires how to bring down a dragon.”

I waited for the blow or some other show of force from Mr. Hair Gel next to me. A kick, a punch in the gut, or a twist of my broken arm so the other vampires could watch me scream.

But...nothing.

“We’re in,” Steadman finally said in a high-pitched, nasally voice, and I realized Hadrian had been waiting for that cue.

“Not just the vampires,” Hadrian said, his tone calm and even. “Although they are watching.” He brought his hands together, interlocking his fingers and dropping them in front of him. “No, your shifter friends in their no-longer-secret fishbowl can see you too. As well as your father.”

I didn’t have a retort for that. What purpose would Hadrian have to broadcast me in a cell? For our sakes, I hoped my execution wasn’t in the script.

I gulped. “And what are you wanting my father to see?”

“Well, first of all,” Hadrian said, holding his arms wide and entering the shot to stand beside me. “I want to greet our viewers, vampire and shifter alike. I, Hadrian, have captured one of the famed Dracul line. This is Tobias Dracul—the youngest Dracul, if I’m not mistaken.” He turned to wink at me and added in a low tone, “Well...legitimate Dracul, that is.”

I narrowed my eyes at him. What was he playing at? Mention of my younger half-brothers was a jab at my mother more than anyone. But I didn’t think he said it loud enough for the mic to hear, so why mention it?

“Are you aware of your rich history, Tobias?” he asked, speaking loudly again for the camera.

My guts clenched, and my first thought sped to Claudette and the Dracul curse. But the feeling passed quickly. What could Hadrian do in relation to the curse that the curse hadn’t done already?

“Your ancestor, Vlad Dracul specifically?” he prodded like a gameshow host offering hints to a contestant.

Ah, Vlad. I rolled my eyes. “He was a dragon king who killed a lot of vampires,” I replied smugly. “Everyone knows that.”

Hadrian reached out and gripped the fingertips of my injured arm and twisted slightly, causing a twinge to radiate all the way up my shoulder. I felt the muscles in my face flinch but gave no other indication of the intense pain. I’d endured worse. Hadrian immediately released my fingers, then turned to face me, making sure the camera could still see his profile.

“If everyone knows the history of Vlad Dracul, can you guess what I plan to mention next?”

I stared at him without breaking eye-contact. “That you have a lot of angry vampires who want my head?” Somehow, I managed to keep my tone and volume the same as before, despite the agony pulsating through my arm.

Hadrian gave a throaty laugh, acting as if he had thousands of audience members joining in. After a moment, he made a tsk sound directed at me, then pointed a finger at my face. “That princely arrogance. You’ve had it your entire life, no? You’ve waved your title around like you’re the son of a king since you learned to crawl.”

I didn’t so much as bat an eye. I wasn’t sure what reaction Hadrian was expecting, but he didn’t seem to be getting what he was aiming for.

“But the Dracul’s are nobodies, aren’t they? Just haughty dragons who think they’re better than the other shifters.” He aimed a smirk at the blue light.

Was he trying to start some mutiny? Did he have any idea about the Dracul’s at all? Sure, I abhorred the deference I often received for being a Dracul, but we’d been instrumental in the defense of shifters for centuries. Was Hadrian trying to drag the name through the mud?

“Dracul Royalty is a delusion. You aren’t royalty.” He paused for effect. “You’re all nothing more than a bunch of fire-breathing lizards.”

I arched a bored eyebrow at him. Was I supposed to be offended?

Hadrian stared at me for a handful of seconds but didn’t allow emotion to give away his thoughts.

“Do the other shifters realize that they’ve allowed the Dracul’s to throw their name around as if they’re gods for long enough? Someday I hope they wizen up and realize that they don’t need the likes of Arthur Dracul dictating them.”

I refused to comment on that. I could see what Hadrian was trying to do, and most of it had nothing to do with me other than being a Dracul myself and the son of Arthur. But Hadrian clearly didn’t know I hated being treated like royalty. He was poking at a family pride that wasn’t there.

He stared at me again, as if searching for the right buttons to push. And I couldn’t help but smirk at his frustration over failing.

With clenched teeth, he leaned forward and gripped my good hand. “I will make an example of you, prince,” he promised menacingly. Then, in one swift motion, he snapped my other arm.

A shriek of pain forced its way up my throat, and I doubled over, causing Char to lurch toward me before realizing what she’d done—reminding Hadrian that she existed at all.

Hadrian gave her one knowing glance before turning back to his blue light. “I assure you my friends, I will make an example of this pretender. Many of you remember the actions of Vlad, and you will finally get your revenge.” Without taking a breath, but shifting his expression to one of malice, he continued. “And to the shifters… I would advise you to surrender now. You have lost.”

The blue light blinked off. And I blacked out.
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Chapter 19
Arya

I continued to stare at the TV screen in Alex’s room for several minutes after the broadcast ended. The same terror I’d felt on my first day here welled inside me again, threatening to overflow.

The booms and blasts had startled me awake, and when I saw my walls melting, I thought for sure that I was still sleeping, stuck in the thrall of some terrible nightmare. Even when my door flew open and I watched that vampire sizzle to death, the unholy stench of undead flesh burning, I willed myself to wake up, huddled in a ball beside my bed.

Then the man in my room turned around, and it was Tobias, battered and bleeding and looking like some kind of warrior god in the beautiful sunlight, and though my eyes couldn’t believe it, my heart knew: it wasn’t a dream.

But I’d realized too late, and now Hadrian had him locked up in the dungeon with the dragon girl he’d come here with—to save me.

After watching Hadrian’s video stunt, I shuddered to think of what Tobias was going through down there. Why wouldn’t they just shift and fight their way out? Tobias could use his invisibility trick and get out without detection. Hell, why hadn’t he just shifted in my room and escaped while he still had the chance?

But I already knew why. He’d come for me, and he would never have left without me.

And the terrible truth was…I wasn’t sure I would’ve gone with him. After spending the last week in this castle, I’d come to believe that I was meant to do something here. Alex needed me. And maybe I could change things for the better for everyone.

“Arya?”

I turned to Alex, only just realizing he’d been talking to me. “Huh?”

He sighed, the gesture seeming adorable coming from him. “I was saying you can stay with me until Father gets you a new room.” He cocked his head at me curiously. “Are you okay?”

I chewed on my lip for a moment, finally finding the courage to do what I’d been aching to since the capture.

“Yeah, there’s just something I have to do.” I pushed away from the table and stood up. “I’ll see you later, okay?”

He shrugged, and I hurried to the door and out into the hall. This floor was largely untouched, and whatever holes had opened up in the walls were now mostly covered by thick black tarps, save for small slivers of sunlight that snuck in.

My guards were waiting outside as always. I pulled an Alex and raced ahead of them down the stairs, hopping in the elevator and forcing the doors closed, descending before they had a chance to catch up. That should buy me some time.

When I reached the lobby, a shockingly familiar face made me freeze just past the elevator doors. Shea, being escorted by one of the Initiate organizers. I wasn’t sure whether to be excited or angry to see her. I hadn’t forgotten the dirty little secret she’d been keeping from me, though I guess I understood why, if I was being honest. If I was sleeping with my friend’s teacher, I probably wouldn’t have told her either.

But seriously, what the hell was she doing here? And helping Hadrian?

I changed course to pursue and caught up with her in the stairwell leading to the Initiate quarters. I grabbed her arm and she whirled around, her face flooding with shock, then relief. She launched into a hug that I didn’t know how to respond to, so I patted her back and waited for Shea’s anaconda arms to loosen.

Her Initiate escort was eyeing both of us with a mixture of caution and frustration.

“I need to talk to Shea for a moment,” I told her. “She’ll be along soon.”

The woman nodded and continued her descent down the stairs, leaving us alone.

“There you are!” Shea said, keeping her voice low despite her excitement.

“Yeah, I’m here. What are you doing here?” I crossed my arms and stepped back.

“Well, I figured since the Dome wouldn’t have me, I’d try my luck with the vampires,” she said, holding a facetious grin for a moment before giving me a sincere look. “You know why I’m here.”

I was afraid of that. “You shouldn’t have come,” I whispered, shaking my head. “You’re playing with fire.”

“That’s kinda my thing, you know,” she said teasingly, but I could see the fear hiding behind her eyes. “Besides, you’re not my only friend here.”

I narrowed my eyes at her as I tried to discern her meaning. “Wait, did you know about Tobias? Were you part of their—”

She scoffed. “No, I had no idea they were going to show up the same time I did. Their timing couldn’t have been worse. I really hated having to do that.” Her eyes darkened, and I could tell how hard working against Tobias and his friend had been for her.

I frowned, knowing full well that, if she stayed, she’d probably have to do a lot worse.

She looked in both directions of the stairwell, double-checking that we were alone. “None of that matters. I’m working on a plan to get you out—all of you.”

I chewed on my lip and looked away. “Shea… I don’t think I can come with you.”

She looked at me blankly for a moment as if I’d just spoken a foreign language. “I’m sorry, what?”

I let out a sigh. “I have a half-brother here. Alex. He’s only eight, and he…needs me.”

She blinked at me again with that same dumbfounded expression. She opened her mouth to speak, but I cut her off.

“And it’s not just that. Hadrian has been kind to me, and the people here treat me like royalty. I think I’m supposed to do something here. I think I can make things better from the inside.”

She folded her arms and jutted out a hip. “Okay, hold on. You can’t actually think he genuinely cares about you. Didn’t you see what he did to Tobias?”

“I know. Trust me, I know what he’s done, and what he’s capable of doing. But I also don’t believe he would ever hurt me. On top of that, I think he just might listen to me.”

The features of her face were creased with conflict, and I could tell she wanted to persuade me against this path. How could I explain to her my reasoning, how dear Alex had become to me and how something just felt right about being here? Hell, that one I couldn’t even explain to myself.

But I didn’t have time for that. It wouldn’t take long for my guards to find me here, and I had more important things to do in my window of opportunity than argue with Shea.

“Look, I have to go,” I said. “I’m glad you’re here for Tobias’s sake. But whatever you’re planning, count me out. And please stay safe.” I gave her one more quick hug, then skipped down the stairs before she could do or say anything else.

I continued swiftly down passed floor after floor of Initiate dorms and classrooms, trying to be seen as little as possible so my guards wouldn’t know where to look. Despite what I’d told Shea, I wasn’t exactly sure what Hadrian would do if he found me in the dungeons—talking to the pair of dragons that had destroyed half the citadel. And I really didn’t want to test the limits of his “fatherly love.”

The temperature dropped more and more the further I descended. No wonder Tobias and the girl had looked so pale in the video. The understanding of the shape they were in only tightened the knot in my stomach.

As I reached the bottom of the stairs, I stiffened. There were two guards blocking the entrance to the dungeon. And they had already spotted me. I had to act quickly before they notified anyone of my whereabouts.

Holding my head high, I sauntered up to them with a confidence I didn’t feel. The guards there froze at the sight of me, both men looking at me like I was the predator, even though they were the vampires.

“I’m to be allowed to see the dragon shifters unhindered and unaccompanied,” I said, my voice a melodious tone vibrating with the power of my will. “You will not interfere as long as I’m here, and you will forget I was here once I leave. Do you understand?”

The guards, who had taken on a glassy-eyed look, nodded.

My confidence bolstered, at least for the moment, I proceeded forward. The men shook out of their stupor, but let me pass without further glance.

I scanned the cages in this room for any sign of Tobias. Instead, I found a human—an Initiate, I assumed—wide-eyed and cowering. I bit my lip and turned my head. I didn’t know what the guy had done to deserve such treatment, but I couldn’t allow myself to become side-tracked.

I went through the archway at the opposite end and found myself among more cages. This room was empty of both guards and prisoners, and I breathed a sigh of relief, pressing forward again.

I peered into the third room, and my heart skittered as I finally spotted Tobias and the girl he’d been caught with huddled in the center cell. There were also four vampires standing guard.

I pressed my back against the wall beside the archway, frozen with indecision. The way the two of them clung to each other so tightly looked very intimate. I told myself that they probably desperately needed each other’s warmth to fight the cold down here, and I hated that I still felt any twinge of jealousy toward him. I didn’t really have a right to feel jealous. I had severed the bond between us. And I was stuck between regretting that choice and still resenting him for everything he’d done.

Snap out of it, Arya. You’re wasting time.

Gathering what remained of my courage, I stepped into the room. I didn’t know how far my siren voice could go. I’d never compelled more than two people before. Would it work on four?

I repeated the same command on these guards as I had the last. And to my surprise, all four of them listened and obeyed, appearing oblivious to me as I approached the cell. Just how many people could I influence at once?

The girl’s eyes widened as I came closer, and she nudged Tobias, who was lying unmoving with his head in her lap.

My heart stopped beating for a moment at the fear that Tobias was dead. He wasn’t responding, and the blue tainting his complexion was sickening. Had I come too late? No, please, no.

Finally, he stirred, and my breathing resumed with a grateful hiccup. With help from the girl, he managed to sit up, his two broken arms making even the simplest movements almost impossible. When he registered my presence, his entire body seemed to come to life.

“Arya! What are you doing here?” he hissed, warily eying the guards. But they didn’t acknowledge any of us.

“It’s okay, I sirened them. I just wanted to…”

My voice vanished as the sight of him in such pain stole all my words. I hated seeing him like this, and hated even more that I couldn’t do anything about it. There wasn’t enough light down here for me to heal him.

“Why did you come here?” I asked, more of a wish that he hadn’t than an actual question.

“I’m your mate,” he said in a weak, raspy voice. “It’s my job to protect you.”

I shook my head, even as tears of refusal began to stung my eyes. “I freed you from that obligation.”

“And I will always choose to do it anyway. Ahh—” He tried to lean forward but put too much pressure on his broken arm, making him flinch and wince in pain.

“Please, stop moving,” I demanded, my fear and sorrow turning into anger. “Dammit, Tobias, you shouldn’t have come here! I didn’t need you to save me. As you can see, I’m fine. All you’ve accomplished is making yourself a prisoner.”

“And I would do it again,” he said, squinting through his grimace. “Though probably not quite the same way.”

“Ugh!” I had to turn around to keep him from seeing the tears drip from my eyelashes. How was it possible to both hate and care about someone so much? He was absolutely fucking infuriating!

“Can you get us out of here?” a soft female voice said behind me.

I hastily wiped my stupid eyes and turned back around to face them, really looking at the girl for the first time. Her blond hair was matted, her face was the same bluish white as Tobias, and she was covered in dirt and scratches, but none of that hindered her obvious beauty. That same irrational jealousy tugged at my insides again, but seeing the terror and desperation that carved every feature on her pretty face dissolved it into pity.

A deep well of helplessness and regret formed inside my gut. “I’m sorry. I don’t think I can.”

She inched closer, reaching for the bars but then hissing as they seemed to burn her. “But you’re a siren. You just forced all four of these guards to bend to your will. Couldn’t you—”

“We’re in the lowest level of a vampire fortress,” I countered, trying to make her understand how truly powerless I was. “Even if I could somehow get you out of the cell, you’re both weakened, and there are at least several hundred vampires above us waiting for an excuse to kill you. What sort of fight could we possibly put up?”

The girl shrunk, sagging her shoulders as she admitted to herself that I was right.

I immediately regretted being so honest. They didn’t need the bitter truth right now, they needed hope.

“Shea is working on a plan to get you two out of here,” I confessed.

Tobias’s mouth puckered like he was sucking on a lemon. “I’m not sure her magic will be enough.”

His tone triggered a memory to surface, one that I had all but forgotten with everything that had happened the last few days: he had gone to Shea to break some supposed family curse. What had it been about again? I’d been so angry and hopped up on ursa hormones that I hadn’t paid much attention to his confession.

But that was the least of our worries right now.

“Well, it’s the best chance you’ve got,” I said. “Look, I can’t stay much longer, but I’ll do what I can to help you.”

“No. Just let Shea work her magic,” Tobias insisted, a thread of panic in those steely eyes of his. “You’ve risked enough by coming down here.”

I knelt down to his level, locking eyes with him. “Haven’t you learned by now, Tobias Dracul? You can’t tell me what to do.”

I stood and walked out the room before he could launch an argument that would only make him injure himself worse. I wasn’t sure exactly what I could do to help him, but I was determined to come up with something. I wasn’t about to let him waste away in the dungeons—or worse—because of me.
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Chapter 20
Shea

I set down my bag and tucked it under the bed, which was just a mattress on a metal twin frame. The room I’d been assigned was more the size of a large closet, with my bed against the wall on the left side and another one on the right. No dressers. No windows. There weren’t even pillows on the beds, just a thin sheet. No wonder even the humans here were so pale—they were all suffering from low-grade hypothermia.

Whoever my roommate was, they weren’t in here right now. I only had a few minutes to get myself “settled” before Hadrian summoned me again, and I had to use this tiny window of time to my advantage; this might be the last time I was ever alone in this place.

Sitting on my bed with my back to the door, I whispered the words to the communication spell, focusing on Caesar. The connection snared, and I could feel Caesar’s warm, summery presence like sunlight filling my soul.

“Caesar,” I whispered.

“Shea! Oh, thank God!” his voice sounded in my head. “What was all that? Are you okay?”

“Yes, I’m fine,” I replied as quietly as I could. “The shifters attacked the castle, a failed rescue attempt for Arya. Tobias was leading the charge, and unfortunately, he and another dragon chick got captured.”

I couldn’t bring myself to confess that I had been the one to prevent them from escaping. The guilt over that fact gnawed at my insides. But I had no choice. If I hadn’t followed Hadrian’s orders exactly, I’d be the one in that dungeon right now instead of Tobias, and I wouldn’t be of any use to anyone.

“Ugh, fucking Dracul!” Caesar snarled. “Leave it to him to try a stupid stunt like this—and fail! Goddammit. Is Arya okay? Have you found her yet? What about Julian?”

“Arya is okay. She’s being treated like a princess here, so I guess that’s…something.”

I couldn’t bring myself to tell him that about her current stance on escaping, either. Mostly because I had every intention of changing her mind. Hell, I’d take her out by force if I had to.

“No sign of Julian, yet,” I added, my heart tightening at the thought of him. “What about you? Have you located him in the cameras?”

“No, we’re still working on mapping out the locations of each camera, but we’re almost there. I just…” He sighed. “I have no way of contacting you when I find him.”

I could feel his desperation through our connection, which only amplified my own.

“I know,” I said, his anguish eating away at my soul. “I’ll try to stay in contact with you every chance I get.” I just don’t know how many chances I’ll have.

The doorknob turned behind me, and I whipped around to see my rather mannish escort, Kristen, standing in the doorway. “Lord Hadrian is ready for you.”

I gave her my biggest grin, even as my heart was about to pound right out of my chest. “Okay. Give me just one second.”

I knelt beside the bed and turned my head away from her view as I slowly tugged my bag out from under it, whispering into the lapel of my coat. “I gotta go. Check in later.” Then I ended the connection as I popped back up.

She looked down her long nose at me, her expression unabashedly filled with disdain. She clearly thought she was better than me. She’d been here long enough to earn the position of an Initiate Prefect—which basically meant she could boss everyone else around. But I took that to mean she wasn’t good enough to be turned.

As I followed her out of my room and toward the spiral stairwell, I wondered if she’d figured that out yet. Maybe that was why she was so bitter.

My thighs began to burn again as we trudged up the stairs. After hiking through the forest this morning, and all the stair climbing during the attack, I wasn’t sure how much more my poor legs could take. Obviously, I needed to do a lot more cardio. On the bright side, by the time I left this place, I’d be more fit than I’d ever been before.

Silver linings.

Through panting and trying to keep up with Kristen’s impressive stamina, I studied each floor we passed, hoping for any sign of Julian. I knew it was unlikely he’d be down here in the Initiate quarters, but I couldn’t not try, couldn’t not hope.

Finally, we reached the lobby on the main floor, and it was a serious test of willpower to keep myself from collapsing onto the black marble floor. Kristen impatiently ushered me to a pair of beautifully carved wooden doors.

“This is the Master’s Trophy Room,” she intimated to me as she knocked. “It’s an honor to be given an audience with him here.” Judging by the clipped way she said it, I suspected she’d never received that honor.

“You may enter,” Hadrian’s velvety smooth voice said on the other side.

Kristen opened the doors, then scowled at me as she stood off to the side for me to go in.

“Are you just going to wait here for me? Or how does this work?” I asked her.

Her eyes narrowed to slits, and I flashed her a cheeky smile as I strode past her. The doors closed behind me, and I stopped just inside the room, the shock of the decor rooting my feet to the spot.

The so-called trophy room was more like a horror showcase. Bits and pieces of different shifters lined the walls. A green snake-like tail with a stinger at the end. A cluster of fluffy, tawny fox tails. A pair of feathery wings that reminded me so much of Caesar’s gryphon wings. There was even a burgundy dragon head, mounted with its mouth open, its teeth on display.

My stomach turned as I stared at the mountings with a slack jaw, envisioning the shifters they’d belonged to—shifters like Arya and Ashlyn and Tobias.

“Ah, the witch of the hour. Come in, come in.” Hadrian beckoned me to the seat in front of his desk.

The flash of his fangs as he smiled kickstarted my nervous system, urging my jello-y legs into motion. I sat down across from him, giving him as genuine of a smile as I could muster. If I just stared at his face—his flawless, incredibly drool-worthy face—maybe I could forget he was a soulless monster, for at least long enough to get through this conversation. In this room. Surrounded by the evidence of his cruelty.

“You did very well aiding in the defense of the citadel this morning,” he said. “The capture of the Dracul heir is a great victory for our cause.”

I cleared my dry throat. “Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say.

His smile widened, and he looked down at his desk. “But there is a small matter we must discuss before we go any further in the admission process.”

Tension rippled across my body, something about his tone setting off all my alarm bells.

“I seem to recall reports of a witch who was seen cavorting with a vampire traitor named Julian Asher in Chicago on several occasions.” His dark eyes flicked up to me. “A witch named Shea.”

Fear shot through me, forcing my heart and my lungs to pause their functions. Cold heat flushed up my neck and face.

“Oddly enough, the scout who reported the findings has no memory of the events he reported,” he continued. “What do you make of all this?”

I only had milliseconds to decide on my plan of action. There was no point in denying any of it. He clearly already knew—fucking Adam. But if he knew how deep my relationship with Julian was, I doubted we’d be having this conversation.

“Yes, I was working with Julian in Chicago,” I admitted, my voice cracking.

I cleared my throat again, but no amount of swallowing could replenish the moisture that my fear had leached from my mouth.

He arched a thick black eyebrow as he regarded me. “And what was the nature of your affiliation with him?”

I took a deep, bracing breath. “He sensed my magic and offered me a deal. He would give me the grimoire he had in his possession if I agreed to use it to bring his wife back from the dead. I was desperate to learn magic, so I took the deal.”

He nodded, seeming somewhat pleased with that answer. “Ah, yes. His lost love. I should’ve suspected as much. He’s never been very good at letting go of the past. I take it you were unsuccessful?”

“No amount of magic can truly bring someone back from the dead,” I said, remembering everything Gram had said on the subject. “Even if I were able to find such a spell, the thing that would come back wouldn’t be her.” Because I am her.

“I see,” he said, leaning back in his leather chain. “Did you tell Julian as much?”

I shook my head. Time to start lying my ass off. “No. He stopped contact with me out of nowhere. I haven’t seen or heard from him since.”

I leaned forward, giving in to my shallow appreciation for Hadrian’s undeniable beauty. “If I’m being honest, he’s the reason I’m here. When he told me about this school, I knew it was the place for me. I had hoped to use him to gain entrance, but when he ghosted me, I decided to take matters into my own hands. I hope that you will give me the chance to prove myself worthy of you.”

The glimmer in his dark eyes and curl of his lips told me he’d taken the bait. “I respect your ambition and tenacity. You remind me of myself at your age, and I don’t dole out such compliments lightly.”

The blush that rose in my cheeks was real, and I felt a twinge of guilt for the effect his praise had on me. “Thank you, sir.”

He leaned forward and folded his arms atop his desk. “Were you aware that Julian is a traitor? He was working with the vile gryphon that runs the shifter school on some plot to betray the vampire cause.”

I gasped, hoping to mask my fear as surprise. “Really? I had no idea. We didn’t talk much outside my magic progress. Is that why he disappeared? Did you kill him?” Saying the word made my heart clench painfully in my chest, every fiber of my being hating this rouse I had chosen to play.

He laughed, again seeming pleased with my reaction. “No. Betrayal such as Julian’s deserves a punishment worse than death. Which brings us to your next assignment.”

The muscles of my chest squeezed, threatening to crush my ribcage. “Oh?”

“If you can perform the daywalker spell, I assume you can also undo it,” he said, his tone leading.

“I—I imagine so,” I said, unsure where he was going with this.

“Good. Then you won’t have any issue stripping Julian of his daywalking abilities.”

I forced myself to blink to keep my eyes from widening.

“He has a gift, one that he’s refused to use to its full potential and that he no longer deserves. While I’m eager to possess such power, I need to know you can be trusted first. This is how you’ll begin to prove your worth.”

I nodded. Okay, this wasn’t so bad. It wasn’t like he was ordering me to hurt Julian. It was just a harmless spell, and one I could always reverse later. Stay calm, Shea.

“It would be my honor to do whatever you ask of me.” I knew I was laying it on thick, but Hadrian seemed to be gobbling it up, so I was just going to run with it—especially when catering to his massive ego was blinding him to my inner turmoil. “Are we doing this thing now, or do I have time to prepare?”

“Do you need time to prepare?”

I shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “There’s not a counter-spell in the grimoire. I’ll have to improvise based on what I do have. Enacting the daywalker spell is pretty complicated, but reversing it shouldn’t be nearly as hard.”

Hadrian cocked his head curiously. “And why is that, exactly?”

I shrugged again. “I guess because magic is a funny thing. A vampire walking in daylight kinda goes against the rules. It’s like putting in a cheat code. It’s going to take more to work against nature than it would to reset it to the way it’s supposed to be.”

Not exactly true. Witches did a lot of magic that went against nature. But Hadrian didn’t need to know that. As it was, I hoped my knowledge of the language would allow me to take away Julian’s daywalking ability, but only temporarily. Assuming neither of us caught on fire in the process. Spell manipulation wasn’t exactly reliable, as I’d learned the hard way a few times.

Hadrian nodded. “Well then, let’s test this theory of yours out and see if we can’t make a daywalking vampire just a vampire again.”

He stood, and I followed him out of the nightmarish taxidermy museum, my mind racing in a thousand different directions.

He was taking me to Julian. I wouldn’t have to spend hours and risk exposure trying to find him. The anticipation of seeing my beautiful vampire’s face was bittersweet.

Because I was going to have to use magic against him—not harmful magic, as long as I translated everything correctly, but still magic that was meant to negatively impact him. If Hadrian viewed this as a form of punishment, I trusted his sadism. Would Julian be upset with me?

Hell, what if Julian was so far gone that he slipped and exposed us both? What if I was walking right into my own execution?

Hadrian stopped in front of an elevator in the lobby, and I was so stupidly grateful that my throat tightened. After all the damn stairs, an elevator was a truly beautiful site, and in my current vulnerable state, small comforts had a monumental impact.

He slid his keycard through the slot on the wall, and the silvery door sprang open as if it had been waiting for us. I took a spot in the corner, leaning against the railing. My heart was already racing, so it didn’t much matter when the door closed, and I realized I was trapped in a small space with the most dangerous vampire in the world.

And the elevator seemed to take forever. Even Hadrian started tapping his foot. No doubt with his speed, he could’ve taken the stairs and beat me to the top. As much as I didn’t want to do this, I was desperate to see Julian, to know beyond doubt that he was in one piece.

When the elevator finally stopped and the doors slid open, I eagerly followed him out and—ah dammit, not another stairwell! This one was wider than those down below, and I assumed it led to one of the many towers crowning this place. I appreciated that Hadrian was preceding me at a human pace rather than using his vampiric speed, but I couldn’t tell if that was out of gentlemanly respect or the desire to keep me in his sight at all times.

Parts of the wall of the stairwell were eaten away and covered over with thick black tarp. I’d heard three towers were destroyed, the walls stripped away like magic, making them unlivable for vampires. I had to hand it to Tobias—he’d dealt the vampires a heavy blow before fucking things up entirely.

At last we emerged from the winding stairs, and I tried to catch my breath quietly as Hadrian led me to a room with an open door. Hadrian knocked on the frame to announce his presence before stepping inside.

I entered the lavish bedroom, marveling at the silver and purple decorating the space. It was so different from the rest of the citadel—and definitely a far cry from the Dursley style broom closets they called the Initiate bedrooms. Obviously, one of the vampires stayed in here.

“Hadrian, I’m honored.” The stunning creature who I now knew to be Marguerite, walked up to us in a slinky black gown, air-kissing Hadrian on either side of his face.

Hatred for her simmered inside me, my hands clenching around the straps of my bag. I knew at least half a dozen spells I could use on her right now that would at least deeply wound her if not kill her. But I’d promised Caesar I wouldn’t be foolish, and doing anything to this succubus right now would be the dumbest fucking thing in the world.

“Ah, and you brought the witch.” Marguerite set her sights on me, and I mentally slapped the sneer off my face, forcing my lips to spread in an amenable smile. “I think you and I are going to be fast friends.” She winked at me.

Not in a million years, you evil, heinous bi—

My eyes fell on the shadowy form laying on the couch beyond her, and my heart shattered, silencing even my never-ending inner monologue.

The body splayed on that couch was little more than a shell of my beloved Julian. His hands were bound in front of him, caught between shining steel cuffs, his head lolled back. His skin had a sickly greenish tint to it, his cheeks sunken, and a haunted look to his glassy eyes.

I wanted to run to him, to scoop him into my arms and kiss him everywhere and reassure him that everything was going to be okay. But I had a part to play, and I locked my broken emotions deep down inside, determined to pretend I felt nothing for him—for his sake.

His eyes widened when they eventually spotted me, the recognition that sparked there both reassuring and terrifying. “Shea?”

Marguerite turned to pass a scrutinizing gaze over her captive. “You know her?”

Julian didn’t respond, lolling his head to the other side, either in feigned or actual deliria, I didn’t know.

“Yes,” Hadrian answered for him. “Our young witch here ran into Julian in Chicago. Apparently he commissioned her to resurrect Alice.”

Marguerite returned her pensive eyes to me. “Did he now? And were you successful?”

Like I’d tell you, hell whore.

“No,” I said in as cool a tone as I could manage. “Like I told Hadrian, such a spell doesn’t exist. I was only using Julian to get what I wanted.” I had faith that Julian would know I was lying.

Her eyes drilled me for a long moment, but I didn’t back down from her probing stare. “Hmm,” she finally hummed with a shrug. “Well, are we going to do this or not?”

Hadrian held out a hand to invite me to proceed. I stepped past him and the demon slut to kneel beside Julian. He rolled his head back in my direction, his sallow eyes fixed on me. And though his face was an unreadable mask, his eyes held all the love that I’d hoped was still there—and that I hoped would remain after this.

I hadn’t anticipated how painful it would be to be so close to him and not be able to touch him or do anything to help him. It shredded my heart. But I had to get through it. I had to do this now so that he and I could have even a shot at forever. This was only temporary.

With my back to the vampires, I mouthed the words, “I love you. Trust me.”

I slid my bag off my shoulder and pulled out the grimoire, doing a quick study of the words of the spell and mentally translating the words I’d need to accomplish this.

Closing my eyes, I took a deep breath and began, a slight tremble in my voice. “Hetem kekeru sa en ra. Ra sa sheni em eb, nai em ba.”

I ended the spell strong and sure, letting the magic flow slowly through me, setting every intention for what I wanted it to do. I needed Julian to show a weakness to the sun to convince Hadrian of my compliance, but I didn’t want to completely destroy the magic that had allowed him to walk in light for so long.

I could feel that old magic, the protection balling tight within Julian as my spell did its work. It was as if I’d formed a box around Alice’s magic, locking away his daywalking ability until we were ready to release it.

I opened my eyes and looked into Julian’s, hoping he could read every emotion I tried to convey with that one look.

Then I stood, turning to Marguerite and Hadrian. “It’s done.”

Hadrian lifted a brow. “That remains to be seen. Marguerite?”

The succu-bitch nodded, then in the next blink she was across the room and scooping Julian’s limp form into her arms.

“Follow me, Shea,” Hadrian ordered, turning and leaving the room with Marguerite and Julian in tow.

Oh God, where the hell were we going? What was I going to be forced to do? Alice, give me the strength for whatever is coming next.
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Chapter 21
Caesar

I rocked back and forth over my crossed legs inside the tent, trying to wrestle my tumultuous emotions into submission. This mission was already going so wrong.

Typical Arthur, sending his own son on a rescue mission for his precious siren. Was there nothing he wouldn’t sacrifice for his pride? Tobias had never seen true combat before, had no experience with stealth operations, but clearly Dracul didn’t give two shits. All he cared about was winning this war, no matter the casualties.

The knowledge that Tobias was in Hadrian’s clutches had nausea twisting my insides. It would be a miracle if he wasn’t dead already, and if he wasn’t, that meant we had one more person to rescue—two, actually; Shea said someone else was captured with him.

What a fucking shit show!

And Shea was stuck right in the middle of it. What if Tobias said something to incriminate her? He could ruin this whole thing.

No, Tobias was smart. And he was one of the most stubborn shifters I’d ever met. He’d be tactful. I had to believe that. I just hoped he’d survive long enough for us to get him out.

“I need some air.” I pushed myself up and slid out of the tent, leaving Kai and Janette to continue studying the feeds.

I stood to my full height and stretched in the comforting heat of our enchanted little circle, taking one deep breath after another. This wasn’t me. Sitting on the sidelines, waiting for someone else to wave the green flag—especially when that someone was my mate and she was deep in the heart of a vampire fortress. I needed to take action.

But sitting and waiting was the best action I could take right now. After the failed attack by the shifter military, the vampires would be even more vigilant and guarded than before, and stepping even one foot outside of our protected camp was a recipe for disaster.

Dammit!

But Shea was okay. The vampires had bought her act, had accepted her into their folds. At least for now. She would be alright. Please let her be alright.

Snap, crunch, scuffle.

I shot my head in the direction of the noise in the woods toward the north, every one of my senses suddenly on high alert. Figures were moving through the trees several yards away. On instinct, I crouched behind the trunk of the tree that stood inside our circle, momentarily forgetting that the magical shield protected me from view.

But would it protect me from all forms of detection? Vampires had an extremely keen sense of smell. What if they sniffed out my breath?

A flash of sunlight winked at me through the leaves of the canopy. It was midday. The vampires wouldn’t be ballsy enough to venture into the woods during the day, would they? The tree branches and leaves offered a great deal of shade, but I highly doubted they’d risk it. Unless they had a reason.

The figures came closer, crunching over the brush and snapping twigs. Definitely not vampires. Their footsteps were far too loud and clumsy for that. Humans, maybe? Did Hadrian send out a group of mortal scouts to scan the area?

“Peters, I swear if you don’t get your hand off my ass,” a male voice growled.

“Shh! You want every vampire in a hundred-mile radius to hear you?” a female voice hissed.

My curiosity piqued, I pressed closer against the tree, tapping into my gryphon sight to enhance my vision. Like turning the dial on a telescope, my eyes zoomed in on the motley crew, their features defined with clear precision.

There were four of them. A petite asian girl with familiar rainbow-colored hair was under the arm of a tall blonde male, who was limping. His leg was bleeding and probably broken. Under his other arm was a lithe russet-haired man, who definitely looked too svelt to be carrying another man’s weight. And bringing up the rear behind them was a burly man with dark brown hair, clutching his side with his hand.

They were all wearing the same slick black one-piece.

Holy shit, they’re shifter military!

And they were clearly hurt.

With a wary sweep of my eyes, I scanned the area for any other signs of movement, making sure it was safe. When I was sure the area was secure, I abandoned the safety of our magical hiding place, pushing past the invisible barrier and into the frigid winter air.

My steps crunched as I strode across the snow and thistle, making the foursome freeze in alarm, huddling tighter together as I came closer.

“It’s okay,” I called softly out to them. “I can help you.”

“Omigod, Caesar?”

I thought I recognized those pastel rainbow streaks. Sakura Tekashi, one of the most brilliant kitsune students I’d ever taught, was the girl helping to carry the limping man. She gave me a trembling smile of relief and gratitude.

But I didn’t recognize the others. Very few of the soldiers under Dracul’s reign had the opportunity to attend the Dome, either because their parents already had a military background, or they were human recruits converted by weres.

“Who?” the limping man asked.

“That’s Caesar Rex, director of the Dome,” she said as if she was insulted by his ignorance of my identity.

“Former director,” the burly one muttered.

Sakura and I both frowned at him.

“That doesn’t matter,” I said. “What does matter is that you need help, and we can’t stay out in the open like this any longer. Follow me.”

Sakura and the other carrier moved forward, but the limping man planted his one good foot, waving his hands over their shoulders. “Where? Look around. We’re sitting ducks out here.”

“If you’d keep your mouth shut and your eyes open, you might find out,” I barked with all the authority of my former position.

With a bitter purse of his lips, he helped the other two move him after me, and the burly one followed while muttering under his breath.

My eyes and ears were painfully alert as we approached the hidden place where I thought the camp was. Now that I was outside of it, I truly appreciated how thorough the magic was—I couldn’t see our camp at all. In its place was nothing more than an open clearing. The only reason I found it was by following my footsteps in the snow to where they abruptly ended.

We passed through the invisible barrier, the warm air caressing my cheeks and the tent atop the dry, snowless ground materializing into view.

“Whoa, what the hell was that?” the limping man gasped, looking all around the protected circle with wide, disbelieving eyes.

“It’s like magic,” Sakura said, her voice softened with awe and reverence.

“It is magic,” I corrected, willing a gust of air to rise and comb over the tracks we left in the snow.

Kai and Janette poked their heads out of the tent, shocked at the company we now had.

“What’s going on? What is this?” Kai asked, crawling out. “Tekashi?”

“Professor Inari, you’re here, too?” Sakura gushed. “What are you guys doing here?”

“A rescue mission, same as you,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. “But we’re doing it the right way.”

The four of them all cast their gazes down, and I regretted chiding them. None of this was their fault. They were just following orders.

“Come on, sit down,” I invited, waving them to the center of the circle. “Tell us what happened.”

Sakura and the russet-haired man carried the limper, gently setting him down, which was difficult with his broken shin.

“We attacked the towers with atomizing bombs,” Sakura began. “Our goal was to distract the vampires and kill as many as we could by exposing them to the sun while Peters here was supposed to infiltrate the fortress and retrieve the siren.”

The man with auburn hair and the rugged jaw raised a hand.

“But the vampires were too quick for us, and far too many,” she went on. “Even with the sun on our side. Gibson got sliced by one of them and barely made it out.”

The burly one grunted, shrugging the shoulder above his wounded side.

“Commander Stern ordered us to retreat, but as Hennessey was flying away carrying both Peters and myself, there was an explosion of pellets that came out of nowhere.”

The image of Tobias that night in the alley flashed into my mind. His body riddled with lead pellets.

“I tried to dodge the blast, but my wing took the brunt of it,” the blond said, wincing as he adjusted his leg. “We came crashing down, and I curled around Tekashi and Peters, but my leg broke in the fall.”

Sakura rubbed his shoulder with a sympathetic pout, and he leaned into her comforting gesture. Then Peters rubbed his other shoulder with more vigor, and Henessey leaned even further toward her, scooting away from Peters despite the strain it put on his broken leg.

“Stern and Dracul went radio silent after that,” Sakura said, her brow creased with worry. “We have no idea what happened to them.”

“I do,” Kai said, raising a hand. “They got captured. They’re in the dungeons.”

“How do you know that?” Gibson asked, and I couldn’t tell if he was trying to be a dick or if he just had resting-dick-face.

Kai tipped his head toward the tent. “I hacked into their surveillance system.”

Sakura’s shoulders sagged. “Oh, no. What are we going to do? We couldn’t go in after them even if we wanted to.” She glanced mournfully at Hennessey’s leg, then over to Gibson. “But we can’t just leave them there.”

I took a deep breath and clapped my hands on my thighs. “What we’re going to do is get you the medical care you need. Janette here is a witch. She can use magic to heal you.”

I gestured to Janette, who still huddled just inside the tent with her head out. She climbed out and offered a friendly smile, coming to kneel in front of Hennessey to tend to his leg.

“We have someone on the inside, and when they give us the signal, we’re going to get all of them out,” I continued. “If you want to help, that’s great, but you’re more than welcome to go home. That is, if Hennessey can carry all of you once his wing is healed.”

Sakura immediately shook her head. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“Neither am I,” Hennessey declared.

“Neither am I,” Peters chorused, and I thought it odd that both Hennessey and Sakura rolled their eyes. Strange dynamic in this bunch.

I nodded, then looked to Gibson, and everyone else in our camp did the same.

He grunted. “Fine. It’s not like I’ll get very far without a pair of wings anyway. I’ll stay.”

“Good. But understand this.” I pointed a stern finger at all of them. “I am the commanding officer of this mission. If anyone has a problem with that, you can fuck right off.”

Sakura straightened her posture and gave me a two-finger salute, inspiring the rest of her team to follow suit.

That response was satisfactory enough, so I sat on the log and watched as Janette finished healing Hennessey’s leg.

“Are you in any pain from your wing?” she asked him.

He shook his head. “Not in human form. I only feel it in my dragon form.”

“Okay. I’ll fix up Gibson first, then we’ll shift you and get your wing taken care of.”

He nodded in agreement, but the tightness to his jaw told me he was lying. The pellets he’d been shot with were lead, and even if he didn’t still have any of them embedded in him, the metal would’ve absolutely burned him. When I’d had my wing injured in the past, the pain isolated and intensified in my shoulder in human form. I was sure he was experiencing the same thing.

“Caesar, I found Shea!” Kai called—when did he go back inside?

I bolted off the log and into the tent, dropping to his side in front of the screens. He was pointing at one of them, and some part of me finally relaxed at seeing her in one piece.

“Where is she?” I asked.

“Looks like she’s on the seventh level of tower one,” he replied. “She just came out of that room there.”

I squinted at the other figures walking with her. Hatred flared in my gut at the sight of Hadrian’s smug face, but I shoved it down. I didn’t recognize the blonde woman, but she was carrying…

“Julian!” I gasped.

Kai cocked his head at me. “Where?”

“The guy being carried,” I blurted urgently without tearing my eyes from the screen.

Julian looked terrible. His skin was paler than normal, with a greenish tint to it, his cheeks and eyes sunk in. His body was limp. What had they been doing to him?

It was a small comfort that Shea had found him, that she was with him now, but my abdomen clenched with dread at seeing the two vampires escorting them.

They walked out of the pane, and I didn’t see them in any other feed.

“Can you follow them? I want to see everywhere she goes.” And make sure nothing happened to her.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 22
Shea

The trek through the many halls and stairwells was excruciating. Every single one of my alarm bells was screaming inside me, urging me to run. But I couldn’t leave Julian. Something terrible was about to happen. My brain insisted on denying the obvious, despicable truth, but my soul knew there was only one reason Hadrian would take Julian anywhere after reversing the daywalking spell.

It’ll be over soon. Just get through it. Don’t feel. Don’t feel!

Why did I agree to this? Why did I think I could do something so brazen? I was foolish and reckless and every bad thing Gram always feared I was.

When we reached the large room of branching stairwells, Hadrian went to one near the center, yellow caution tape hanging limply to the railing. We traveled upward until we reached a room that had obviously taken damage in the attack. The exterior wall had been replaced with some sort of material, though the color and texture were off. It was more charcoal than obsidian, rougher than the smooth walls predating the repair.

Hadrian sneered at it but moved to one side to begin his ascent. I followed him with feet heavy as lead, dread pooling in my stomach and slowing me like I was dragging an anchor. But Hadrian showed no signs of irritation for my slow pace, patiently staying only a few steps ahead of me the whole way.

Marguerite was already at the top when we got there, her precious cargo absent from her alabaster arms.

She looked at Hadrian and smiled, though it didn’t reach her eyes. “I’ve done as you asked. Julian is in the Sunroom.”

Sunroom. Oh, please, no!

“Excellent. Shea, I’d like you to do the honors.”

My heart thudded into my spine, and I looked back and forth between the two. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand. What would you like me to do?”

Hadrian pointed to a crank on the wall. “Rotate that a few times, and you’ll see.”

I cautiously stepped forward, for the first time realizing that one of the walls in this narrow space was glass. Squinting through it, I could make out the silhouette of a body slumped on the floor, and I knew it must be Julian.

Fear hammered in my chest, flooding an icy heat over every inch of my skin. I prayed desperately for something to make this stop. Another shifter attack, a riot from the Initiates, a rogue vampire going on a killing spree—anything to interrupt this horrible nightmare.

But as I shuffled toward the crank, there was only silence, the watching eyes of Hadrian and Marguerite on me like a spotlight. No one was coming to save me from this terrible choice that wasn’t even mine to make. And if I stopped now, we’d both die. Arya would continue to be manipulated by her sadistic father and fail her prophecy. Tobias would be tortured to death in the dungeons. And this vampire-shifter war would be won by the wrong side.

By some awful twist of fate, everything hinged on me following through with this. So I did the only thing I could do. I shut off my emotions, hardening my mind, heart and soul so thoroughly that no feeling could penetrate in either direction. Then I lifted my hand.

I pushed on the crank, and it spun easily. Light began to pour in on the other side of the thick glass, first in a sliver, then widening. Julian pushed back to the edge of the room as the beam of light got bigger and bigger. I looked to Hadrian, hoping he’d give me a signal to stop, but he didn’t, his eyes now focused only on Julian. Marguerite stood beside him, her posture rigid.

As smoke began to rise from Julian’s exposed arms and his yells of pain filled the sunroom, I turned my head, casting my gaze to the black wall beside me. Hadrian could make me torture Julian, but I’d be damned if he was going to make me watch. If only I could shut my ears off, too. Despite the walls I put in place, the sound of Julian’s screams shredded my heart.

“I believe that should suffice,” Hadrian said at last, his tone almost bored.

Relief pulsated through my tainted veins, and I reversed the crank with more gusto than the first time. The light slowly closed until the room was once again shrouded in darkness. But Julian’s cries carried on. It took every ounce of my focus and willpower to keep from crumbling to the floor and adding my cries to his.

Hadrian stepped toward me, patting me gently on the shoulder. “Nicely done, Shea. You’ve earned your place here. For now. How soon can you perform the daywalking spell on me?”

My mouth was dry, and finding my voice was difficult, but when it came out, it was devoid of emotion. “The spell requires the petals and roots of a moonflower picked under a full moon, and the seeds of a sunflower.”

He pursed his lips, a flicker of irritation flashing in his dark eyes. “And do you have those items?”

I shook my head robotically.

His jaw shifted. “Why did you not tell me about these stipulations when I asked about the spell?”

I met the challenge in his eyes, fear no longer able to touch me. “Between the attack by the shifters and reversing Julian’s spell, I didn’t get much of a chance.”

He nodded, though he didn’t seem satisfied with my answer. “Well, lucky for you, the moon will still be full tonight. I’ll have someone fetch the ingredients you require, and in the meantime, we’ll assign you to a vampire.” He turned to Marguerite. “Marguerite, I trust you’ll have Julian cleared out shortly.”

“Yes, Hadrian. Thank you.” Marguerite bowed, but there was a stiffness there. I couldn’t be sure, but I suspected she didn’t take as much enjoyment from watching her plaything burn as Hadrian did.

Hadrian gestured for me to follow him down the stairs, and I started in that direction with both eagerness and reluctance.

“Wait,” Marguerite said, stopping us both at the first step.

I looked at her, wondering what fresh hell she was going to throw me into next. There was something vulnerable in her eyes, even as they shimmered with determination.

“I’d like the witch assigned to me.”

Shock reverberated through me like the gong of a bell.

“Ah, what a novel idea,” Hadrian said, tilting his chin upward as he considered. “I like it. Very well. It’s done. Shea, I’ll have your class schedule sent to your room. Have fun, you two.”

In the next breath, he was gone. I guessed without me slowing him down, he was free to use his full speed. I was glad to finally be free of his presence, but not at all thrilled to be in the custody of Vampirella.

“Come, Shea,” Marguerite called like I was a dog as she opened the door to the Sunroom. “Let’s get Julian cleaned up, hmm?”
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Chapter 23
Julian

Pain. Indescribable pain. Even after the scorching light of the sun withdrew, the intense burning on my hands and face remained. And my eyes. I didn’t even dare try to open them for fear that they had completely melted from the sun’s devastating rays. I couldn’t even tell if I was crying, the sting was so incredibly overwhelming.

Something brushed against the charred flesh of my arm, and I jerked with a pathetic whimper, turtling in against whatever new threat was assailing me.

“Calm yourself, Julian, it’s only me.” It was Marguerite’s voice, her tone soft and attempting to soothe, but it only made me cringe tighter.

Her arms scooped beneath my neck and knees, and I felt myself being lifted off the cold stony floor. Was she taking me away from this nightmarish room? Was she carrying me to some place even worse?

What did it matter? Nothing was worse than this searing agony. I would pray for death if I didn’t know Shea was here, too. She’d come to this godforsaken place to get me out. I couldn’t die yet, not until I knew she was safe.

The familiar scent of lilac incense tickled my blistered nostrils, and I knew I was back in Marguerite’s room. She lowered me onto a soft, plushy surface, the cool sheets a small comfort to my roasted skin. I never thought I’d be so relieved to be in Marguerite’s bed. I was so grateful I wanted to cry.

“Witch, can you heal him?” Marguerite asked.

“Um, y-yes, I think so.”

Shea! That was Shea’s voice. She was still here with me. Did I repulse her in my current state? I could only imagine my repugnant appearance. Would she still love me?

“Well, what are you waiting for? Heal him,” Marguerite snapped, practically shrieking. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think she actually cared.

“Okay, yes,” Shea said.

A weight settled on the bed beside me, and her sweet voice began to whisper pretty, foreign words. A warm hand gently landed on my forehead, scathing the crispy blisters, and I hissed.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered, the tremble in her voice making me think she might be crying. “It’ll be better soon.”

She continued to say her words, and soon the warmth in her hands began to feel…pleasant. Nothing like the burning torment of the sun, but soft and soothing, like a summer breeze or a warm bath in winter. It was the kind of heat you wanted to melt into, and so I did.

Her warmth slowly spread across my face, down my neck, seeping into the surface of my skin and saturating me all over. Every tight muscle I didn’t realize I was clenching released, and I languished into the mattress, surrendering to the comfort and control of Shea’s healing touch.

The heat of her magic replaced the screaming pain inch-by-inch, until finally, none of my torment remained. My eyes no longer felt like stinging, congealed pools, so I finally gathered the courage to lift my eyelids.

Shea’s beautiful face was inches above mine, her stunning emerald eyes shimmering with too many emotions to identify. I wanted to lift my head to kiss her, raise my arms to hug her, but apparently not even her magic could account for the copper in my system or the drought of blood in my veins.

“Very good,” Marguerite said, her shrill voice reminding me she was still here. The constant thorn in my side.

She came into my view, shooing Shea away with a wave of her hand and taking her place beside me.

“My poor, sweet Julian,” she murmured, brushing her fingertips lightly down my cheek.

I turned my head away from her, but that didn’t free me from her wretched touch.

“I’m so sorry we had to do that,” she went on. “I didn’t want to put you through that, but you know how Hadrian gets.”

I sneered sideways at her. “So you’re just going to let him incinerate your toy whenever he throws a tantrum?”

She pouted, and for the briefest moment, I thought I saw a hint of actual concern. “I’m sure that was only a one-time thing. He needed to test out his new witch.”

She turned her head in Shea’s direction, and my dry and feeble heart skittered with fear.

“My witch now.” She beckoned Shea closer, and my beloved witch obediently stepped before her.

What did she mean by her witch? Shea had come here posing as a prospective Initiate. She couldn’t have… Could it be that…

Marguerite tucked a loose lock of hair almost lovingly behind Shea’s ear, and to Shea’s credit, she didn’t flinch. “I’ve never truly known a witch before. The last one I came across stole something valuable to me.”

Marguerite flicked her gaze to me for an instant, and I did my best to quiet my uneven pulse. This mission of Shea’s was dangerous enough as it was, but being assigned to Marguerite? Please, not that.

“But I can trust you, can’t I, Shea?” Marguerite said sweetly.

If I didn’t know Shea’s body and soul so well, I would never have detected the hatred and fury hiding behind her compliant expression. “Of course, Marguerite—Maggie? Mistress? What do I call you?”

And there it was. Shea was Marguerite’s Initiate. Did she plan it that way? Or was this just some cruel twist of fate? If Marguerite caught even the slightest whiff of the relationship between us, she’d turn Shea’s slaughter into a drawn out game—and make me watch. Hell, she might just slit her throat for the hint of sass I detected in Shea’s mocking response. I widened my eyes at her, cautioning her to tread carefully, to behave.

“Marguerite is fine,” Marguerite said in a clipped tone, making me suck in a sharp breath, scratching my parched throat and sending me into a coughing fit.

Marguerite looked down at me with false sympathy. “Oh, my love, I forgot you haven’t fed today. Let’s remedy that right now. Shea.”

I gasped at the insinuation, forcing my cough to intensify.

“Huh?” Shea squeaked, her eyes widening in surprise as her posture stiffened.

Marguerite cut an impatient scowl at her. “What are you waiting for?”

Shea fidgeted on the spot. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand what you—”

“Feed Julian, of course,” Marguerite snapped. “Can’t you see he’s thirsty?”

“Oh, I just—you want me to—right, okay,” Shea stammered, awkwardly scurrying around the bed to sit on my other side.

She tugged at the sleeve of her coat on her arm.

“What are you doing?” Marguerite asked snidely.

“Offering him my wrist?” Shea replied, her voice wavering with uncertainty.

Marguerite rolled her eyes and scoffed. “We drink from the neck here. Honestly, you have much to learn.”

Shea glanced down at me with apprehension as I continued to hack against the insatiable itch.

The thought of tasting her euphoric blood charged every cell in my body with desperate need, and there was nothing I wanted more. But I understood her hesitation. Here, in front of Marguerite. If we weren’t careful, either one of us might expose our intimacy. And as weak and destitute as I was, I wasn’t sure I could restrain myself.

“Well? Hurry up,” Marguerite huffed. “If you can’t feed a vampire, you’re no good here.”

“Right,” Shea said, and as she gathered her hair to one side of her shoulders, I saw the realization that she’d have to feed Marguerite as well hit her—that fact terrified me as much as it did her.

She slowly lowered herself above me, stretching her head to the side to offer me her neck. Her vein thumped beneath her delicate flesh, beating a cadence that drew me in like a clarion call. Her sweet scent fell all around me, tickling the scratch in my throat, and I couldn’t resist any longer.

With a rush of effort, I gripped the other side of her neck and pulled her down over my open mouth and waiting teeth. She gasped as my fangs penetrated, spilling her delicious nectar onto my tongue and lighting every one of my nerves on fire. My eyes rolled up into my head as I tried to savor, to drink slowly, but it was too damned good! And I was so thirsty! I couldn’t hold back, couldn’t not suck on her with all the force I could muster.

“Alright, that’s enough.” Marguerite’s voice sliced through my bliss a moment before Shea’s neck was ripped from my mouth.

“Ah!” Shea hissed, clapping a hand over her neck, which continued to bleed.

“We don’t want to drain her on the first day,” Marguerite chided. “Witch, come.” She curled her finger at Shea as she leaned over me.

“Wha—” Shea mumbled, appearing a little light-headed.

Marguerite scoffed again. “Let me seal the bite. I don’t want you bleeding all over my sheets.”

“Oh.” Shea leaned over my abdomen toward her, and Marguerite bit her tongue and licked over the angry wound. The skin closed, stopping the spill of any more of Shea’s precious blood.

“Mmm.” Marguerite moved her tongue around in her mouth. “I can see why Julian drank so deeply. You’re delicious. I’ll have to sample you myself.”

Fear washed over me like a winter wind. I had taken too much from Shea. If Marguerite got her teeth into her…

“After you’ve recovered, of course,” Marguerite added, clearly seeing the same pallor on Shea’s face that I did. “Make sure to hydrate yourself. I want to have my fill tonight.”

Shea nodded, and I thought I could see even more color drain from her cheeks. I was going to do whatever I could to keep Marguerite from drinking from her. I didn’t want her hands, or her mouth, anywhere near my Shea.

“Okay, you’re dismissed.” Marguerite waved her away like Shea was a pesky fly. “I’ll summon you when I have need of you next.”

Shea stole another glance at me before bowing her head for Marguerite, then slowly turned around and traipsed out of the room.

When the door closed behind her, I let out a breath of relief through my nose. I didn’t like this arrangement one little bit. As much as my soul ached for Shea, she wasn’t safe under Marguerite’s thumb. Why couldn’t she have been assigned to a different vampire? Any other vampire? They were all just as cruel and rapacious as Marguerite, but her jealous streak made her infinitely more dangerous.

“Her blood really becomes you,” Marguerite commented, looking fondly down at me. “You actually have color to your cheeks.”

She caressed the side of my face again, and this time I didn’t bother jerking away. I didn’t want to trigger her wrath now that she had a vulnerable Initiate to vent her rage upon.

A crease settled between her perfect golden eyebrows, a sadness shimmering in her eyes. “I really am sorry I had to subject you to such pain. Believe me when I say that watching you burn hurt me more than it hurt you.”

“Then why did you let Hadrian do it?” I snapped, my own rage flaring inside me. “If you truly loved me, you wouldn’t let anyone hurt me.”

She shook her head sadly. “You know I had no choice. If I had refused Hadrian’s orders, I’d have been in the Sunroom right alongside you. And then you’d have no one left to protect you.”

I snorted and rolled my eyes. “Some protection.”

“Hey, I restored you, didn’t I?” she whined defensively. “Hadrian would’ve preferred you heal slowly, suffer as long as possible. That’s why I insisted on the witch being assigned to me. With her at our disposal, we can accomplish so many great things.”

“And if Hadrian insists on killing me next time? What then?” I challenged.

Her expression hardened. “I would never let it come to that. He promised me that you would be mine.” But the doubt in her eyes told me even she didn’t believe that.

She climbed onto the bed and lay down beside me, propping herself up on an elbow to look down at me. “My offer still stands. Pledge yourself to me, and I’ll take you away. Love me, and I’ll never let anyone hurt you again. We could be happy together.”

She nestled into my chest, and I didn’t try to fight off her uninvited affection. I just lay there, letting her draw whatever comfort she could from my listless form.

I hoped Shea’s plan worked, and quickly, because if her safety ever came into question, I really didn’t want to have to accept Marguerite’s offer. But I would, for Shea.
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Chapter 24
Arya

I knocked on the door, the sound very staccato, very direct.

Hadrian had never allowed me to enter his office. I’d come knocking twice before, and both times, he’d slipped out and closed the door faster than I could peek inside. I couldn’t help but wonder what he had in there that he didn’t want me to see. But I had more important things to worry about.

I heard the lock click, and once again, he exited in the blink of an eye and now stood between me and the closed door.

He cocked a brow, ignoring the guards standing behind me. “Hello, Arya. Is there something you need?”

Yeah, he definitely doesn’t want me to see what’s in that room.

“Actually, I was hoping I could talk to you about a delicate matter,” I began.

“Oh? And to what does this matter pertain?” He cast scrutinizing eyes down on me while wearing a playful expression on his perfect face.

I looked around the Grand Hall at all the vampires lounging about, and the guards standing behind me. “I was hoping we could speak in private.” I nodded toward his office.

“Ah, yes. We can go to the conference room.” He put a hand on my upper back and started to lead me away.

“What’s wrong with your office?” I couldn’t help but pry.

“It’s just a little too cluttered at the moment for a private conversation with my daughter,” he dismissed. “The conference room is much better.”

I let go of the issue and let him lead the way, reminding myself that I didn’t come to interrogate him about a silly room. I came to try to save Tobias and Char.

Hadrian held open the door to the conference room for me and closed it behind me, leaving the guards standing outside. The room was large with a very long, rectangular table taking up the majority of the space. He took the seat at the closest end and offered me the seat catty-corner to it.

“What’s on your mind?” he invited.

For a moment, I considered using my siren voice on him to force his cooperation. He trusted me. All I had to do was say the words and he would never know the decision wasn’t his own.

But we were in his conference room—I wouldn’t put it past him to have cameras set up in here. In fact, I expected it. And if he found out I had broken his one rule... I wanted to believe this whole father bit was sincere, but I wasn’t prepared to face the consequences if it wasn’t.

I took a deep breath, mustering all my courage and hoping my heart rate was steady enough to prove me a worthy advocate.

“The Dracul boy. I’d like for you to let him go,” I declared. “As well as his female companion.”

Hadrian gave me a blank look for a moment, then burst out laughing, the sound so sharp it rang in my ears. I suddenly felt very small and insignificant.

“Do you have any notion of wartime politics?” he asked, still chuckling. “They attacked us, and they lost. It’s then our right to execute them or keep them prisoners as we see fit. I feel I’ve been rather lenient on the boy. Why do you care what happens to him? I know you two were acquaintances at your little school, but it’s time to let go of such trivial connections.”

“I’m not as comfortable with violence as everyone here seems to be.” I swallowed. “I’d appeal to you for mercy regardless of who it was, but this particular dragon happens to matter to me.”

Hadrian cocked his head, studying me. “Ah, perhaps he wasn’t merely an acquaintance. Perhaps he was something more? Has my daughter fallen in love?”

The question felt like an accusation, triggering the anger and heartache that still lingered from Tobias’s betrayal. “We might have been close to that at one time.”

His eyes narrowed, a knowing smirk spreading across his lips. “Ah, so that’s it. The royal pretender has broken your heart.”

I kept my expression blank and my breathing still, but sorrow spilled out through the cracks in my heart, spreading through my chest like a poison.

“Tell me, what happened between the two of you?” he asked, the softness in his expression disarming me. I wanted to open up to him, wanted to believe he could really be the father I’d missed my whole life.

I leaned forward, tucking my hands between my thighs. “Well, basically…”

I paused. I knew that Hadrian knew I was a siren, but I didn’t want to bring that to his attention again. The less he knew about that ability, the safer for everyone.

I shifted in my chair. “He just lied to me about so many things. He used me, manipulated me, pulled me in only to push me away over and over.”

He nodded, wearing a sympathetic frown that made him look even more beautiful. “If that’s the case, then why do you want him to go free? Why do you care what happens to him?”

“Love isn’t something you can just wash away when you’re done with it,” I said, looking at the table. “No matter what he did or didn’t do to me, I still don’t want to see him suffer. I know he’s a good person behind all of that. And he doesn’t deserve to be punished for trying to rescue me.”

“And do you believe you need rescuing?” he asked, a sly note to his voice.

I shook my head. “No. I feel I’m where I’m supposed to be. But Tobias couldn’t have known that.”

He rubbed his chin, looking at me intensely for a long moment. I could see affection and concern in his eyes, could feel it emanating from him. I was getting through to him. Maybe he wasn’t a monster after all. Maybe there was some goodness in him yet.

He suddenly stood, his posture stiff and all softness gone from his features. “I’m sorry to deny your request, but I cannot and will not set him free. It’s become quite clear that he deserves much less mercy from me.”

Panic slammed inside me like a heavy door closing on the hope I’d started to have.

“Wh–what? No, p–please—” I stuttered, reaching for his hand unintentionally. How had this conversation gone so horribly wrong?

He accepted my hand and squeezed it. “No filthy dragon is going to break my daughter’s heart and get away with it. You deserve so much better than the likes of him, and maybe when he’s removed, you’ll understand that.”

“No! Please, don’t kill him!” I begged.

He brought my hand to his lips and brushed a cold kiss on my knuckles. “Oh, don’t worry. I can assure you he won’t be dying for a long, long time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other matters to attend to.”

Then he released my hand and vanished.

What have I done?

***

I raced to the dungeons after giving my guards the slip, practically tripping down the stairs of the lower levels to where Tobias was being held. I didn’t know what I was going to do or say. I only knew that I had to see him.

My siren voice had a tremble to it as I compelled each set of guards in the dungeons to let me pass, but it worked all the same. I only slowed when I neared the room with Tobias’s cage, coming to a complete stop just before the entrance. What the hell was I going to say? How could I tell him that things were going to get so much worse for him, and all because of me?

The heads of Tobias and Char snapped in my direction as I came into view, caution plastered all over their faces. I whipped my hands out of my pockets, instinctively hugging myself, and not just because of how inhumanely cold it was down here.

Tobias’s face seemed to have aged in the handful of hours he’d been here. The skin under his eyes looked bruised, his eyes dry and bloodshot. And then there was Char, who still looked gorgeous even with dirt smudged across her face and hair bunched in tangles.

“Arya? What are you doing here?” Tobias yelled at me in a whisper, if such a thing was possible—leave it to Tobias to be a walking contradiction.

I crept to the bars, gripping them for support, but hissing and pulling my hands away as the metal seemed to burn me. I inspected my singed palms, then looked up at the prisoners, noting the burn marks on their arms. Understanding bloomed inside me.

Lead.

The bars were lead. Even the floor and back wall of the cell were lined in it. My mind flashed back to the attack in the alley when Tobias had been shot with those lead pellets, and I remembered the horrible effect they had on him. Hadrian knew full well that avians were allergic to lead. This wasn’t just war politics to Hadrian; no, he enjoyed making his enemies suffer. A lesson I would not soon forget.

I took a deep breath, curling my stinging hands behind me. “Tobias, I messed up. I tried to talk Hadrian into letting you two go.”

“You did what?” he asked, looking bewildered.

“I thought that as his daughter, I could change his mind,” I went on. “I thought he’d do it just to make me happy, to further convince me he was on my side. But, then...”

Tobias scooched closer, the act being made much more difficult with his broken arms dragging limply at his sides. His eyes were filled with concern as they locked on me, but not for himself—for me. I covered my mouth, trying to keep the bubbling emotions from spilling over.

“I take it he didn’t grant your request?” His voice was raspy, but deepened by a hint of sadness.

I shook my head. “Tobias, I’m so sorry. He figured out that you...that you weren’t just a friend to me and... that it didn’t end well. I didn’t mean to tell him, he just—”

“And now he wants to punish me for hurting his daughter,” he guessed. It wasn’t an accusation. There didn’t even seem to be any anger or resentment in his tone. His expression was smooth, though somewhat defeated.

“Tobias, I really am so sorry,” I pleaded, tears beginning to spill. “I know you must think I did this on purpose to get back at you, but I would never—"

“It’s okay, Arya,” he interrupted. “I know you wouldn’t do that. Getting information out of people is what vampires do, and Hadrian is a master at it. The truth is, he wouldn’t have let me go no matter what. He has a particular hatred for my bloodline. But I’m touched that you tried.” He offered me a weak smile.

I wiped at my cheeks and under my eyes until I could see clearly again. Then I reached through the bars as far as I could and put my hand on his knee, ignoring the slow burn of the metal on my arm. “I will get you both out of here, I promise.”

Tobias huffed a defeated laugh and smiled wider. “No, you won’t,” he said, shaking his head. “The best you can do is get yourself out. Hadrian’s daughter or not, this isn’t where you belong.”

My brows creased as I stared at him. I didn’t want to believe he was right. I had never fit into the human world, and despite my best efforts, the shifter world had rejected me at every turn. Here, I had Alex. I was respected. Feared, yes, but respected nonetheless.

I didn’t know where I was supposed to be or what I was supposed to do. My heart told me that Alex needed me, but…as much as I hated to admit it…my heart also told me that I needed Tobias.

“I would never leave you to rot in a place like this,” I said softly. “I promised that I was going to get you out, and I have every intention of keeping that promise.”

“Arya, please,” he whispered pleadingly.

If Hadrian was true to his word, he wasn’t going to just kill Tobias, at least not right away. No, he wanted to make Tobias suffer. That meant I still had time. I would free him.

“I’ll be back,” I promised, slipping my hand back through the bars and turning for the hallway before he could make any further objections.

Tobias had risked his life to save me. If necessary, I would do the same for him. Even if I didn’t still love and hate him in equal measure. Imprint or not…he was still my mate.
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Chapter 25
Shea

The wall of numbness that I’d built to cage my feelings was on the verge of collapse as I ate dinner with my fellow Initiates. No one spoke to me, treating me with just as much caution as they did the vampires; Once word got out that I was a witch and would be performing a powerful spell on their leader this very night, they no longer regarded me as a normal human peer. But I preferred it that way. I was in no mood to chitchat.

Everything that had already happened today was overwhelming, and it was far from over. Hadrian had vampires collecting the ingredients for the spell as soon as the sun set, and it was only a matter of time before he called to collect on my promise.

There were so many chaotic emotions scratching at my wall that I didn’t know which was which. Guilt for burning Julian, and even more for enjoying him biting me after I healed him. Gratitude toward Marguerite for letting me heal him warring with intense hatred for her treatment of him. And fear, both of what Hadrian would do after the spell was performed and for the bite that Marguerite expected tonight. I didn’t want to endure either of those things, but I couldn’t refuse.

I only hoped that Marguerite would be sated by my blood and not force me to watch or engage in anymore torture of my beloved vampire in her custody.

“Hm-hm,” someone humphed behind me, startling me to the point of dropping my fork onto the pile of almost inedible cornmeal on my plate.

I turned to see Kristen looking down her nose at me, wiping a spot of yellow mush off her cheek that had splashed off my plate. I gave her an apologetic smile.

“Lord Hadrian has sent for you,” she said in her oh so charming tone. “He’s asked you to meet him in the Trophy Room.”

And there it was. My time had run out. Some part of me had been holding onto hope that Hadrian’s minions wouldn’t find a moonflower, at least not tonight. I had hoped to be closer to getting my friends out before having to follow through with the spell, but everything was happening so fast. I was no closer to rescuing anyone than I was before entering this castle, and now I was giving the most evil, most powerful vampire in the world a ticket to freedom.

“Thanks,” I said, shouldering my bag and scurrying out of the dining room and up the stairs.

I wanted to meddle with the spell, try to make it temporary like I’d done with Julian’s reversal, but I didn’t want to risk making things worse. There were notes with the daywalker spell, notes about the dire consequences of not following it precisely, and I just couldn’t afford to botch the spell with Hadrian. I’d never make it out alive if I did. Ultimately, it wasn’t worth the risk.

I knocked on the trophy room door, gripping the strap of my bag as I waited.

Hadrian opened it with a smile. “Excellent. Time for the fun to begin.”

I smiled as I entered and hoped that Hadrian wouldn’t notice that it didn’t meet my eyes.

“Nervous?” Hadrian asked as he closed the door.

We took our seats at the desk, the moonflower sitting in a cup of water, its roots looking like pale worms magnified by the curve of the glass.

I shrugged. “Yeah. I’m nervous. I’m doing a big spell for a big guy.”

Hadrian laughed, the sound musical and disarming. “Honesty. I like that. I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

He gave me an encouraging smile, and I tried to regulate my heart rate so he wouldn’t hear how truly terrified I was.

“Shall we begin?”

With a single nod, I stood and removed the bag from my shoulder, muttering the reveal spell before pulling the book out. I set it on top of the desk and exerted my will the way Gram had showed me, and the grimoire opened, pages flipping magically until landing on the daywalker spell.

Hadrian chuckled. “Very impressive.”

I cleared my throat and grabbed the flower, tearing off the petals and roots and placing them in a pile. They smelled a bit like lemons, and I wondered if they’d taste that way, too. Hadrian handed me a bag of sunflower seeds, and I made a new pile with them. I sat back and eyed the parts, then nodded. They looked about equal to me. Hopefully.

I pushed both piles toward him. “You’ll need to eat all of this first.”

Hadrian lifted a brow, then shrugged and began consuming everything I’d measured out. The moonflower was poisonous to humans, but I knew it wouldn’t affect Hadrian. Though, apparently, the flavor was less than appealing because he grimaced as he swallowed, not even bothering to chew. When he was done, he sat back.

I took a deep breath and turned the grimoire to face him, then came around the desk. I heavily resented the fact that I needed to be touching the person for the spell to work, and the idea of any form of physical contact with this dangerous monster had chills skittering across my skin.

I swallowed as I placed my hand tentatively on his shoulder, as if the touch would somehow wound me.

Hadrian eyed me, a wry smirk curling his stupidly gorgeous lips. “It’s okay. I won’t bite you.” He smiled, flashing his deadly fangs, and I gave a nervous giggle that made me feel even more foolish.

“Sorry. I’m just trying to make sure I don’t screw anything up,” I said.

“Take your time and do it right. No rush here.”

I nodded, glancing at the book. I didn’t have to read the spell, since I’d memorized it, but the wizened pages provided a sort of comfort that I needed right now.

I closed my eyes and found that tingle of magic in my chest, then refocused on the book. “Kekeru henertu em sheut greh.”

A gentle breeze lifted my hair as I sank deeper into the magic, letting it wash over me. The office and its atrocities fell away, leaving me in a warm void that glittered with possibilities.

“Kheper sa em ra hena yew en bekah-et.” The words left my lips with a strength I didn’t know I possessed, the warmth filling and then leaving me, so that I felt cold and hollow in its absence.

A golden glow settled on Hadrian’s skin, sinking in until it faded completely. Hadrian smiled, looking at his hands with a wicked glee, then up to me. “I feel good. Shall we test your handiwork?”

I swallowed, the peace that had accompanied the spell tearing away from me like a cockroach in the light. “Sure. Just...be careful.”

Hadrian’s smile cocked to the side. “I always take every precaution.”

He pulled up his wrist, tapping on the watch face. A few moments later, a beanpole of a man came in, his pale skin making his sunken cheeks look somewhat sickly. He held a camera over his shoulder and a small device in his other hand. “Are you ready, sir?”

“Let’s find out,” Hadrian replied.

I watched with curiosity as Hadrian walked around his desk to the gangly vampire. It was night now. How could he possibly test the spell?

Hadrian tugged his sleeve up just a few inches and held his arm out to the side. He gave the vampire a nod, and the vampire pushed a button on the gadget he held. A beam of light flashed onto Hadrian’s hand, which then cast a dark shadow over the wall behind it.

My confusion only grew as Hadrian began laughing somewhat maniacally, turning his hand this way and that in the beam of light.

Then he began to unbutton his shirt, and my heart jumped into my throat. What the hell was he doing? My cheeks burned with a conflicted blush as Hadrian tossed his tailored shirt to the side and stepped fully into the light because, holy shit, his body was a work of perfection! Every muscle in his chest and abs was so well defined, resembling marble carved by the masters. It wasn’t fair for evil creatures to be so beautiful, but despite my best efforts, I couldn’t help but appreciate his immaculate appearance.

Heat radiated from the halo of light that I was just outside of, and I slowly came to understand that it must be an ultraviolet light. That was how he was testing the spell, and from the expression of wild triumph on Hadrian’s face as he looked at me, the spell had worked. A sense of pride welled up knowing what I’d accomplished, even as terror filled me.

I’d just unleashed the most powerful vampire in the world.

As if my thought had summoned him, Hadrian snapped his fingers at the gangly vampire. “Start rolling, Steadman!”

Steadman, apparently, set the light gingerly on the table and anchored the camera, then pushed a button on the side of it that made a small blue light blink above the glass. He gave Hadrian a quick thumbs-up.

“Vampires, shifters, supernaturals everywhere! I wanted to share the glorious news. Your leader has been liberated from the chains of the night. I can now walk fearlessly through the day. Our greatest dreams are about to be realized, and all thanks to this young witch.”

Steadman aimed the camera at me, and I froze like a deer in headlights. I cracked a sheepish smile as I brought my hand halfway up and curled my fingers in a weak attempt to wave. The butterflies in my stomach turned to frightened bats, beating at my insides in a mad attempt to escape. But there was no escape.

The camera panned back to Hadrian, and I took a deep, shuddering breath. I buried my face in my hands as Hadrian made his final remarks. I could almost envision the horror on the faces of shifters as they watched. What did I just do? Steadman lowered the device, the blue light winking off.

Hadrian scooped up his shirt and walked toward me, putting a steadying hand on my shoulder. “Excellent work. Soon we’ll have an entire army of daywalkers at our disposal. You’re a great addition to the team. I trust you won’t let me down.”

“Of course,” I croaked, trying desperately not to look at his bare chest. Please put your damn shirt back on!

Hadrian ushered me out of his office, and I was surprised to see a sea of faces filling the lobby as we stepped out. Vampires and humans wore pride and hope on their faces, caressing Hadrian as he passed them. Gross. He didn’t seem to mind the attention. But as hands began brushing on my arms and other places, I definitely minded.

“This is a cause for celebration!” Hadrian announced. “Let us have a grand party, with Shea as our Guest of Honor.”

The lobby erupted with cheers, and I shivered at the attention. I wanted nothing to do with any such party. I just wanted to flee to my room and curl up into obscurity. I wanted to beg the powers that be for forgiveness for what I’d just done.

One of the vampires pushed through the melee to Hadrian. “My lord, there’ve been reports of movement in the forest to the south.”

“Ah, the other shifters from the attack, I presume,” Hadrian said. “Send a team to go after them.”

Shit! I had to warn Caesar. But how?

Hadrian dismissed the vampire and encouraged the crowd to follow him down the hall toward the Grand Hall. I pulled back against the flow, letting them pass me like a river over a rock. If I could slip away, I could catch my breath, I could contact Caesar, try to—

“Nicely done, witch.”

Ah, fuck.

I slowly turned around to find Marguerite standing in the emptying lobby. Why couldn’t I just catch a break?

“If we’re going to have a party, you must look the part,” she said, tapping her chin as she scrutinized me with narrowed eyes. “You’re shorter than I am, and a bit more curvy, but I’m sure I can find something suitable for you. Come.”

She spun on her heel and strode off toward the elevator, and I had no choice but to reluctantly follow her.
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Chapter 26
Julian

Minutes felt like days as I lay in this room. Though I greatly appreciated the chunks of Marguerite’s absence, they left me feeling chaotic, groundless. Without some form of interaction, I had no way of marking the passage of time, and it was slowly chipping away at my sanity.

Whatever strength I had garnered from Shea’s blood had already abandoned me, leaving me defenseless to the poisonous copper that corroded my veins. And in this monotonous void of consciousness, I couldn’t escape my guilt. I had taken too much blood from Shea. I could’ve hurt her. Would she ever forgive me for pushing her so far? For being so weak?

And it wasn’t just that. She had come here for me. Because of my own foolish pride, I’d landed myself in this prison and had dragged Shea right down with me. I couldn’t protect her here. And Caesar…where was he? How could he let her come here by herself? He was supposed to protect her when I couldn’t. That was how this arrangement was supposed to work. Had he abandoned her after all? Had he abandoned me?

No. No, I didn’t believe he would do that. I knew how deeply Caesar loved our girl. This somehow must all be part of their plan. He had to be around here somewhere, out of sight. I only hoped he didn’t get caught like the pair of foolish dragons.

The door opened and voices spilled into the room, and I rolled my head in that direction.

“Yes, I think red would be a lovely color for you,” Marguerite was saying to someone. “Although, maybe green would be more flattering. What do you think?”

My vision blurred, and I strained to focus on the shapes that had entered.

“Oh, um, I guess, green.”

Shea. My pulse began to skitter with cautious anticipation. No, stay away from Marguerite!

“Hmm,” Marguerite hummed in response, darting to her closet.

My vision finally focused as I followed the two women in the room. Shea cast a longing, worried glance at me while Marguerite flipped through items on hangers, and it broke my heart to see the pain in her green eyes. God only knew what horrors she had faced in the time she’d been here.

“Ah, this one should do.” Marguerite pulled a long green gown off the rack, and Shea walked meekly to her side, letting Marguerite hold it against her and critique the selection. “Yes, you’ll look lovely. Well, as lovely as you can, anyway.”

Anger burned in my chest at the slight. Shea was more beautiful than Marguerite could ever hope to be, and I had to bite my tongue against voicing as much.

“Well, go ahead,” Marguerite insisted with a wave of her hand.

“Er, sorry?” Shea murmured, shrinking slightly under Marguerite’s impatience gaze.

“Ugh, get changed,” Marguerite scoffed. “We haven’t got all night.”

“Oh, uh, right here?” The hesitation in Shea’s voice was potent, stabbing into me and mixing with my own possessive jealousy.

“Yes. Is there a problem?” She expected Shea to disrobe right here, in front of both of us. And as her keen eyes flicked to me, I understood.

This was a test. She knew that Shea and I had known each other in Chicago, and her possessive jealousy was far stronger and less rational than mine. She was fishing for some reaction, some betrayal of emotion. I lolled my head to the side, away from her little show. The only way to protect Shea in this moment was to ignore her, and to trust that she would play her part with equal disinterest.

“Okay,” Shea said uncertainly, and out of the corner of my eye, I could see her pulling her shirt over her head.

I closed my eyes, feigning exhaustion as the rustle of fabric told me she was stripping further. I couldn’t watch her, couldn’t let my eyes wander to her naked body without risking exposing some sign of intimacy to Marguerite, but it was extremely difficult knowing Shea was so incredibly vulnerable in front of her.

“Wait,” Marguerite said, and I cracked my eyelids enough to see her hold the dress away from Shea’s waiting hands.

Her eyes scanned Shea’s exposed body up and down, and rage seethed through me at the hungry appreciation I saw on her face.

“I think now is the perfect time for me to get a taste, don’t you?” And swift as lightning, she lowered her head and bit into Shea’s breast!

Shea gasped in pain, terror blanching her face as Marguerite swept her arms behind her and cradled her body while she drank.

My entire being was an inferno of fury, my eyes bulging as I watched her defile my mate! And I couldn’t do a damn thing about it. Damn these fucking cuffs! Damn the copper crippling my strength! And damn Marguerite!

I couldn’t even dare react. Not now. If I made any signal of distress, there would be nothing stopping Marguerite from crushing Shea in her embrace and draining her dry. I had to act like I didn’t care, which meant denying every instinct I had.

The instant Marguerite pulled away, I averted my gaze, willing my features to remain neutral, which was incredibly difficult as murderous rage was coursing through my body, bunching and tensing every single muscle.

“Mmm, delicious,” Marguerite purred, smacking her lips audibly. “Okay, get dressed. We don’t want to keep Hadrian waiting.” She brushed her hands together in a gesture of finality.

Without a word, Shea slipped into the dress, the clamor of feet slapping the floor telling me she tripped in the process. But I didn’t dare turn my head in her direction. For the moment, she was no longer in imminent danger. Though, in reality, every second she spent in this compound was a devastating threat to her life.

“Beautiful.” Marguerite clapped. “Doesn’t she look beautiful?”

I ignored her, staring blankly at the black curtain that hung over the window.

“Julian?” Marguerite snapped her fingers several times until I finally rolled my head in her direction. “Doesn’t Shea look beautiful?”

I finally let my eyes fall on my beloved witch, and she did, indeed, look stunning. The green satin hugged her figure, flattering and accentuating her curves before dropping into a shimmering cascade at her waist. The thin straps that held the gown on her shoulders left her smooth flesh on display, from the top of her neck to the deep V of her breasts.

To my credit, I managed to keep my expression deadpan and completely devoid of interest. I tried to shrug, but the gesture must’ve looked like an awkward flop of my shoulders, which ached at the effort.

Marguerite giggled. “Don’t mind him. But I’m sure you know how pissy he can be.”

“Oh, I’m not surprised,” Shea said in a catty tone. “He never had much interest in me beyond my magic, and I prefer it that way, honestly.”

“Indeed,” Marguerite mused. “Well, come along.”

“Actually,” Shea interrupted as Marguerite began to tote her out of the room. “I need to use the ladies room. You know, human bladder and all that.” She inclined toward Marguerite in a confiding gesture and whispered loudly. “And between you and me, the food here isn’t the easiest on the digestive system, if you know what I mean.”

Marguerite grimaced, and in any other circumstance, I would’ve barked a knee-slapping laugh at the contortion of her deceptively pretty face. “Eww. Spare me the details of your disgusting human habits.” She shooed Shea away as she took a large step sideways. “Fine. Do your business and then return promptly downstairs.”

And she swept out of the room like a ghost, slamming the door behind her.

Shea hovered on the spot for a moment, craning her neck as if to listen to the hall outside. Decided it was safe, she ran to my side, dropping to her knees to kneel beside the bed.

“I’m so sorry,” she said, slipping her delicate hand into mine. “Can you ever forgive me?” The deep love flowing from her gorgeous green eyes took my breath away.

“There’s nothing to forgive,” I whispered, squeezing her hand though it was little more than a flinch.

“You don’t understand,” she whimpered softly. “Hadrian—he—he made me—I opened the roof of the Sunroom.” She sucked her lips between her teeth as soon as the confession left them.

I looked at her for a long moment as the meaning of her words sunk in, and my heart cracked. Not for whatever perceived betrayal she imagined, but for her. Of course, Hadrian would make her do something to prove her obedience and loyalty. I couldn’t imagine how hard that must’ve been for her, how hard it must still be now.

“It’s okay, Shea,” I whispered. “It changes nothing.”

She shook her head, a tear dropping. “But that’s not it. My bargaining chip for entering the school was making Hadrian a daywalker. That’s why they’re having this ridiculous party. The spell worked.”

Dread oozed across my chest. That was a problem. Hadrian was already a formidable threat as it was. Without the restriction of the sun, he’d be unstoppable.

“He expects me to create an army of daywalkers,” she said, biting her lip. “We have to leave before that happens.”

“But how?” I asked.

“Caesar, Kai, and my aunt are waiting in the forest,” she informed in an even tighter whisper. “As soon as I give them the signal, they’ll help us get out. But I have to coordinate with Tobias and the other dragon, and Arya is refusing to listen to reason.”

“Wait, we’re getting all of them out?” I balked. “That’s impossible.”

Challenge sparked in her eyes, washing away the sadness like a strong wind to a storm. “Nothing is impossible for us. Despite all odds, I came back from the dead and found you. Despite all odds, I formed a friendship with the one person who is destined to destroy Hadrian. Fate is on our side, and it will not abandon us now.”

Hope ignited in my chest at her words. She had a point, several in fact. Fate had led us this far, and I had faith that its ultimate design wasn’t our doom.

“Meow.”

Shea snapped her head to the floor on her right, surprise widening her eyes. “Rainbow?”

The cat hopped onto the bed and, after circling and pawing at my shirt a few times, curled up on top of my chest.

“There you are, boy,” I said. “I was beginning to worry about you.”

Shea breathed a small laugh. “I don’t understand how it happened, but I’m glad he’s here for you.” She lifted her hand and ruffled the cat’s fur, which snorted irritably in response.

She shot an anxious look at the door, then back down to me. “I can’t stay much longer, but I will come back as soon as it’s safe. I love you, Julian.”

She arched over me and pressed her lips to mine. I eagerly opened my mouth, inviting her in and savoring this brief taste of her.

But all too soon, she pulled away. “Stay strong,” she whispered, then scurried out of the room.

Rainbow’s purring filled the empty silence, the sound lulling me into a strange sort of peace. I was glad Caesar was waiting somewhere to jump at Shea’s call, glad we had some kind of reinforcements when the time came. And though I couldn’t see how we’d actually accomplish it, I had to hold onto faith that all of us would make it out.

I just hoped it happened before Shea was forced to shift the balance of this war beyond repair.
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Chapter 27
Caesar

The night was still around us, the only sound that of the fire crackling in the center of our camp. Sakura, who seemed unable to shake the cold despite the temperature control of our magical bubble, had pleaded for it. I had been concerned about light or smoke advertising our location, but Janette had insisted the magic would keep both contained.

Hunched on the log, I watched as the smoke wafted up from the flames only to disperse against the enchanted barrier as if against a glass dome. It reminded me of home. Even the light seemed unable to escape its confines, everything beyond our spelled circle was still shrouded in darkness as if we were under a spotlight.

I couldn’t help but marvel at it. The wonderful things witches could do with their magic. Our kind was foolish to hold such a strict prejudice against them. We should’ve allied ourselves with them centuries ago. Perhaps then we wouldn’t be in this war against the vampires now.

Weight settled on the log beside me, and I turned to see Private Peters smiling at me.

“You seem tense,” he said, his tone sympathetic. “Everything okay?”

I furrowed my brow in confusion. Of course, I was tense, and no, everything was not okay. We were camped outside a fortress full of blood-thirsty vampires awaiting some communication from my mate, who was trapped inside said fortress to rescue not only my soul brother but also three of my former students. Why wouldn’t I be tense? In fact, why was Peters so chill?

I offered him a flat smile and nodded. “Just hoping this mission goes well.”

“It’s a lot of pressure, being in command of such an important operation,” he said. “I can’t imagine what you must be feeling.”

I schooled my hostility. Maybe he really was just trying to offer some kind of support or encouragement.

I steepled my hands and rested my chin on my thumbs. “Yeah, it really is.”

“Let me help you with that.”

A pair of hands landed on my shoulders, thumbs kneading into the muscles, and I froze. Was this guy actually giving me a fucking massage? Slowly, I turned my head to look over my shoulder, and the look he gave me was far too heated, sending a chill down my spine.

Shrugging his hands off me, I scooted brashly away from him down the log. “Thanks, but I’m good.”

I glanced up at the other soldiers sitting around the fire to find them all watching us closely, caution blaring in their tense gazes. I felt the sudden urge to get up and sit somewhere else, but a sharp sting pierced into my lower back, and then—

Huh, what was I doing?...

A warm, soothing sort of haze fell over me, and my butt all but melted against the log. Damn, this was the most comfortable log in the entire world! I never wanted to leave it.

Gentle fingers pressed up the tight muscles along my spine, and it just felt so good. I hung my head and closed my eyes to bask in the pleasure.

“Ssssee, isn’t that nicccce?” Peters asked behind me, and I hadn’t realized before how melodious his voice was, how pleasant it was to listen to. I could listen to it forever.

“Mmm-hmm,” I hummed in contentment, my eyelids fluttering from his touch. “It’s nice.”

“You know, I bet if you shifted, I could work out even more of those kinkssss,” he murmured. “Ever had your wings massaged?”

No, I hadn’t, and that sounded delightful.

Slap! “What the hell is the matter with you!” Sakura snapped.

The haze that had clouded my thoughts and senses disappeared just as suddenly as it had come on, and I shook my head in confusion. I looked around to make some sense of what had happened.

Private Peters was lying on the ground, his gray naga tail extending from the base of his spine through his uniform and a bright red handprint on his left cheek. Sakura was standing over him, her face a mask of furious disapproval.

My eyes widened in horror as the realization of what just happened dawned on me, a grimace tugging on my facial muscles.

“Get up and go gather some more firewood,” Sakura ordered as Peters pushed against the ground with his palms.

Peters got to his feet and brushed himself off as he trudged to the edge of our camp with his tail literally between his legs.

“And put your fucking tail away!” Sakura shouted with her fists clenched at her sides.

“No means no, dude,” Private Hennessee called after him just before he passed through the soundproof barrier.

“What the actual fuck?!” I breathed, my eyes darting between the three soldiers who looked almost as disgusted as I felt.

Sakura folded her arms and angrily plopped down beside Hennessee. “Fucking pervert. I’m so tired of his shit.”

Hennessee put an arm around her shoulders and rubbed her arm. “Apparently, he gets off on shifters. Gives a whole new meaning to the word ‘beastiality.’”

My grimace deepened, a shiver wracking my shoulders and back. “Why is he even still in the military?”

Hennessee and Sakura shared a look, but it was Gibson who answered. “He’s one of the most skilled nagas in the corp. He’s too good to let go, and too depraved not to keep. His…proclivity is the only reason he’s still just a private.”

I rolled my eyes. Of course, Dracul would want to keep him for his skill. When has anyone’s character or behavior ever mattered to him? But, on the other hand, it was probably far better he remained in the military’s hands rather than on the streets.

“Aaagh!” The high-pitched screech sliced through the seemingly peaceful night, echoing through the dark woods around us.

“What the hell was that?” Hennessee muttered as all of our heads jerked in the direction of the source.

I tapped into my gryphon, my eyesight honing and scanning the darkness past our camp. A shadow darted through the trees a hundred feet away, and not even my keen raptor vision could distinguish the blur.

“Vampires,” I breathed.

Another scream bounced off the canopy.

“They must’ve found Peters,” I said, bolting off the log.

“What’s going on?” Kai poked his head out of the tent.

“Peters went out for firewood. I think vampires found him,” I explained, watching the woods closely for any signs of him.

Kai rushed out of the tent. “We have to help him.”

I nodded, looking to the three soldiers for confirmation. All three pairs of eyes cast their gazes in a different direction, none of them making a move to that effect.

“What are you guys doing? You’re just going to let him get killed?” Kai’s surprised outrage was making his facial expressions very animated.

Hennessee shrugged and sheepishly looked up at us. “Honestly, why not?”

“Why not? Why not?” Kai began to pace inside the circle. “Because he’s part of your team! You don’t abandon your teammate to death!”

“The world might be better off,” Sakura muttered.

“Sakura Tekashi,” Kai scolded, and she shrank inwardly. “You’re better than that.”

Not that I had any sort of love for the creepy bastard, but letting him die at the hands of vampires went against everything I believed in. But I couldn’t do it alone. I didn’t know how many vampires were out there. Kai and I needed them.

I sighed. “If we don’t help him, they might torture our location out of him. We might as well fight them while we have the element of surprise on our side rather than wait here like sitting ducks.”

The three of them tipped their heads in consideration.

“Ugh, fine.” Gibson stood and shifted on the spot, his burly form growing even wider as a thick, brown coat sprouted to cover his entire body.

Sakura rose from the ground next, nine tails emerging from the bottom of her uniform and her face growing into a delicate foxy snout.

Hennessee rolled his eyes and reluctantly climbed to his feet to join the party.

“Kai?” Janette asked as she exited the tent. “What’s happening?”

He turned to her with what I assumed was his best attempt at a sexy grin. “We’re going to go kill some vampires.”

Then he explode-shifted into his formidable golden kitsune and leaped through the barrier, galloping into the woods on all fours.

I turned away from her flustered, open-mouthed smile and shifted into my gryphon, and the rest of us raced after Kai.

Like a dark storm, we charged through the forest, weaving through trees and bushes with claws, talons, and wings. Gibson quickly surpassed all of us, his massive footfalls shaking the ground as he barreled forward. The trees were too low and thick to allow flight, so Hennessee and I leaped from tree trunks, bouncing from one to the other to maintain a swift momentum.

Finally, we spilled into a clearing where Peters stood surrounded by five vampires. His reptilian face bared two long fangs, his bloodied body hunched in attack position, his tail poised upward and striking at the white-faced assailants as they feinted forward and backward.

Gibson pounced high, landing right on top of one of them and chomping his head clean off with his grisly maw. The vampires turned their attention to us, and the battle commenced.

A pale face and arms flashed toward me, and I reared up on my hind legs, waving my wings to send a targeted gust of wind that blew the vicious creature off his feet and slammed him into the trunk of a large oak. His marble body blasted the tree, sending splinters flying in all directions, but he quickly rebounded, landing on his feet like a jungle cat.

He shot toward me once more, his speed too quick for my vision to catch, and his fangs clamped onto my neck.

Bastard!

I reared my head, opened my beak wide, and chomped onto the back of his skull with all my might. His head was too hard to crush, but the pain of my assault caused him to shriek and release his teeth from their hold. I jerked him away with his head still firmly in my beak, whipping my neck from side to side to slam him into trees, the ground, other vampires—any solid object I could find.

The edge of my beak slipped under his chin and around his neck, so I pinned his body in my talons and yanked my head backward, rewarded with the most satisfying snap I’d ever heard. The metallic taste of his blood filled my mouth, and I chucked the severed head, shoving away the decapitated corpse.

I hacked and squawked, desperately trying to rid myself of the nasty taint, but spitting isn’t exactly easy when you don’t have lips.

In my distraction, a female vampire pounced onto my back, clawing my wings and trying to tear them off. I bucked and shrieked, but I couldn’t dislodge her. She climbed up my shoulders and stabbed her claws into either side of my neck, and then, she started to tug.

Her strength was too much for me, her bending and stretching my neck at an odd angle no matter how I pulled against her. I could feel my bones beginning to loosen, could feel my muscles tearing inch by inch as my throat tightened, narrowing my windpipe.

This would be the end. I couldn’t shake her, and I couldn’t match her strength.

I’m sorry, Shea.

A howl sounded behind me, and suddenly, the monster was ripped off of me. Snapping back like an overstretched spring, my head whipped forward, disorientation forcing me to collapse onto the snow. When I finally managed to turn my aching neck, I saw Kai pinning the female vampire against the tree, forcing currents of electricity into her.

Her body quaked and convulsed, her skin sizzling and blistering from the overwhelming heat his high-voltage generated inside of her. Finally, her eyeballs exploded from their sockets, splattering Kai’s foxy face with her blood. He blinked and reared, trying to shake the substance off, though it clung to his golden fur.

I guess I should count myself lucky. I only got it in the mouth, but he got it in the eye.

Now that the air no longer snapped with a static charge, the forest was silent around us, save for a soft, feminine weeping. I pushed myself off the snow and turned back to the clearing. The fighting had stopped. Mangled bodies and limbs scattered the ground, blood staining the snow a haunting red.

Peters was back in his human form, limping toward us. And off to the left, Hennessee’s dragon was going to the side of a human Sakura, who crouched over something, covering her face with her hands as she cried. But where was Gibson?

Oh…

Kai and I both shifted back as we slowly approached them. Gibson’s massive bear form lay limp in front of Sakura, his upper abdomen lanced with an odd and pronounced dip.

“She got him from behind and crushed his ribs,” Sakura whimpered. “I yanked her off, but it was too late. He was already dead.”

We all stood there for a long time, paying silent respects and goodbyes to our fallen comrade.

Were there more vampires out here? Would more come? It wasn’t safe to remain here much longer.

“Hennessee, help me carry him,” I said, angling around Gibson toward his feet. “We can’t leave him here, so we’re going to take him back to camp. There we can burn his remains.”

The red dragon nodded, going to Gibson’s head and scooping his claws under the ursa’s enormous arms.

In the end, it took all five of us to carry Gibson’s body back to camp. Hennessee blew a stream of his hottest fire to incinerate it while I did my best to cover our tracks with targeted flurries of wind.

I hoped Shea figured out her plan soon because the next scouting party would be bigger, and I didn’t think we could survive another attack.
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Chapter 28
Ashlyn

Lizzo blared in my headphones as I made my way across the lawn toward the newly rebuilt greenhouse in the back right corner of the Dome. My body ached from the simulation I’d been forced to run in Defense Class a couple of hours ago, my muscles begging me to go back inside and collapse into my bed. But this was more important.

A soldier, who was standing guard at the corner of the main building, pushed away from the wall and inserted himself in front of me. He looked familiar. Hell, all the soldiers looked the same to me. But this one, I distinctly recognized.

He said something to me with a stern expression, but I couldn’t make it beyond the music. I pulled my headphones down to hang around my neck.

“Sorry, what’s that exactly?” I asked in as polite a tone as I could manage.

“Exactly,” he snarled, reaching for my headphones and yanking them up over the back of my head.

“Hey, what the fu—”

“No devices are allowed outside of private quarters,” he snapped.

I balked angrily, fire flaring in my chest. “Since when?”

“Since General Dracul mandated it,” he said with a snide tone. “I’m afraid I’ll have to confiscate this. You can take it up with the general during office hours.”

Recognition caught at the sound of his voice and his arrogant tone. He was the soldier who caught Niko and me last night. I stole a glance at the name embroidered over his breast pocket. Major Cockburn.

A surprised laugh snorted out loudly through my nose.

“Something funny to you?” he quipped.

“No, nothing, sir,” I said, sucking my lips between my teeth. Just that apparently your cock burns. You know they make an ointment for that. Another snicker skittered up my throat, but I choked it off, holding my breath.

He eyed me suspiciously as he returned to his post at the corner, tucking my precious headphones behind his back. Asshole. I’d figure out a way to get them back, but for right now, I had a prior engagement to attend—though I was a little on edge knowing that douchebag was stationed so close by. We’d just have to be quiet.

I continued on my path, now musicless, and opened the door of the greenhouse. Everyone else was already here, stationed around the large rectangular shack tending to different tasks. Everyone but Niko; the general had him preoccupied with some meeting with other military leaders, and I was afraid it had something to do with the rescue mission Tobias had been sent on.

“No, no, you don’t just shove the seed in,” Mr. Sharp chided a frustrated looking Jackson. “You make a one-inch dip with your finger into the soil, drop the seed into it, and then gently cover it over. If it’s too deep, the seed won’t get enough water, and if it’s too shallow, it will flood to the surface and drown.”

Jackson rolled his eyes but did as Mr. Sharp instructed, planting the seed with embellished movements.

“That’s better,” Mr. Sharp said with a nod of appreciation.

“I didn’t know you were such an avid gardener,” Petra remarked from two raised beds down.

“Well, I’m sure there are a lot of students who don’t know about the lives or interests of their instructors,” he replied with a grin and wink.

She smirked, though she seemed to catch herself in showing genuine emotion and flattened her lips.

Mr. Sharp caught sight of me and made his way toward me. “Good evening, Ashlyn.” He put a sturdy hand on my shoulder. “I just want to thank you guys for volunteering to help with the renovation of the greenhouses. I know how hard you’re all being worked in classes lately, and I really appreciate the effort and sacrifice you’re making.”

“Er, yeah. No problem,” I said with a nervous wobble.

When the call for volunteers went out this morning, I thought it was a much better and safer option than sneaking around to the janitor’s closet. No one would have to run the risk of getting caught. I hadn’t realized we’d be working alongside a teacher. How were we going to be able to talk about anything of value with him here?

He went to the corner and picked up a huge bag of potting soil with his large hands, making it look like it weighed nothing. He came back to me and plopped into my arms, the impact knocking the wind out of me for several seconds as its weight threatened to pull me forward.

“Oops, sorry,” he chuckled. “Sometimes I forget my own strength. You got it okay?”

“Yep,” I squeezed out hoarsely, planting my feet and bending my knees to keep myself upright.

“You can fill the next bed when it’s finished,” he said. “Brett, how’s it coming?”

Brett rose from the middle section with a drill in one hand. “Actually, we’re out of screws.”

Mr. Sharp furrowed his brow dubiously. “But I just gave you a full bag.”

Brett shrugged and flicked his head to toss his surfer bangs over his forehead.

Mr. Sharp closed his eyes in a long-suffering sigh. “Okay. I’ll be right back.” He trudged out of the greenhouse, his heavy footfalls fading into the distance.

I trudged up to Brett and dropped the bulky bag onto the floor against the unfinished raised bed. “Did you actually run out of screws?” I whispered.

He reached under the platform and pulled out a wad of melted metal, spirals, points, and screw heads still visible among the mass.

“Good thinking,” I praised. “That should buy us at least a few minutes. But we still need to keep quiet because a soldier is lingering nearby.”

The other five gathered around us, and I was surprised to see a new face in our ranks. Katya Yoshida, one of the top kitsune students, waved at me, and I nodded to her in greeting.

“Thank you for joining us in our cause,” I said.

“Of course,” she said in her sharp Asian accent. “When Jackson told me about this opportunity, I jumped at the chance. I haven’t had time to contact my family about it, but I will as soon as possible.”

“Thank you,” I said again, then looked around to the rest of the group. “Has anyone made progress?”

Jackson raised his hand. “I spoke to my dad. Just as I thought, he doesn’t want to be the face of anything official, but he volunteered his lawyer, John Phalen, to represent him as his proxy. He’s a good choice, and he carries a lot of respect with the other shifter species.”

“Awesome,” I said, thrill dancing in my stomach at the knowledge that we had at least one notable adult on our side. But we definitely needed more than that. “Anyone else?”

Letti brushed her hair over her shoulder and said, “I talked to my mother, and after hearing about the horrible treatment we’re receiving under military rule, she agreed that it needs to be stopped. She’s going to take the issue to Queen Anali, who I’m certain will not only agree to be on a council but will also intervene. Mer are proud people, and they won’t stand for this bullshit.”

Normally, the sound of Letti’s voice had the same effect as nails scraping a chalkboard, but tonight, it was music to my ears. I never thought I’d be so grateful for the arrogance and pride of the mer.

“That’s wonderful, Letti,” I said sincerely, then I turned to Petra.

She folded her arms, looking cool and collected as ever. “Well, I made a few calls but haven’t heard anything yet. But it’s only been one day. I’m sure I’ll get a response soon.”

I nodded, trying not to frown. She was right about it only having been one day, but the news, or lack thereof, still stung a little bit. I shoved it down. This was all still good news. We had two powerful leaders on our side already, and we would only get more.

“Oh, that reminds me,” Jackson said, then tossed something to Petra. She caught it, her face lighting with joy and gratitude as she looked down at the carton of cigarettes.

“Holy fuck, you’re the best,” she raved, showing more excitement than I’d ever seen from the to-cool-for-school naga.

She wrenched open the package and pulled out a stick with eager fingers. Brett reached over with his thumb extended, and a little flame ignited on the end of it. With a wry smile, she leaned over it, sucking on the cigarette until it began to burn. Then she straightened, her eyelids fluttering with satisfaction as she took a deep inhale and then blew out a stream of smoke.

Leya cleared her throat and stepped forward. “I, um… I did talk to Miss Heather. She liked the idea of a shifter council, but she’s hesitant about allying against the military just yet, especially while she’s stuck on campus. She asked me to keep her informed of those who have committed so she can reach out to them herself, which I think is the best plan of action. I believe she will ultimately agree.”

“Okay.” I chewed my lip. Again, it wasn’t bad news, just not good news either. “Brett? Any luck with your parents?”

He sucked in a breath between his teeth. “Actually, Ash, they suggested your dad, too.”

I scoffed, shaking my head. “No. That just won’t work. I told you, he’s too loyal to the general.”

“Loyal to the general or to the military?” Brett asked.

“What’s the difference?” I asked a little too loudly.

Brett held up his hands in a gesture for me to quiet down. “The difference is that loyalty to the general is personal, but loyalty to the military is having the best interest of all shifters.”

I scowled at him as I reluctantly debated the issue. The truth was, I didn’t know my dad that well. Up until a few months ago, I didn’t even know who or what he was. Since meeting him, I got the impression that he was a man of honor, and I wanted to believe it now. Before the military hostile takeover, our relationship had surprisingly grown into a comfortable one, where I felt free to be myself. And he had tried so hard to foster that closeness.

Was his loyalty to Dracul just part of his job, or did he have personal favor for the man? If there was even a possibility of Brett being right, wasn’t it worth it to find out?

“Ugh, fine, I’ll talk to him,” I relented. “I’ll make sure to just fish around until I’m sure he’ll come around before I fess up to what we’re doing. But I doubt it will even get that far.”

Brett put a hand on my shoulder. “Look, I know you don’t know him that well, but I’ve known your dad for years while I’ve been here. He’s a good man, Ash. He might surprise you.”

I shrugged. “I hope so.”

“What about your soldier boyfriend?” Petra asked before taking another puff.

“I’m not sure yet,” I replied. “He’s sitting in a meeting with some military honchos.”

Brett’s eyes sparked with both interest and concern. “Is it about Tobias?”

“I don’t know,” I said, my tone lilting with mirrored worry.

There had been no word about the mission since Tobias left the school days ago. If he had been successful, shouldn’t we have heard something by now? Surely, the general would’ve made some grand announcement decorating his son’s heroic efforts and the imminent return of the siren. The fact that he hadn’t made me almost sick with anxiety and doubt.

Muffled voices sounded on the other side of the greenhouse a few yards away, and the seven of us immediately scattered back to our original positions. A few seconds later, Mr. Sharp came through the door shaking his head.

“How the hell are we supposed to get anything done with pencil-dick soldiers interrogating us at every turn?” he growled.

Brett and I shared an amused glance.

“Here.” He tossed a bag of screws to Brett. “Let’s get done as much as we can before curfew.”

My phone dinged, and I checked it quickly before attempting to lift the soil again.

“Dinner tonight?” A text from my father.

Well, I had agreed to at least try to talk to him. I guessed now was as good a time as any. “Sure.”
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Chapter 29
Tobias

My knee was still warm where Arya’s hand had touched me only minutes ago. I wanted to call after her, to insist she abandon me and save herself. I didn’t care what the vampires did to me as long as she was safe, and if she did anything foolish trying to get me out, she wouldn’t be safe for long. Hadrian’s daughter or not, he’d throw her into this cell at the slightest hint of betrayal.

Why did she have to be so fucking stubborn? Why did she always put everyone else above herself? When she’s the only person who matters.

But she was already gone, her footsteps disappearing down the passages. And I didn’t want to risk snapping the guards out of whatever trance her siren song put them in.

Char shifted behind me, and a different sort of agony pierced through me. She shouldn’t be in this cell. Being Hadrian’s prisoner, half-starved and surrounded by poisonous lead, was made worse knowing Charlotte suffered too. And it was my fault.

If I had stuck to the plan, if I hadn’t gone rogue and infiltrated the castle in search of Arya, she wouldn’t have had to come looking for me. She could have gotten out like the rest of our unit.

Though, who knew how far they could’ve really gotten. Hennessee was the only dragon who wasn’t captured, and there was no way he would’ve been able to carry the other three soldiers himself. They would’ve had to run on foot, and the fact that they weren’t in this cell with us wasn’t proof they escaped with their lives.

Char’s teeth chattered, and I scooted toward her as quickly as my severely weakened body could, trying to pull her into my broken arms. The least I could do was try to keep her warm.

“How are you holding up?” I asked, feeling her stiffen but then relax against me. I felt warmer already and hoped she did too. “I–I’m sorry I got you into this mess.” My voice cracked.

Her shivering stopped, and I thought she might’ve fallen asleep because she didn’t answer right away. But then she cleared her throat. “She’s pretty.”

“What?” I asked.

“Arya,” she replied. “She’s pretty. I can see why you fell for her.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that.

“But I don’t think you activated the curse,” she said, her voice breathless like she’d only spoken half a thought.

The edges of my torn heart burned painfully, and I stiffened, shaking my head. “Thanks, but I have to disagree with you. I saw the look in her eyes the instant the curse was triggered. I felt it, and then saw the change in her. So much hatred. All the potential of whatever we could’ve been, snuffed out just like that.”

“If she hated you, she wouldn’t be trying to get you out,” she said softly.

I snorted a sardonic laugh. “You don’t know Arya. She’s a persistent martyr, even for those who’ve wronged her. The fact that she’s risking her life for me doesn’t mean she likes me. It just means that she’s a good person.”

Charlotte twisted in my arms so she could look at me. I loosened my grip to give us both space. Dark rings circled her eyes, almost looking like bruises. Her blonde hair snarled and tangled in places.

I figured I looked similarly terrible and rubbed some of the dirt from her cheekbone without thinking. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“Neither should you,” she said, suddenly motionless.

I dropped my hand.

“Don’t stop,” she whispered, but ducked her head the second the words left her lips, like she wanted to take them back. “Sometimes I feel like I triggered the curse a long time ago.”

My mouth went dry, my posture going rigid like a statue, and suddenly our proximity felt all too intimate. I wanted to put distance between us, but we both needed the body heat to survive. I wasn’t prepared to have a conversation like this with her, wasn’t ready to hear that she felt anything more for me than brotherly love. Not here, in this dungeon where we were both likely going to die.

“I’ve always accepted it, you know?” Her eyes lifted to mine and she let out a shaky laugh. “And I know we’re young, but I’ve always accepted and looked forward to the eventuality that one day it would be you and me against the world.”

My heart squeezed with guilt. Because even though we were probably about to die, I couldn’t give her the comfort or reassurance she needed. “Char—”

“I’m glad we were so close at school before I left,” she interrupted. “I thought at least we’d always have that friendship foundation when either you or I...”

“What? Got married and triggered the curse?”

I dropped my arms and scooted a few inches away so we were no longer touching, but my temperature drop at the loss of contact was almost tangible. I knew she felt it too, and hoped we could get over this emotional hurdle before either of us froze to death. I had to talk some sense into her, shatter this romantic fantasy of hers in the nicest way.

“Have you seen my parents? Do you think my mom is happy to be crazy about my dad when he’s so indifferent to her?”

“He respects her,” she said, though her argument was weak. Still, she scooted closer to me again, moving quicker than I could have. “Which is a sort of love.”

“Char—”

She pressed a finger to my lips. “Do you respect me?” she asked.

I stared unblinkingly at her as confirmation that I did.

“Do you...” she choked. “Love me?”

Of course I loved her, and too late I felt the expression on my face shout the truth of it.

She leaned forward and kissed me. I remained motionless until she finished and pulled away. I had been kissed by plenty of girls in the past, and I’ve never had an issue with kissing them back, even when I didn’t have any feelings for them.

But loving Arya had changed that.

Even though she had broken our imprint and rejected me in every way, I couldn’t kiss Char back. I didn’t want to. As much as I loved and respected Char, I could not kiss her back.

Rejection replaced whatever emotion Char had been wearing before the kiss, and she shrunk back to escape to her corner. I touched her arm, and she stopped. I wrapped her in my embrace again. We both needed the warmth. And she needed a friend.

“I do love you, Char,” I said softly. “I always have. But not in the way you want. I’m sorry. I love Arya.”

She shuddered against me, but I suspected it wasn’t from the cold.

“I hate to interrupt,” Hadrian’s booming tone filled the entire dungeon. “But you and I have some business to take care of, Tobias Dracul.”

I didn’t move, though Char gently tried to pry herself from my grasp.

Hadrian tsked. “Is this dragon whore the reason my daughter has a broken heart? Huh?”

My head snapped to Hadrian and I released Char. Broken heart? What did Arya tell him?

“It’s too late now, Tobias. I witnessed that little embrace you two shared.” Hadrian paced outside the bars. “There’s no need to hide it. The question is, should I tell Arya?”

I opened my mouth to speak but was interrupted before my lips could move.

“I won’t. But for her sake, not yours.” Hadrian stopped pacing and crouched so he was at my eye level. “Now, for the reason I’ve come.” He snapped his fingers, and Hair Gel arrived with a couple of archaic gas masks that looked like they were stolen from the set of a World War I movie and what appeared to be a garden hose.

Hair Gel handed one of the masks to Hadrian before hoisting the hose underneath his arm, ready to put out...a fire, probably.

I gave them both a withering look. Whatever was put in my cell prevented even a spark inside me, let alone a blaze large enough that needed extinguishing. I made a point not to think about the purpose of the masks.

Hadrian ignored the look and paced again, his arms behind his back. “I wonder if you have any insight into that little shifter military and what they’re planning?”

I knew my expression was incredulous, but Hadrian didn’t seem to get the message. “You know I’m in here, right? How could I possibly know their plans?” I hoped a rescue mission to save me and Char was underway, but there was no way of knowing that either.

“You’re the son of Arthur Dracul. Certainly you must know something.” Hadrian gripped one of the bars, his mask still clutched in the other hand.

“You think my father doles out military secrets to me? Just like that?” I scoffed. “I assure you, the general is smarter than that.”

Hadrian’s carefully crafted expression slipped, but he instantly covered it with the mask. “This will hurt a little,” his muffled, inhuman voice warned.

Hair Gel lowered his mask too, before a nod from Hadrian prompted him to pull a lever on the hose.

A loud hiss sounded as yellow smoke poured from the nozzle.

I looked back at Char, whose eyes were wide and frightened. I wanted to reach back, to try to take her hand, but worried it would turn Hadrian’s attention to her instead. Still, neither of us were escaping the yellow gas.

My right leg cracked first, bending backward at the knee as it was forced to shift into my dragon leg. Then my left. More bones popped and cracked, both mine and Char’s, and she let out a yelp. It felt like the first shift, awkward and uncomfortable and painful. Actually more painful than my first shift, but that was most likely the intended result of the toxic gas.

Blue scales flipped like fingernails, bending back from my and Char’s skin, identical in color just as they’d been when we first flew to the towers. Tears streamed down Char’s face, but she only gave the occasional whimper. I bit my tongue hard enough to taste coppery blood as my spine stretched to form my tail, my shoulder blades breaking from my skin to stretch into enormous wings.

As our dragons grew to their full size, our cell became excruciatingly cramped, until we pressed against each other and the bars with equal force. The burning pain of the lead only slightly trumped the awful smell and sizzling of our scales. And it mercifully kept my weight off my broken arms.

Hadrian removed his mask after the gas vanished, a smile plastered to his face. “Now,” he said, allowing a painful pause to hover in the air. “What do you know about the shifter military?”

“I. Don’t. Know,” I clipped, more out of exasperation at the question rather than my current tight situation. “I thought you were smart.” And there went my mouth.

Hair Gel pulled out a set of very large pliers and handed them to Hadrian, who held them precariously, like they could hurt the vampire, too. I didn’t need to be told what they were for.

“Did you know that the scales of a dragon are not only impenetrable, but they don’t decay like the rest of the body?” Hadrian asked, his eyes on the pliers as he turned them in his hand. “It makes one wonder why a person wouldn’t happen upon dead dragons more often.”

Char stiffened.

“And why humans are so unaware of them.”

I didn’t feel the need to answer the question. Dragons kept track of each other. If one died in dragon form, the body was taken care of to avoid detection from humans.

“But if one lost only one scale, say in battle or an unfortunate accident...”

In one quick motion, Hadrian gripped one of my stony blue scales from my side and tore it free. The surprise and ripping of my flesh was too much, and I let out a roar. Unfortunately, there was still no fire within to retaliate against the bloodsucker.

Hadrian palmed the brilliant blue scale, though it was much bigger than his hand.

“It’s almost like a stone,” he said, testing the weight of it. “It’ll last forever. Unlike you and your friend.”

With a snarl, I willed my fire chamber to ignite as I pressed harder against the lead bars in an attempt to break free. But my insides were cold, and the bars didn’t even groan with the pressure.

Hadrian handed the scale to Hair Gel behind him before turning back to the dragons in the cage. “You might not know about shifter military plans,” he continued. “Your father is a smart man. But you’ve attended that fishbowl of a school for long enough that I’m sure you’re in the good graces of the director? Caesar Rex?”

“Caesar?” I blurted. “You want to know about Caesar?” I was feeling hysterical, probably the result of the stinging wound where my scale was torn from. “I highly doubt you would have any interest in what Caesar Rex is currently doing.”

This got Hadrian’s attention. “Oh?”

Char cleared her throat.

“He isn’t in charge of the school anymore, you asshole!” I said, feeling like my voice was too high-pitched, even in my dragon growl. “My father is.”

“Interesting.” Hadrian rubbed the stubble of his chin. “I’ll have to look into the gryphon’s whereabouts.”

Char shifted uncomfortably next to me before I finally realized what I’d done. What would Hadrian do with that information? Was Caesar in more danger? Was the school?

Hadrian snapped his fingers at Hair Gel, then handed over the pliers. “Take more from both of them. Then shift them back and cuff him.” Hadrian pointed at me before turning to walk away.

“Yes, sir.” Hair Gel muttered.

Hadrian paused. “Also, put the belt on him. The one that shoots out lead barbs whenever the wearer speaks. He’s too mouthy for my liking.”

“Yes, sir,” Hair Gel said, with more enthusiasm than I thought was necessary.

Hadrian hadn’t even reached the doorway before Char screamed.
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Chapter 30
Arya

As I traipsed back up the steps from the dungeon, inserting my hands into my rear pockets, I realized my keycard was no longer there. Fear instantly spiked through me at the consequences of losing it—in the dungeon, of all places! Hadrian’s daywalker spell would be completed soon, and I had no doubt he’d pay a visit to Tobias right after. If Hadrian found my keycard down here, I’d lose any chance of breaking Tobias out.

I raced back down the stairs, scanning every inch of the floor until I saw the shiny white plastic winking at me in the darkness. Flooded with relief, I knelt and picked it up, clutching it to my chest as if it were something precious.

“I don’t think you activated the curse,” Char’s voice carried from down the hall.

I froze on the spot, my ears pricking with intrigue. Char knew about Tobias’s so-called family curse? How close were they?

“Thanks, but I have to disagree with you. I saw the look in her eyes the instant the curse was triggered. I felt it, and then saw the change in her. So much hatred. All the potential of whatever we could’ve been, snuffed out just like that.”

A storm of curiosity, confusion and guilt began to brew in my stomach. Was that what he really thought happened? That this curse was the reason I…

I didn’t even know how to finish the thought because I wasn’t ready to face my own feelings for him yet. Yes, I was furious at him for his betrayal, for all the lies and manipulation. But…I didn’t hate him. I had been missing him since I left the Dome, regretting breaking our bond. I still cared about him deeply. Maybe I even…

“Sometimes I feel like I triggered the curse a long time ago,” Char said softly.

The vulnerable note in her voice had me shuffling quietly closer, until I was crouching against the wall beside the archway.

“I’ve always accepted it, you know? And I know we’re young, but I’ve always accepted and looked forward to the eventuality that one day it would be you and me against the world.”

Pain sliced through my heart, tipped with jealousy that burned in my chest. I thought I had sensed those strong feelings from her, but I had no idea how deep they were, or what the nature of their relationship was.

“I’m glad we were so close at school before I left. I thought at least we’d always have that friendship foundation when either you or I...”

“What? Got married and triggered the curse?” Tobias finished for her.

Marriage? Oh God, was she his fiance? They had obviously known each other for a long time.

“Have you seen my parents?” Tobias asked, a bitter note to his voice. “Do you think my mom is happy to be crazy about my dad when he’s so indifferent to her?”

I thought of the few times I had seen his parents together, both at the ball and on The Real Shifter Housewives, and my heart broke again for his mom. It was clear to everyone how little his dad cared about her. Tobias believed their dynamic was because of the curse. Could that really be it? I’d dealt with the general myself, and, honestly, he didn’t seem capable of love.

But that wasn’t the point. The point was that Tobias believed in this curse. And if he thought he’d triggered it with me, that meant he truly believed he loved me.

“He respects her, which is a sort of love,” Char argued.

“Char—” Tobias said.

“Do you respect me?” she interrupted.

No response.

“Do you...” she choked. “Love me?”

I stopped breathing, my eyes widening as I stared unblinking at the wall in front of me, waiting for his response.

“I do love you, Char,” he finally said, and I sucked in a gasp. “I always have. But not in the way you want. I’m sorry. I love Arya.”

My mouth fell open, my heart squeezing with a sad kind of joy. He had just rejected the beautiful blonde who’d clearly been in love with him for years and confessed he loved me. This was no lie, no manipulation, no show for my benefit because he couldn’t know I was listening. This was the way he really felt. And the chaos of emotions writhing inside me made it impossible to know what to do with that information.

“I hate to interrupt, but you and I have some business to take care of, Tobias Dracul.”

Oh no.

Fear seized through me, clenching every muscle in my body tight enough to snap. Hadrian was here! He’d sped right past me, and I didn’t even know it.

I covered my mouth and stifled my breathing. If Hadrian caught me down here... I didn’t even want to imagine what would happen.

I smashed myself against the wall, praying to be invisible, undetectable, as Hadrian began to interrogate the two prisoners.

Please don’t hurt them, please don’t hurt them.

There was a hiss, then a familiar yellow fog filled the air.

No!

It was the same gas he’d pumped into the training room to force me to shift. I couldn’t transform into an ursa now! I’d expose myself for sure! My only comfort was that I still wore the turquoise necklace. Maybe it would protect me, maybe—

But before I could fully process the thought, agonizing pain splintered across my back and in every bone in my feet. I clenched my jaw tight to keep a scream from slipping out as the transformation rapidly progressed. I squeezed my eyes so tight that my face hurt as my wings bulged under my sweater and eventually burst through the fabric, and my talons shredded through my tennis shoes.

In seconds, the nightmarish mutation was over, and I could once again take a silent, steadying breath.

It wasn’t my ursa that came out, but my harpy. Why? Was it because my ursa had been so closely under the surface that first time I’d been exposed to the gas?

I didn’t have much time to ponder, because an ear-splitting, pain-filled roar wracked the dungeon walls, and I knew it came from Tobias. Tears freely spilled down my face. The torture had begun. It was all I could do to keep myself from bursting in to come to his rescue. But this was a fight I couldn’t win. Not here in the heart of Hadrian’s dungeon with hundreds of vampires above that could be at his defense in a heartbeat.

No, I had to keep myself hidden and hear every horrible second of it.

“Shift them back and cuff him,” Hadrian finally told his lackey after a bit more interrogation. “Also, attach the belt, the one that shoots out lead barbs whenever the wearer speaks. He’s too mouthy for my liking.” Then Hadrian sauntered down the hallway, walking at a human pace this time, no doubt so he could savor the screams as his minion tortured them further.

As he walked past my hiding place, he slowed, then paused.

I held my breath, willing my frantic heart to silence its panicked beat. Did he know I was here? Did he smell my harpy scent? Could he hear my pulse beating rapidly out of control? I was done for.

But after a moment of standing perfectly still, he lifted his foot and continued forward. I didn’t release the breath I was holding until I heard his footsteps fade down the hall and ascend the staircase, the door to the dungeon booming closed.

I got to my feet—or talons rather—and hovered in the shadows in indecision. Hadrian’s lackey was going to torture Tobias further, using some device that would once again force lead pellets into his body. I couldn’t bear the thought. Even though I couldn’t use my siren voice on Hadrian, I might be lucky enough to catch his lackey off guard and use my voice on him.

But I wasn’t ready to help them escape, yet. I had no plan. Sure, I could get them out of the cell right now, but not out of the fortress.

There was a hiss, and green vapors rolled around the corner and filled my nostrils. I welcomed the rapid shift back to my human form, though I dreaded it for Tobias and Char. At least in their dragon forms, they were more formidable. As humans, they were completely at the vampire’s mercy.

Metal clanked, and Tobias groaned painfully.

That’s it!

I spun out of my hiding place and strode up behind the vampire with way too much hair gel. “Stop,” I ordered, my voice deep, melodious and resonating.

The vampire froze in the middle of locking the second lead cuff around Tobias’s still-free wrist.

Those were the first things that had to go.

“Remove those cuffs and slam them on the floor,” I commanded. “You will tell your master that the Dracul boy was stronger than you thought and broke them himself.”

As instructed, the vampire unshackled Tobias’s wrists and smashed the cuffs against the hard floor, breaking them beyond repair.

Tobias and Char gawked at me, their mouths hanging open.

I ignored them and kept my eyes trained on the vampire, not wanting to break my concentration. There was a strange looking object at his feet, a thick metal oval with bolts at both ends. That must be the belt Hadrian mentioned.

“Now, the belt,” I said, my voice still musical and compelling. “Break it in the most believable way possible and tell Hadrian it was already broken.”

Without hesitation, the vampire picked up the large belt and jammed his razor-like thumb nail into the edge of the control panel on the outer wall, making little sparks fly and sputter.

Satisfied with that, I commanded, “Leave and make yourself scarce until Hadrian calls for you, and only then will you report to him.”

The vampire robotically stood up and marched down the hall and up the stairs.

The dungeon was silent after he left, and Tobias and Char continued to stare at me like I’d just turned water into wine.

“Arya,” Tobias said slowly. His arms still hung awkwardly at his sides, but I didn’t have the means to heal him, not with the little amount of light in this place.

“I’ll come back for you,” I said. “As soon as I can. Shea and I will get you both out.”

With a newfound determination, I stalked out of the dungeons to find Shea.

***

The Grand Hall was a circus of celebration. Vampires and humans were dancing about, rejoicing in the victory of Hadrian’s new status as a daywalker—the only one in existence, now that Julian’s ability had been stripped. Scattered throughout the frolic, there were vampires locked in intimate embraces with their Initiates for a twisted kind of toast. It made my stomach turn, and I wondered if I’d find Shea in the arms of one of them.

Scanning the crowd, I spotted Shea’s flowing brown hair, relieved to see that she was unaccompanied.

I pushed my way through the melee—which wasn’t easy to do with vampires, and I was sure I ended up with quite a few bruises.

She was dressed in a beautiful green silk gown that took me off guard for a few seconds—I’d never seen her in anything so elegant, so formal, and she looked truly stunning.

“Shea,” I called when I reached her.

She turned around, her blank expression lighting with a small smile when she saw me. “Hey.”

The sadness that darkened her usually bright green eyes struck me with concern. What had she been through in these last few hours? Did someone hurt her?

“I need to talk to you,” I said in a lowered tone.

She nodded, and together the two of us weaved through the throng of festive vampires back toward the lobby. The space was empty and eerily quiet, but that meant little when surrounded by creatures with lightning speed and supernatural senses. I looked around in search of somewhere more private.

“Down here.” Shea tipped her head toward the stairs and took my hand, tugging me in that direction.

Apprehension sizzled inside me at descending these steps again after what I’d just witnessed, but she stopped on the first landing and towed me through a swinging door. The bright fluorescent lights overhead had my eyes straining for a few seconds, but upon recovering I saw we were in a communal bathroom. Shea bolted the lock on the door before gesturing for me to follow her further in.

She leaned against the corner of the farthest wall. “There, we should be safe here.” Her voice sounded so somber, her usual spunk absent.

“Are you okay?” I asked, folding my arms and leaning my shoulder against the wall in front of her.

She stared blankly forward. “I just made the most powerful vampire in the world even more powerful, and I’m officially the snack for a succu-bitch. But other than that, yeah, I’m great.”

I frowned, pouting out my bottom lip, though it was slightly comforting to hear her sarcasm alive and well. “Who were you assigned to?”

Her eyes lifted to mine, hatred sparking inside them and making them practically glow beneath the fluorescents. “Marguerite.” She said the name like it left a foul taste in her mouth, the sides of her nose twitching in disgust.

I had only met the vampire in question in passing a handful of times, but I knew nothing about her character outside of the haughty way she carried herself. But so did most of the vampires. What could she have done to Shea to ignite such hatred in such a short time? The question made me angry and defensive on Shea’s behalf.

“Did she hurt you?” I asked, a grisly growl rumbling low in my throat.

Shea cast her gaze toward the stone floor. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

My frown deepened, contorting into a scowl. But I shook it off, smoothing my features with my inner determination. “Well, how are we going to get out?”

Surprise and hope flared as she flicked her gaze to mine. “We?”

“I’m going with you,” I said, cutting her a look of solidarity.

Her entire body seemed to brighten at that, her lips spreading into a hopeful grin. “What changed your mind?”

Tobias’s screams echoed in my mind, chilling me with despair and desperation. “I was down in the dungeons, checking on Tobias, and Hadrian showed up. I don’t think he caught me, but I… I had to listen the whole time as he tortured him.”

Shea cringed, jerking as if she could hear the screams that haunted me.

“We need to leave before Hadrian decides he’s done with Tobias.”

She nodded. “And Julian,” she whispered sadly.

I cocked my head at her. “Julian?”

Her forehead crinkled in a way that made her look so vulnerable. “He’s the other reason I came here. He’s a vampire that was working for the shifters. Hadrian found out and imprisoned him. It’s a long story—one we don’t have time for right now—but I’m not leaving here without him.”

The deep conviction in her voice told me a lot more than her words did. Whoever this vampire was, she cared more for him than she did herself. Weren’t she and Caesar a thing?

The memory of our girls day out flashed in my mind. The two men she got texts from. Caesar was Professor Douche. Julian was the other one. There was apparently a whole lot she and I needed to catch up on, but that would have to wait until we got out of here.

“Okay, we’ll make it work,” I said with a nod of acceptance. “So that makes four people we have to somehow get out of here.”

“Four?” she asked.

“Julian, Tobias, Char, and Alex,” I clarified. “I’m not going to leave him here to become a monster like our father.”

She tipped her head to the side. “Better make it five. Julian’s Initiate, Piper. I promised to help her, too.”

I blew out a breath. “We’ve really got our hands full, then.”

“But we can do it,” she said, the fire I always loved in her smoldering back to life. “Any ideas?”

I pursed my lips, considering. “Well, one. It’s gonna be tricky, but it’s the best chance we’ve got.”
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Chapter 31
Shea

The entire surface of my skin was buzzing with both excitement and anxiety as I returned to the party from the Initiate bathrooms. I was beyond thrilled that Arya had come back to her senses and was my partner in this insane escape attempt. I didn’t realize how much I needed her until she hopped on board—not just because she knew her way around this place, but because her encouragement and emotional support bolstered me more than anything else. I was so grateful that she was my best friend.

But the wind got knocked out of my sails when I contacted Caesar and heard about the vampire attack on the camp. The fact that he was okay and dispatched the vampires was a double-edged sword. What would Hadrian do when his minions didn’t come back or respond to his calls? We absolutely had to get out before he sent an even bigger team of scouts into the woods.

The Grand Hall was just as I’d left it, bouncing with dancing bodies and the tang of blood sharp in the air. I wrinkled my nose in disgust at the number of couples pressed up against the walls—vampires not only feeding on their Initiates but apparently playing with them at the same time. Not that I was one to judge because I’d been there, but what Julian and I had was real, whereas the humans here were just toys to the vampires.

I turned away from the lascivious scene and scanned the room for the blonde demoness. Though I was loathe for her to see me and decide to unleash further depravity on me, I needed to know where she was for what I had in mind.

I shivered as the memory of her sucking my boob sent worms crawling beneath my skin. I had never felt so violated in my entire life, not even when Solomon attacked and nearly killed me in the alley. The sounds she was making as she drank from me, like she got some deranged sexual gratification from defiling me like that. It was utterly disgusting, and completely terrifying. What could I do if she decided to indulge more of her perverted desires? I didn’t want to be one of those humans pressed up against the wall, especially not under her.

As I rounded the large room, I finally spotted her draped over a chaise lounge, eyes closed, with a glass of wine loosely clutched in her hand that dragged toward the floor. If the glass was tipped any more, its contents would spill all over the polished marble, and I had to assume she was passed out drunk.

I didn’t know vampires could get drunk, but I was glad of it either way. At least I knew she’d be out of commission for a good while—long enough for me to slip away and quickly visit Julian.

As inconspicuously as I could, I swept out of the room, relieved that at least the other humans were keeping the attention of their vampires off me. I took the elevator up to Julian’s floor, and thankfully, I didn’t come across any vampires along the way to Marguerite’s room.

I gingerly gripped the knob and tried to turn it, but it was locked. All the vampire rooms needed key cards to grant access, but I had something better than that.

“Sahad,” I whispered, and the door clicked.

I smirked, enjoying this fleeting moment of victory before opening the door and quickly sliding in, then quietly closing the door behind me.

Julian was lying in the same position as before, sprawled on the lavender sheets like a rag doll. It broke my heart to see him like that, but at least I knew he wasn’t in that terrible pain anymore.

“Julian,” I whispered as I flocked to his side.

He startled as if stirring from sleep and fluttered his eyes at me. Even weakened and starved, he was still so beautiful. His cheeks may be sunk in and the skin under his eyes might be thin and bruised, but the sight of him still made my heart skip achingly.

“What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice dry and cracking. His eyes widened as he became more awake, anxiety animating his features.“Marguerite—”

I put my finger gently against his lips. “It’s okay. She’s passed out at the party. And I just had to come and see you while everyone was distracted.”

He closed his eyes firmly for a moment. “You shouldn’t have taken the risk. If anyone finds you here—”

“They won’t,” I insisted soothingly. “Trust me, they’re all having way too much fun downstairs.”

He relaxed against the bed slightly, but I could still feel the tension in his body beside me.

“Arya and I have a plan to get you out of here,” I said. “I’m not exactly sure when it will happen, but you need to be ready to leave at a moment’s notice.”

“How will I do that?” he asked, a deep frown forming on his handsome face. “I’m so weak. I can barely move.”

I cupped his cheek, hating the paper-thin texture of his skin beneath my fingertips. “When the time comes, I’ll remove those damn cuffs and give you as much blood as you need to get your strength back.”

He tried to shake his head, only managing to move it an inch in either direction. “I can’t feed from you again. I took too much last time. I’m so sorry.”

“Oh, my love, there’s nothing to be sorry for,” I cooed. “It wasn’t your fault. I’m fine, and we’re fine. You know I do have the power to stop you if you go too far.”

He chuckled, the sound dry and raspy. “Leave it to you to make me laugh in this place.”

I smiled, pressing my palm against his face. “Please, let me feed you. It’s the only thing I can do for you, and I need you to let me do it.”

He frowned as he stared up at me with conflicted eyes, but I could see the thirst dilating his pupils. A spark of desire flared inside me, just as it always did when he looked at me like that—like he was the predator and I was his prey. It didn’t matter that he was too weak to charge me, it was just knowing how badly he craved me and what he was capable of, that made my core tighten with need.

When no objection came, I pulled my hair back and held it with one hand, then leaned over him, offering my neck right above his lips. Slowly, he spread his mouth over my skin, and I quivered with longing as the pad of his tongue dragged across my flesh. The tips of his fangs pricked at the sensitive tissue, then finally penetrated, sinking all the way in.

My eyelids fluttered as elation spread across my body, fueling the fire in my core into an inferno. His hand came up to curl around the back of my head, cradling me into the ideal position, and even the scrape of his fingers over my scalp felt divine.

My hands had a mind of their own as they pulled at the skirt of my dress, gathering the silky material over my thighs. Without disturbing Julian’s sucking, I slid my leg over his waist, saddling over his pelvis and letting my body melt against his. And when the hardness of his desire beneath his pants brushed against my center, I lost all caution and rational thought, driven by the pure carnal need to please him.

I began to rock my hips, pressing against his cock in a rhythm that sent my eyes rolling up into my head. His moan vibrated against my neck, resounding through my veins, and my body responded to his demand for my friction even as the roughness of his jeans began to chafe my tender flesh.

But I was beyond caring about such trivial discomforts. In that moment, Julian was mine. After all this time worrying and fighting through hell to get to him, I was here, and there was nothing I wouldn’t offer him.

Suddenly, there was a sharp yank on the back of my head, and faster than my mind could process it, I was flying across the room. My back slammed into the wall, and I collapsed in a daze on the floor.

“I knew it!” came a seraphic hiss.

Sluggishly dragging my hands in front of me, I pushed myself up, fighting the burning pain in my scalp and the throbbing stiffness of my back. Through strands of hair that had fallen in front of my face, I could see Marguerite glowering down at me, her angelic face twisted in a nightmarish snarl.

“I knew there was something between the two of you,” she hissed, her hands at her sides curling into claws. “How dare you think you can touch what’s mine!”

In the next instant, her hand was around my neck and I was dangling above the floor, gasping for breath.

“Marguerite, stop!” Julian shouted behind her, dragging himself to the edge of the bed.

“I’m going to enjoy your every. Last. Drop!” she shrieked.

“Wi di sa,” I gasped, tugging desperately on the well of magic within me as my fingers pried fruitlessly at her cold, immovable fingers.

“What?” she barked.

“Ma’at sheut asfet,” I rasped, my face throbbing with the lack of circulation.

“What the hell are you saying?” she shrieked like a banshee.

“Hekah…meh,” I mouthed, completely choked off.

The room filled with a gentle glow, even as my field of vision began to narrow.

“What did you do to me, witch?” Marguerite cursed. “Why can’t I move?”

The spell had worked despite my lack of breath to voice all of it. Marguerite was frozen in place. But the problem with that was her hand—locked in its position around my throat. I kicked my feet and clawed at her fingers, but my efforts only drained what little oxygen I had left in my lungs with no way of replenishing it.

“Hold on, Shea.” Julian’s voice sounded so far away, my vision tunneling and blurring as little rainbows faded in and out of my dwindling periphery.

Just as the pressure in my head was becoming too much, my throat was released, and I crumpled onto the floor once more. With a hoarse gasp, I sucked in one sharp breath after another, desperately straining to fill my deflated lungs. My vision expanded, the rainbows blinking out of existence, and the pressure in my head and face rescinded, allowing the voices in the room to become clear again.

“Are you okay?” Julian asked, kneeling beside me with his hand on my back.

I nodded frantically, still too air hungry to afford speech.

“Release me this instant, you filthy whore!” Marguerite screeched, spittle flying from her mouth. “You’ll both die for this. Slowly. I’ll rip both of you to pieces and make you both watch!”

Each breath that I swallowed only fueled my murderous rage even more. I hated this vile creature more than I’d ever hated anyone. She had imprisoned Julian and made him her plaything, her punching bag, her slave. She had violated my body and almost killed me. And right now, she was at my mercy—and I didn’t have a shred of that left.

With Julian’s help, I climbed staggeringly to my feet, glaring at her with all the malevolence I felt for her.

“Kapet-khet,” I intoned, flaring out my hand and commanding fire to ignite in my palm.

Marguerite’s eyes widened, the first sign of fear I’d ever seen in her flicker across them. “W-what are you doing?”

“Sending you back to Hell where you belong,” I declared, raising my hand.

“No!” Julian’s hand gripped my wrist, stopping my throw.

I whipped my head in his direction, shooting him a glare of accusation.

“You can’t kill her,” he insisted.

“Oh, Julian,” Marguerite wept in gratitude. “My sweet Julian.”

“Why not?” I snapped, ignoring the succu-bitch. “After everything she’s done to you? You can’t honestly tell me you feel something for her.”

He grimaced and let out a scoff. “God, no. I want her dead more than you do. But if you kill her now, before we can escape, we will be found out. She’s Hadrian’s right hand, he will come looking for her when she doesn’t respond to his call, and we have nowhere to dispose of her body.”

Fury spiked inside my chest, reaching a fever pitch, because I knew he was right. I had her right where I wanted her, and knowing I couldn’t reap the vengeance I so desired—that Julian so deserved—pissed me off more than anything ever had in my life.

I lowered my hand and dispelled the flames it held. “Fine. But we can’t just let her go.”

“Yes,” Marguerite pleaded, her voice dripping with sweetness. “Yes, you can. I promise I won’t tell a soul. This can be our little secret.”

A wicked grin spread from ear to ear as I turned to her. “That’s right. You won’t tell a soul.”

Fear flashed in her face again. “What are you going to do?”

“Sekha hedjefa,” I said, feeling the magic connect to her memory as her expression went blank. “You will forget that you saw me with Julian tonight, and you will forget any and all suspicions you have toward me.”

Like little seeds that were extensions of me, I could feel my command wheedling through her mind, erasing the events of this night. But I wasn’t finished. I wanted to hurt her, wound her beyond repair that would punish her for the rest of her days—at least until I had the clearance to end them.

“And you will forget how to swallow. Even when sustenance passes your lips and touches your tongue, you will be unable to ingest it.”

Dark satisfaction washed over me as I felt that particular seed digging in. Let’s see you bite me again, you evil bitch.

I turned to Julian, who was watching me with a mixture of fear and admiration. “Get back in the bed, so I can release her and seal the spell,” I whispered to him.

Without a word, he nodded and slowly made his way back to the bed. Only when he had returned to his splayed position on the sheets did I release her from the snare and seal the memory spell. The glow that had filled the room faded back to the normal dim lighting, and Marguerite shook her head and blinked as she came back to awareness.

She turned to me with a look of confusion. “What’s going on?”

“You don’t remember?” I asked in my most innocent voice.

She shook her head.

“You had a little too much to drink, so I helped you back to your room,” I lied sweetly. “Maybe you should lie down.”

She frowned, and I hated how fucking beautiful she looked with her stupid bottom lip pouting out. “I think you might be right.” She put her palm to her forehead and trudged toward the bed, waving a dismissive hand at me. “You are dismissed.”

Stealing one last glance at Julian, I gave a single nod and went out the door. When it was closed behind me, I pressed up against it and took a deep breath.

That had been close, way too close. I couldn’t afford to make a mistake like that again. I hoped we could get out of here before I had another chance.
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Chapter 32
Ashlyn

If I hadn’t been tired before the greenhouse, I was absolutely exhausted now. I wasn’t even hungry enough to eat, let alone with my dad, and I was tempted to cancel on him and just crash out early.

But then I entered the Grand Hall, and my heart plummeted through my stomach. Students were lined against one part of the wall, sitting as if on invisible chairs, some of them in tears from the pain in their legs. One student on the opposite wall was hunched over a trash bin, vomiting his brains out. What the hell was going on? What had these students done to deserve such treatment?

A group of students were precisely lined on their way into the Dining Hall, their hands raising in salute to the soldier guarding the entrance. I was suddenly glad I wouldn’t be eating in there tonight because I’d sooner kick that guy in the balls than salute him with anything but my middle finger.

Usually, the Grand Hall was a place of comradery and relaxation. Groups of friends would gather to talk, exchanging ideas, teasing and joking, and sometimes flirting. That was normal. Now, everyone was synchronized and dull. Their footsteps marched, happy conversations replaced by silence or canned responses to orders. Everyone looked scared, broken. One wrong step could get anyone into serious trouble, and all the rules were nearly impossible to follow.

My heart broke to see what had become of the school I’d come to love. And that made up my mind. Talking to my dad couldn’t wait, even if it came to nothing.

I spun on my heel toward the professors’ offices and began striding down the hall.

“Hey, you!” A bold male voice called, and I cringed with irritation as I came to a stop and turned around. “Where do you think you’re going?”

I fought the urge to tell him where he could shove his barked orders and on my best schoolgirl smile. “I’m Lieutenant General Summers’ daughter. He requested I dine with him tonight in his office. Would you like to escort me?” I held out a bent elbow like a fucking lady.

He looked down his long nose at me with narrowed eyes. “As a matter of fact, I would.” Rather than slide his arm through mine like a gentleman, he roughly gripped my upper arm and yanked me along with him down the hall.

Fire was scorching a path of destruction inside me, and I wanted so badly to unleash it on him until he was nothing but cinders. How dare he touch me like this! How dare he touch any female student like this—or male, for that matter. But I reined in my fury, knowing I could use this treatment to my advantage, or at the very least, a test.

We stopped in front of the door to Dad’s office, and the soldier slammed his fist against it three times. A few seconds later, the door opened.

“Geeze, Ashlyn, do you have to knock so—” My dad broke off when he saw my arm clenched so aggressively in the soldier’s hand. “What is the meaning of this?” he barked at the soldier in his authoritative dad tone, and I had never been so satisfied to hear, especially when it wasn’t aimed at me.

The soldier stiffened, visibly losing his confidence. “This girl claims she’s your daughter and has permission to dine with you.”

Ignaeus grilled him with a heated glare. “Then why are you holding her like she’s some kind of delinquent?”

I looked up at the soldier’s face with a smug smile, and he looked like he was about to piss himself.

“Well, I—uh—I just felt it was my duty to make sure she wasn’t lying, Sir,” he stammered, all the bark gone from his voice so that he now sounded like a frightened puppy.

Ignaeus eyes lit with a deadly orange glow, his outrage palpable in the suddenly humid air around him. “And your solution to that is to manhandle her like a common criminal? She’s a seventeen-year-old girl, and this is a school, not a prison.”

“It’s just—er—I mean, she—uh.”

It was all I could do not to fall to the floor laughing as he babbled like a brain-dead dickhead.

“Yes, she is my daughter,” Ignaeus hissed, swatting the soldier’s hand off my arm with a loud smack. “And even if she wasn’t, you have no right to treat any student with such disrespect. They are our future, and you would do well to remember that.”

The soldier stepped back, gave a frightened nod and a salute before scurrying back toward the Grand Hall.

I rubbed the skin of my arm where red finger marks were starting to appear. “Thanks.”

“Come on in, honey,” he urged, his tone now far gentler than only seconds ago. He ushered me inside and closed the door, leading me to his desk where two plates heaped with steaming food waited. “I’m so sorry about that, Ash. I will be having a talk with the soldiers on campus and make certain nothing like that ever happens again.”

I sat across from him and folded my arms. “To just me or all the other students?”

He looked down sadly at his food and sighed, but didn’t answer.

“Oh, come on, Dad. Have you seen what’s going on in the Grand Hall right now?” So much for subtlety, but I just couldn’t keep it in anymore. My temper had limits, and that asshole guard had bulldozed right through them.

“I know,” he said finally, not meeting my eyes. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this. We’re supposed to be nurturing students, fostering their abilities and gently encouraging them to join the military. Instead, we’ve become a concentration camp, and it sickens me that I contributed to this.”

My eyes widened in surprise as I stared at him. After our last encounter, this was the last thing I expected him to say, especially without me having to dig it out of him. Looking at him now, he looked so much older. The wrinkles in his forehead and the corners of his eyes were deeper and etched with shadows.

“I trusted the general would have the best interest of our students at heart,” he went on. “But beating them into submission couldn’t be farther from that.”

I leaned forward, gathering my courage. “Well, why not stand up to him? Maybe suggest he go a little easier on everyone?”

He shook his head. “He’s my superior. He would merely brush off any such suggestions. And standing up to him? That would be suicide.”

“You don’t think...?” I bit my lip, reconsidering finishing the thought.

“Think what, Ashlyn? Spit it out,” he urged.

I looked down at my hands. “You don’t think General Dracul is using his abilities, you know, to influence your decisions, do you?”

Ignaeus studied me for a moment, his eyebrows drawn, and then realization lightened his face. “You mean those dragon hormones? No, I don’t think so. I’m too bullheaded for that, really. But I signed up for all this a long time ago. I’m contractually obligated to follow him, nothing more. Why do you ask?”

I couldn’t decide if that response made things better or worse. “Well, okay, if not you, do you think other teachers might be under his influence? Look at the way Celeste did a complete one-eighty on Caesar. They’d been loyal friends for years, and just when the general comes along, she up and turns her back on him? Seems super suss to me.”

He considered that for a moment, rubbing his chin between his index finger and thumb. “I suppose it’s possible. I did think her shift in loyalty was a bit strange. Though I wouldn’t say she seems any happier about the changes at this school than any other teacher.”

I didn’t have any classes with Celeste, especially now that music class had been canceled, so hearing that she wasn’t quite on board with Dracul’s regime gave me the tiniest bit of hope.

“Well, what are we going to do about that?” I asked.

He looked up at me through thick, furrowed brows. “What do you mean?”

“It sounds like none of the faculty likes what’s going on here. Surely, if you all took a stand against Dracul’s leadership, he’d have to change things.”

He shook his head, rubbing his forehead. “No. He’d just fire everyone and replace them with people he could easily manipulate, and those people wouldn’t care about the well-being of the students.”

I frowned, my gut churning at whether or not to mention the topic I’d come here for. This had already gone better than I’d hoped, and hearing that his obedience to Dracul was just about him doing the job renewed my faith in him. But…I still didn’t know if I could fully trust him. I didn’t know if even voicing the idea would put the final nail in the Dome’s coffin.

“Let’s just eat,” he suggested, picking up his fork. “We wouldn’t want the food to get cold.”

I frowned down at my plate as he began eating. The steak looked perfectly juicy, and the steam from the mashed potatoes smothered in gravy smelled delicious, but none of it did anything to spur my appetite. How could I eat when the world was going to shit around me? When my friends were being pushed to their breaking points?

Before I knew it, the words just lurched out of my mouth. “What if there was a power above the military?”

He looked at me curiously as he chewed his bite of steak. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know,” I said, pushing my food around with the tip of my fork. “Like a council. Made up of representatives from each shifter species—representatives that had no military interest.”

Ignaeus swallowed and sucked at his front teeth as he considered, seeming intrigued. “It’s certainly an interesting idea. If there were something like that, Dracul would’ve never been able to seize control of the school the way he did.”

“Exactly,” I said with a burst of excitement. “The military shouldn’t be the highest point of power in the shifter world. We need an actual governing body.”

“I agree.” He picked his front teeth with his fingernail when sucking didn’t do the job. “But unfortunately, nothing like that exists.”

I hesitated a moment before voicing my next words. “What if it could?”

He considered it some more, clearly not realizing yet that I wasn’t speaking hypothetically. “I think it would be much needed.”

“So, you would support such an endeavor?” I hedged.

“Absolutely.” He finally dug the offended fibers from between his teeth and wiped his fingers on his napkin.

It was now or never. I had to be brave and just bite the bullet.

I folded my arms over the top of his desk and leaned forward, lowering my voice even though I didn’t think we were being overheard. “What if I told you such a council was already in formation?”

He paused right in the middle of cutting off a new bite of sirloin. When his gaze flashed to me, it was chilled with caution. “Ashlyn?”

My cheeks heated, my courage dying in my throat.

He narrowed his eyes at me, setting down his fork and knife, and my pulse began to race. “Do you know something you’re not telling me?”

I swallowed to loosen my throat. “That depends. Can I trust you?”

His brows creased upward like I’d just hurt him. “Of course, you can. I’m your father first, and everything else second.”

The sincerity in his eyes touched my heart, calming its rapid beat, and I knew without a doubt that, even if he rejected the idea, he would absolutely keep it in confidence with me.

I blew out a breath. “Prominent figures from several shifter species have already come forward to volunteer as representatives,” I whispered. “And we’re waiting on responses from a few others. It has been suggested that you be the phoenix rep.”

Surprise and genuine humility smoothed his features as that all sank in. Could this really be happening? Did I really get through to him?

Then he cocked his head, his brows furrowing again. “Wait, ‘we?’”

My heart skittered in my chest. “Um, yeah. A few of us students have been meeting in private to get this thing going. We already have John Phalen to represent the weres and Queen Anali to represent the mer. Ma—er, a respected harpy who shall not be named as of yet, is considering taking the harpy seat on the council. We’re still waiting to hear back from the dragons, nagas, and kitsunes. And if Caesar ever comes back, I’m sure he’d gladly take the gryphon seat, seeing as he’s the last one.”

He stared at me intensely for a long moment, and I shrank as I feared I’d way overshared too soon. “You did all that?” But it wasn’t accusation in his voice. It almost sounded like…admiration.

“Y-yeah, me and some other students,” I replied nervously.

He shook his head, a smile inching its way across his lips. “Ashlyn… I don’t know what to say, only that I’d never been more proud of you—or more terrified for you. Do you realize how dangerous what you’re doing is?”

I straightened, determination filling in for my courage. “Yes, and I don’t care. It’s not in my blood to stand idly by in the face of tyranny and do nothing.”

Humility weighed down his eyelids, and he nodded. “You’re right. You’re absolutely right. But I can’t allow you to continue to do this.”

Panic struck my heart, and my eyes nearly popped out of my skull all over his mashed potatoes. No, no, no.

“Not by yourself,” he added. “Not without me to back you.”

I choked on a sharp inhale. “Wait, what?”

“If you’re going to stand up for what’s right, then I’m going to stand right next to you,” he professed.

Emotion flooded over me, and tears of joy and gratitude stung my eyes. “Oh, Dad. Thank you.”

“But, please, no more secret meetings without informing me first,” he cautioned. “If you were to get caught—”

“I know. And, okay. I’ll keep you in the loop.”

“Good.”

For a long moment, neither of us said anything. We just sat there and smiled at each other, finally on the same wavelength, finally a team.

Eventually, we both started eating and fell into trivial banter, and I felt the safest I had in a long time. Ignaeus really was the man I always hoped he was. I just hoped I wasn’t putting him and everything he cared about at risk by bringing him into this.
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Chapter 33
Shea

“Shea, are you with me?”

I blinked a few times to rouse myself at Arya’s question. “Yeah, sorry. It’s been a long…ugh, life.” I ran my hands over my face, trying to rub the sleep away.

I was so tired. After everything that had happened yesterday and a full day of sitting through classes today that mostly focused on propaganda about how the vampires were so great and the shifters were weak and inferior, I had very little energy left in my reserves.

Sitting in Arya’s room didn’t help where that was concerned. Not only was her bed over-the-top comfy, but this room was actually heated! Only the best for the dick-tator’s daughter. The cozy warmth, while blissfully welcomed, only exacerbated my exhaustion.

“I know,” Arya sighed with a nod. “But we have to focus on ironing out our plan.”

I nodded groggily, then gave myself a few slaps on both cheeks. “You’re right. The sooner we get the fuck out of here, the sooner I can sleep.”

Arya pretzeled her legs beneath her and leaned forward. “Okay, so if we can get everyone to the roof, we can pair off and fly out of here.”

“Let’s see, we have Tobias, Char, Caesar, and the other dragon soldier at the camp.” I counted each person with my fingers. “That’s four flyers. And as for passengers, there’s you, me, Kai, Janette, Julian, Alex, and the other three soldiers. That’s nine. How do we make that work?” I rubbed my face again because even this level of math was a struggle.

“Wrong, we have five flyers,” Arya corrected. “I’m a harpy, remember?”

“Oh, yeah,” I said. “So, five flyers and nine passengers.”

“Eight passengers,” Arya said with a chuckle.

“Ah, for fuck sake!” I groaned. “Okay, five flyers, eight passengers. Unless I’m wrong, that math still doesn’t math right.”

“Well…” Arya pursed her lips, her eyes darting from side to side as she considered. “I’ll take Alex; he’s lightweight and small, so I should be able to carry him, no problem. Do you think Caesar can carry both you and Julian?”

I rubbed the back of my neck as I bounced my knees beneath me. “Well, once Julian is restored to his full strength, Caesar won’t have to carry him—he can run, at least until we make it to the airport. In fact, he might be able to carry someone. Which reminds me—Piper!”

Arya cocked her head in confusion. “Who’s Piper?”

“She was Julian’s Initiate before everything went to shit,” I explained. “She helped him when I got hurt—long story, but she’s on our side. He promised to help her get out, and we can’t leave her here.”

“Okay, well, I guess you were right about nine passengers,” Arya mused.

“Of course, I was,” I said with a wry smirk, and she shook her head. “So, Julian can carry Piper out. I can ride with Caesar, and he can probably take one more—Kai or Janette.”

“Then that leaves three of the soldiers and Kai or Janette to fly with Tobias, Char, and the other dragon,” Arya summarized, then she gave a firm nod with a smile. “I think we can do this.”

“God, I hope so.” I flopped back onto the bed, loving how I sank into the plush comforter.

“So the question is, how do we get everyone on the roof? And when?” Arya asked, flipping through her tablet for anything useful. There was nothing, of course. I had already looked. The vampire school info was focused more on their dominance over the shifters than anything else.

“Well, Julian and Alex are relatively easy since they’re practically on the roof already,” I said, pushing myself up to sit before I melted into her gloriously comfortable bed.

“Maybe I should leave you with collecting them, then. I’ve got an idea for Tobias and Char.”

I stiffened slightly. “Does Alex know he’s coming?”

She sighed and tossed her tablet onto the bed. “Not yet. I was going to wait until the last minute and just use my siren voice on him if he resisted.”

“You don’t want to give him a choice?” I asked.

“It’s not that simple. He’s been told shifters killed his mom, though I’m not entirely certain that’s true. But he’s been groomed by Hadrian for a long time. And Hadrian is really good to Alex—at least, from what I’ve seen.”

“Doesn’t mean Alex wouldn’t want out,” I suggested.

She propped her elbows on her knees and rested her chin in her hands. “Alex might be okay with leaving, but I can’t risk him telling Hadrian of our plans if he’s not.”

“Okay, so we wait until the last minute. But maybe give the kid a choice?”

“He’s eight, Shea.” Her head rolled back, and she ran her hands over her face.

“And a smart kid, if everything you say is right.”

“I don’t want to leave him here,” she said into her hands.

“And maybe you won’t have to. Also, if I’m collecting Alex, I don’t have the siren voice,” I pointed out.

She removed her hands and looked at me with wide eyes. “Then you’ll have to come up with some lie to get him to come with you. Maybe you can use magic?”

I gave a noncommittal shrug. “Maybe.”

I didn’t exactly love the idea of being responsible for Arya’s brother. I mean, I wasn’t the best with kids, and if things went wrong… I didn’t want to have that on my conscience forever.

A ping broke the uneasy silence, and I lifted my left wrist to check my school-designated smart watch.

There was a message from Marguerite that read, “I need you at my room asap.”

I dropped my wrist and hung my head. “Looks like I gotta go. The succu-bitch is asking for me.” I slipped off the bed. “The best time to leave will be midday tomorrow when the sun is at its highest. I can probably use magic to blow the tarps away from the walls so the vamps will be at least hindered from following us. You might want to find out when Hadrian will be occupied.”

Arya’s shoulders slumped, the light dying from her eyes. “You’re probably right.”

“Unless you want me to do that,” I offered. “I’m sure you’re probably tired of dealing with dear old Daddy.”

She shook her head, getting off the bed to follow me to the door. “No. It should be me. I can ask questions you can’t because I’m his daughter, and I have what he wants.”

“And what’s that?” I asked, pausing at the door.

“My blood.” She looked down at her wrist as if she could see the precious liquid pumping through her veins. “It’s the last piece in his plan to become a hybrid.”

“And he hasn’t just taken that yet?” Knowing what I knew of Hadrian, I couldn’t believe he didn’t just poke her on day one.

“He said he wanted my permission and seemed pretty determined he’d earn it. But so far...” Before she looked away, I caught a glimpse of conflict in her eyes. Even after everything her father had done to Tobias, she obviously still held onto some hope that he had goodness somewhere in that black heart.

I breathed a sigh of relief. “At least you’ve been able to keep him from getting something he wants. I practically served him daywalking on a silver platter.”

“Shea—”

I shook my head. “No. I’ve been stupid. That’s on me.”

She put a comforting hand on my shoulder. “You know, one of my teachers told me that living in the past is useless. We can feel guilty over it, but it won’t change anything. And it will probably keep you from doing what you’re meant to do to make things better. Or something like that.”

I gave her a knowing sideways glance. Totally something Caesar would say. “Sounds like good advice. I’m not sure I’m there yet, though.”

She nodded. “I understand. Just try not to beat yourself up too much. I’d hate for you to do something stupid right as we’re about to get out of this place.”

I frowned at her as I opened the door. “The days of Shea Le Fey doing something stupid are over.” God, I hope so.

***

I pulled my sweater tighter around me as I slowly made my way back through the halls of the upper towers. Though I missed the heat of Arya’s room, the cold certainly woke me up a bit more, and I was going to need all my wits about me to face Marguerite after last night.

While I was grateful she hadn’t sent for me all day, it was also a cause for alarm. There was a lot I did with that memory spell, and magic can go a little haywire when your focus and intention spread too thin. And if she was sending for me, there was likely only one reason—blood. I was about to find out how well the latter part of my spell panned.

When I finally reached her room, I knocked tentatively on the door, my heart beating an ominous tune in my temples. The door suddenly opened, with Marguerite standing in front of me.

“Well, it’s about time,” she snipped with a haughty roll of her eyes. “What took you so long?”

“Human legs, stairs,” I answered casually.

Her eyes narrowed to slits, the predatory look spiking my heart rate, and I realized I was being far too catty. But part of me didn’t care anymore. I was so done with this bitch. And last night changed me. I was no longer afraid of her. I had seen how easily I could destroy her, and I had let her live. She was still a lot faster and physically stronger than me, but my magic evened the scales and put us on equal footing. And the fact that she didn’t know that gave me the upper hand.

I cleared my throat and gave her an obliging smile. “What can I do for you?”

“I’m thirsty. What else?” she replied, pulling the door open further in a gesture for me to enter.

I nodded and stepped inside as my heart pounded like a war drum. Okay, maybe I was still a little afraid of her.

I flicked my gaze to Julian, where he still lay in the bed, but he didn’t make any sign of acknowledging my presence, then I turned to face the bloodwhore.

She held out her hand expectantly. “Wrist.”

Apprehension gnarled inside me as I lifted my arm and set it in her waiting palm. She scowled at the inside of my wrist as she held it for a long moment, her tongue flicking the tips of her fangs. She seemed more hesitant than I was. Had she already tried to drink today and failed?

Finally, she lifted my wrist to her mouth, and I cringed as her teeth punctured my skin, more out of disgust for the contact than actual pain. I wasn’t sure if it was an effect of vampire venom, but being bitten always triggered a sexual response, even when the situation was violent. I’d felt a twinge of desire even when Solomon had attacked me in the alley, and I had felt it the last time Marguerite sucked on my boob.

Feeling anything like that for someone I hated more than anything, made me feel dirty and betrayed. My stomach knotted with revulsion as I watched her suck on my inner arm.

But she coughed and began to choke, doubling over to heave and spit out my blood. I backed away, clutching my still bleeding arm as she vomited my blood onto her pristine lavender rug.

“Why is this happening to me?” she whimpered as blood dripped in long strings from her lips.

I stole a glance at Julian, and there was a hint of an amused smirk on his face.

“Is my blood not to your satisfaction?” I asked, doing my best to hide my own amusement.

Marguerite snapped her head up at me, looking positively monstrous with blood still dripping from her bared fangs. She straightened to her full height and glared at me. “Yes. You’re blood is fucking disgusting. Get the hell out of my sight!” She whipped up her arm and pointed a finger at the door.

I tightened my grip on my wrist, holding it up to show it was bleeding. “You’re not going to heal me?”

She began to stalk toward me, and I instinctively backed up toward the door. “Get one of the Initiate nurses to bandage you up.” She slammed the door closed so that I had to practically jump backward to keep it from hitting me.

I grinned at the wood with impish glee. I may have a small flesh wound, but Marguerite was starving, and it would only get worse. With a skip in my step, I turned on my heel and strode down the hall.

My first intention was to go to my room and wrap it with a cloth, but then I remembered that Piper was one of the medical Initiates, and this was the perfect excuse to seek her out.

Either way, I needed to do whatever I was going to, fast, before the smell of blood drew every vampire on the floor straight to me. Just because Marguerite couldn’t drink from me didn’t mean others couldn’t, and not all of them had the self control that she did.

I hurried to the elevator and took it straight to the main floor, then scurried out of the lobby and down the stairs before I could attract too much attention. As it was, the head of every vampire I passed turned to follow me, and I prayed to any deity that would hear me that I’d make it unscathed. I had just promised Arya only a moment ago that I wouldn’t do anything stupid, and yet here I was, running through a vampire fortress with my arm bleeding.

Typical.

In my haste, I stumbled into the medical ward and bumped a lab table with my hip, sending a beaker crashing to the floor. Every head in the room snapped in my direction, and I offered a nervous, apologetic grin.

“Sorry. Bleeding.” I lifted my crimson-smeared arm.

A nurse scoffed and rose from her chair across the room with great reluctance, but having noticed me, Piper rushed to her and put a restraining hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, I’ll take this one. Why don’t you take your lunch break?”

The nurse shrugged and walked past me, hopping over the scattered shards and then disappearing through the archway.

Piper gestured for me to follow her to a station in the far corner of the room. I sat opposite to her and lay my arm on the table between us.

“What happened?” she asked as she pressed a square of gauze over the bite.

“Let’s just say my assigned vampire couldn’t stomach my blood,” I replied, my lips curling in victory. “But the real reason I came here was to talk to you.”

I looked over her shoulder to make sure there was no one else in the ward to overhear us before leaning forward and lowering my voice to a whisper. “We’re leaving tomorrow.”

She looked at me for a long moment, then back down at my wrist as she applied more pressure. “How?”

“The roof,” I whispered, pointing up with my other hand. “Can you find some excuse to go to Alex’s room midday?”

Piper cast a cautious look over her shoulder, then turned back to me. “Possibly. The boy does get scrapes now and then. I’ll figure it out.”

I let out a breath. “Good.”

She opened a bottle of super glue and dabbed it thickly over the punctures.

“I can’t believe this works,” I commented in a normal decibel as I watched her work.

“That’s actually what glue was made for,” she said, then blew a stream of air at the goop on my arm. “One of the greatest nontechnical inventions of all time, and we mostly use it to stick pieces of paper together.”

“Human nature, at its finest,” I said.

She chuckled, covering her mouth as if the action was reprehensible. Poor girl. She tapped the clear gel with the tip of her finger, finding it solidified. “There, that should do.”

I withdrew my arm and tucked it in my lap. “Thanks.”

“Any time.”

We both stood, and she walked me back to the entrance of the ward.

“Have a good evening,” she said, though her eyes and body language delivered a different message.

“You, too. I’ll see you around.” I waved and headed for my room, crossing my fingers that everything went as planned tomorrow. There were so many moving parts, so many things that could go wrong. If even one cog in our clockwork jammed, we’d all be fucked.
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Chapter 34
Julian

A goblet went flying across the room, smashing against the closet door and splashing blood onto the walls and lavender carpet.

“Dammit!” Marguerite cursed, her arms straight at her sides, her hands clenched into fists. “Why is this happening to me?” Undrank blood dripped down her chin.

I watched her from the couch, propped up on an elbow, enjoying every second of her suffering with a twisted sort of glee.

“Could it possibly be karma?” I suggested conversationally.

She slowly turned her head in my direction, her eyes narrowed to murderous slits. “Don’t be ridiculous, Julian. There’s no such thing.” She flipped her blonde locks over her shoulder and began to pace. “Besides, I’m a good person. Why on earth would karma target me?”

I shrugged, a twinge of righteous anger tainting my amusement. “Oh, I don’t know… Maybe because you’ve killed countless humans, and you are keeping the man you claim to love imprisoned in your room.”

She rolled her eyes. “I’m a vampire, Julian. We live off the blood of humans. When are you going to learn that they are just food for us? Pets at best.”

The anger grew. “You know you were human once, right?”

She scoffed. “That’s beside the point. Some of us are called to the blood. Some of us are better. I don’t think those who turn are ever really human. My maker saw that. And Hadrian can see it when someone deserves the right to become a god.”

I snorted a sardonic laugh. “Is that what you think you are? A god?”

She pursed her lips and looked down her nose at her fingernails, admiring them even when they were covered in blood. “As close to a god as one can get—below Hadrian, of course.”

“I don’t think I’ve ever heard of a god who can’t consume the one sustenance they need to survive,” I said cuttingly.

Worry creased her brow for the umpteenth time today, and I couldn’t help but savor her torment. She deserved the curse Shea placed on her, even more so because it wasn’t an immediate death sentence.

While vampires did need blood, we didn’t need it all the time. Not like the human need for food or water. It wasn’t something we needed to consume every day or even every week. The older ones could go years without feeding—not that they ever would.

The longest I’d ever gone was six months, but I still didn’t believe that was out of need. The craving is a unique torture, and day after day, night after night of thirsting and abstaining, I just broke. That was in the days before humans learned to extract and save blood for medical purposes, and I was determined not to drink live. I didn’t really know how long I could go without blood before it actually killed me.

Considering Marguerite’s vampiric age, I’d wager it would take several years before starvation ate her alive, and it would be a slow, agonizing death. Part of me wished I could stick around to witness it, but the rest of me hoped the shifters won this war and killed her long before then.

“Have you considered trying animal blood?” I posited, holding a snicker in the back of my throat at the very idea.

Again, she paused her pacing and slowly turned her head to look at me with furious insult. “Are you fucking insane?”

If I stay with you much longer, I will be.

“I’m just saying, you’ve tried drinking human blood both directly from the vein and from a cup. Could it be that you’ve developed a sort of allergic reaction to human blood?” My insides ached with the urge to laugh, but I kept it inside.

Her expression repeatedly shifted between disgust and outrage, her mouth opening and closing a dozen times as she struggled to form a reaction. Finally, she plopped down on the edge of the couch in front of my feet with a dubious, defeated huff.

“Do you… Do you really think that could be what’s happening?” Her voice sounded so small, so vulnerable, and I hated that it tugged on my sympathy. She didn’t deserve even a quantum of pity from me.

I shrugged one shoulder casually. “I suppose it’s possible. Even for a god.” I couldn’t help that little dig at her distorted ego.

She shook her head, setting her jaw against the notion. “No. No, that’s just not possible. And I refuse to lower myself to feeding off animals.” She made a disgusted grimace, then cut a glare at me. “Some of us actually have pride, Julian.”

I leaned back against the couch, rolling my eyes. Yes, I’d fed off animals a few times in my early days. That didn’t make me any less civilized. If anything, it made me closer to human; the savage thing was drinking from humans, like a twisted form of cannibalism. Of course, it never satisfied the way human blood did, but I tried to stomach it for a long time. That was our curse—or at least, mine.

“I wonder what Hadrian would think,” I commented, idly fiddling with the chain between my cuffs. “A vampire who can’t drink… I imagine he would think that’s hardly a vampire at all.”

The fear that struck her was so poignant that I felt it reverberate from her. Jackpot. I lifted my gaze to her face and was rewarded with the most delicious look of terror. But then it quickly mutated into a defensive glare.

“He wouldn’t believe you,” she hissed venomously. “You’re the traitor, the great deceiver.”

I barked a laugh. “You think I’d even bother trying to tell him? I’m trapped in here, for fuck sake, and it’s not worth the effort. Besides, I have no interest in ratting you out. Some of us actually have decency, Marguerite.”

She stiffened at me turning her own words against her, softening ever so slightly with what looked like humility, though it was probably just a knock to her precious pride.

“But you can’t keep this hidden from him forever,” I said. “Eventually, he will find out. What do you think he will do to you when he does? Do you think your century of loyal service will save you from his wrath? Or perhaps he’ll turn you into a test subject. Cut you open and dissect you to find the root of the problem.”

At that, she shot to her feet and darted out of the room. I finally let out my chuckle in her absence, though it made my copper-poisoned muscles ache. I had no idea where she went, and I really didn’t care. I was just glad to be rid of her for however long. But I couldn’t help but ponder over it with morbid curiosity.

Would she go down to the lab and run tests on her blood? Somehow, I doubted that. She had far too much arrogance for that, and if another vampire walked in on her extracting blood or tissue from herself, that would raise suspicion that would ultimately get back to Hadrian; though every vampire here had a respectful fear of Marguerite, they’d sell her out in a heartbeat if it meant advancing their own station.

Suddenly, the door quickly opened and closed, and Marguerite appeared. So much enjoying some solitude. She pulled her hand out from behind her back, revealing a fat, squealing rat clutched in her manicured fingers, then came toward me, reclaiming her perch on the edge of the couch.

I snorted with tickled surprise. “Where on earth did you get that?”

“The kitchen,” she said, looking down at the frightened creature as it wriggled in her claws. “They’re always scurrying about down there.”

“And what are you going to do with it?” I asked, arching a brow.

She slid a mortified glance at me, and my eyes widened. Omigod, she was actually going to try it! I pursed my lips tightly, trying my damnedest to hide my spiteful delight as anticipation bubbled inside me.

“What if… What if it doesn’t work?” she asked in a timid voice that made her sound like a small girl.

I schooled my features as best I could. “You’ll never know unless you try.”

She nodded with a deep frown, then lifted the poor rodent in front of her. It squeaked and squirmed in her hold as if it knew what tragedy was about to befall it, and I felt sorry for the thing. Marguerite grimaced as she stared at it, her lips twitching slowly backward over her fangs as she brought the rat closer.

The sheer revulsion on her face was the funniest thing I’d ever seen, and I watched with rapt attention as she finally accepted this course of action and dug her teeth into its plump belly. The rat’s shriek was abruptly cut short as her tight grip snapped its bones, and she sucked deeply.

For a moment, I thought it might have actually worked, and I leaned closer to get a better look. Her throat bobbed, and then her chest jerked unnaturally upward, and she hunched over, vomiting up blood onto the floor with a grotesque hacking sound that had even my throat clenching with nausea.

With a groan of fury, she crushed the creature in her fist and slammed it onto the floor as she fell to her knees. Anguish overcame her, and she began to moan out deep sobs of despair, tufts of gray fur matted to the blood on her cheeks and chin. She was the most pitiful sight I had ever beheld, and I relished in her misery, savoring the sweet melody of her cries more than I had any symphony before.

My lips twitched into an impish smirk, and I began to move my fingers along with the cadence of her weeping, conducting her sorrow’s song with glee.

She turned to me, and I dropped my fingers in feigned innocence just in time for her to bury her head against my chest.

“Oh, Julian,” she wept. “What am I going to do?”

I shirked further into the couch, trying to rescind from her as the blood from her mouth and tears soaked my shirt. But in the end, all I could do was lay there while she stole comfort from me once more.

Soon. I’d be free of her soon. My only regret was that I wouldn’t be around to witness her slow and agonizing destruction.
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Chapter 35
Arya

My fingertips roamed Alex’s ribs like spider legs, digging in every now and then to throw him into a fit of helpless giggles. His laughter rang like wind chimes. It was fast becoming my favorite sound in the world, and I had no intention of relenting any time soon.

Agnes, who had just entered Alex’s room and now stood in the doorway, cleared her throat loudly. I was sure that if I looked up, I’d see a disapproving frown wrinkling the woman’s shrew face. God forbid Alex should have any fun.

“Arya, your father wants to see you in the Conference Room,” Agnes said when I didn’t acknowledge her presence.

My fingers stopped their siege on Alex’s abdomen, my eyes staring blankly at his black tufts of hair that had been disheveled by his rolling on the floor.

Hadrian rarely called for me. When he wanted to talk with me, he always came to me in person. This didn’t bode well. Something was up. Did he know about my and Shea’s plans?

“Best not keep him waiting,” Agnes said, snapping me out of my pause. “And Alex, you have a chess game in ten minutes.”

I stood and pulled Alex to his feet. “I’ll see you at dinner,” I told him, hoping it was true. Then, before I left the room, I called back, “Have fun playing chess.” I made a funny face as I said the last word.

Alex smirked and waved goodbye, and I left the room, my blood a crescendo in my ears as I headed for the main floor with my guards in tow. A million paranoid what ifs flitted through my mind as I traipsed down the stairs, my guards following close behind. For all my former arrogance over being Hadrian’s daughter, I suddenly wasn’t so sure that I mattered anymore to him than a fly on the wall. If he knew what I was planning, I wouldn’t be safe from his wrath.

But I couldn’t let myself get too worked up. This meeting could be about something completely innocent, and if I came to him with a racing pulse, he’d get suspicious—if he wasn’t already. I had to be calm. I had to behave as if there was no reason for suspicion.

I took a deep, soothing breath as I approached the Conference Room so that by the time I reached the door, my heart rate had returned to normal.

I opened the door and entered. Hadrian sat in the same seat as yesterday when I’d come to beseech him on Tobias’s behalf, and when he saw me, he smiled and opened his hand toward the empty seat. I came forward and lowered myself into the chair, all the while analyzing his blank expression as he looked at me.

“I noticed you weren’t at the party last night,” he said, leaning forward and steepling his hands in front of him. “You missed the celebration of my transformation into a daywalker. And here I thought we were growing close.”

Of course, he’d notice that I wasn’t there. I had felt particularly festive after hearing him torture my mate.

“What else was so important that you had to miss such a momentous historical event?” One of his perfectly arched eyebrows raised, and I could hear the edge of imminent accusation in his tone.

“I was upset over your decision about Tobias,” I said with a smooth voice. “I needed time to process.” I chose my words carefully. None of what I said was a lie, and if I didn’t lie, my pulse wouldn’t jump.

He pursed his lips and nodded. “Do you think I’m an idiot?”

My breath caught in my throat. “What?” I managed to ask without stuttering.

“Answer the question, Arya. Do you think I’m an idiot?”

I think you’re a lot of things, but you’re definitely not an idiot. I shook my head.

“I thought I smelled you down there, but I told myself it was just your scent clinging to my clothes.”

My mind flashed back to that moment in the dungeon when Hadrian stopped right next to where I was hiding. He had known I was there. Shit!

“You went to see him right after I gave you my decision. For what purpose, Arya?” His eyes began to glow red, and I couldn’t bear to look at them. In that moment, he was terrifying.

“For what purpose?” he yelled, making me jump. I’d never heard him raise his voice before—he was scary enough without needing to.

“I needed to warn him that worse punishment was coming,” I confessed. “I needed him to know that I had at least tried.” Again, not a lie. I hadn’t gone down to the dungeon with the intention of getting Tobias out and going with him. No, I’d made that decision after.

“You love him, don’t you?” Hadrian accused.

My eyes darted to his, the question catching me off guard. I didn’t know how to answer that. Not to Hadrian or to myself.

“You’re a fool,” he sneered. “Have you not seen the way he clings to that dragon girl that came with him? He’s obviously gotten over you and moved on.”

His words were meant to cut me, to slice me up, and I couldn’t deny the sting they inflicted. Even with what I now knew about Tobias’s true feelings, it wasn’t easy to see another girl so close to him.

“You’re a Denholm,” he snapped. “You’re my daughter. You don’t pine over someone who clearly doesn’t want you.”

“Why not? You pined over my mother for sixteen years after she left you,” I shot back, anger at his degradation clouding my fear. “Or was your love for her just a lie?”

Not a second after the words left my lips, something struck me hard across the face. My hand instinctively rushed to cover my throbbing cheek, and I caught the blur of his white hand still raised from his slap.

“You will not talk back to me,” he hissed in a dangerous whisper. “I am your father, and you will speak to me with the respect that title deserves.”

I pressed my hand against my cheek, refusing to look at him and show him the mortified tears that stung my eyes.

“Yes, I continued to love your mother after she ran away, and I will love her until the end of time,” he said. “But she didn’t reject me. She ran away out of fear and confusion. This boy clearly doesn’t see that you are superior to him in every way and that he should worship the ground you walk on. He is an arrogant dragon brat, just like the rest of his filthy bloodline. Even if he did love you and wanted to join our cause, I wouldn’t let you be with him. He’s beneath you. If you must consort with a shifter and not an appropriate suitor of noble vampire blood, then give your affections to Kendall. He is a mer and a noble at that. He’s not worthy of my daughter, but at least he comes close.”

Every vile word that came out of Hadrian’s mouth boiled my blood hotter and hotter. If the turquoise necklace was dangling around my neck, my ursa might have rampaged out of me then and there. That Hadrian thought he could control me in matters of the heart made me furious. And what was worse was that he wanted me to be with Kendall.

“There will be no more dungeon rendezvous for you,” he said with finality. “Clearly, your guards aren’t doing their job, or you would never have made it to the dungeon in the first place.”

Suddenly, Hadrian vanished from the seat in front of me, and the horrifying sounds of snapping bones and squishing liquid preceded two short-lived, agonized screams. I spun in my chair to see Hadrian standing over the corpses of my guards, their oozing hearts in both of his hands. I didn’t want to—I told myself not to—but I couldn’t help but look at the bodies of the vampires that had been my shadows since I arrived. The image of their mutilated chests burned into my memory. I fought the urge to throw up.

Hadrian tossed down their hearts and stepped over their legs, taking a red handkerchief out of his breast pocket and wiping his hands with it as he returned to his seat.

“I don’t enjoy hurting people,” he said as he continued to wipe the blood from his fingers.

Liar! I hissed in my mind, the rest of my body frozen in shock and horror.

“You will be given four new guards. Please, be a good girl, and don’t make me hurt them, too. If I have even a suspicion that you’ve been to see the dragon again, I’ll kill him and make you watch.”

Then he rose from his seat, leaned over my shoulder, and planted a kiss on my forehead.

“See you at dinner,” he whispered, then left me in the room with the guards whose hearts I might as well have ripped out myself. Their deaths were on my hands as surely as they were on his.

***

I didn’t go back to my room. I knew I could be too easily found there, and I didn’t want to be found. I wanted time to think.

So I went to the only place where I could be truly alone, where even my guards couldn’t follow me: the girls’ bathroom in the Initiate quarters. I went inside and curled up in one of the stalls, so that even if one of the Initiates came in, they wouldn’t bother me, especially with my four new guards standing watch just outside the door.

Hadrian really was a monster. He murdered his own guards right in front of me, and they hadn’t done anything wrong, save for not reporting all the times I slipped away from them. There was no need, since I always came back. But I wasn’t going to dwell on the guilt over their deaths. I wasn’t the one who killed them. Hadrian was. He really was heartless.

I sat in my stall for at least an hour, trying to shake off the shock of his brutality. I needed to have a clear head for what was to come. The escape needed to happen tomorrow at noon, when the sun was at its highest, and the vamps couldn’t come after us if they caught on. I needed to be ready.

When I was finally calm, and all the tears had dried, I left my stall and looked in the mirror. My reflection was not the same girl it used to be. The mildly rebellious blue streaks of my over-sheltered youth were still there, but the face looking back at me was the face of a woman who had seen suffering and pain and death—and was stronger for it.

Just before I was about to turn away, I noticed something on my arm. There was a strange little red dot. I looked at my upper left arm, only then noticing the slight itch. Had I been bitten by a bug? With how cold it always was here, I didn’t think mosquitos could survive, much less compete with all the other bloodsuckers.

I rubbed at it, and the skin beneath hurt. Odd for a mosquito bite. Whatever. I had more serious things to worry about than a minor irritation. I left the bathroom and went straight to Alex’s room. My guards were good little dogs and didn’t follow me in.

“Hi, Arya. Wanna play?” he asked with that innocent smile I adored, and comfort warmed inside me at the knowledge that I was doing the right thing.

I knelt to his level and grabbed his shoulders, then, using my siren voice, said, “Tomorrow at noon, you will follow Shea wherever she takes you. You will not argue or make a sound, and you will forget this conversation.”

The glazed look came and went, and then I said, “I’ll play later. Right now, I need to use your servants’ access. Don’t tell anyone, okay?” I put my finger to my lips.

Alex gave me a mischievous smile. “Okay.”

“Thanks, kiddo.” I ruffled his hair and hurried to the hidden door in the wall.

I’d never opened the hidden door before, too afraid a servant might be coming out and catch me, but tonight, I had no such fear because I knew I would handle it if I had to.

Luckily, there was no one in the narrow, dark corridor, just an empty winding staircase. I securely closed the door behind me and practically flew down the steps, descending as quickly and quietly as I could. At the bottom of those steps was an elevator, and I rode it to the bottom.

When the door opened, I found myself in a short corridor. Another hidden door stood at the end. I cracked it open and peered through it. The bright kitchen on the other side was empty, so I pushed through. I hurried through the Grand Hall, descending to Kendall’s room, trying to be invisible so no one could place me.

I knocked on his door, and as soon as he opened it, I rushed inside, closing the door quickly behind me.

“Arya? Pleasure seeing you down here,” he said with a curious and slightly hopeful look in his eyes.

I suddenly realized how this looked, but I didn’t care. I had to try one last time.

“And no guards?” he asked, wearing a friendly smile.

“Didn’t you hear? Hadrian killed them,” she said flatly.

“What?” His expression instantly changed from playful to concerned. “Did they hurt you?”

I laughed dryly. “They didn’t do anything wrong except give me an ounce of freedom. Apparently, that’s worth getting your heart ripped out.” My lip began to quiver, so I sucked it between my teeth.

He put his hand on my shoulder, and I let it remain because I honestly needed the comfort. “Wait, what happened?”

“You didn’t see it coming? I thought you were Hadrian’s pet seer.” I didn’t intend to snap at him, but the anger I still held over his betrayal triggered the beast in me.

He held up his hands defensively and took a step back. “The visions don’t work that way. I can’t control what I see.”

“So you didn’t see Tobias getting tortured and nearly killed down in the dungeon? Well, I did. That’s why Hadrian killed my guards.”

“You went down there? After I warned you not to?”

I scowled at him, resenting the implication that he had any kind of control over me. “I had to. Tobias was down there. I know you guys had it out for each other at the Dome, but he’s one of us. I couldn’t just let him suffer.”

“So, what? You thought you’d break him out?” Kendall looked exasperated. “Arya, when are you going to get it through your head that he’s no good for you?”

“And you are?” I snapped.

He must have known that Hadrian wanted me to be with him. Even more reason for him to want Tobias out of the way. It was a mistake to come here. I was tempted to just turn around and leave.

His brows puckered, and his shoulders slacked. “You know how I feel about you. I thought—I hoped—that if I gave you space, you’d come around and see that we were meant to end up here. Then Tobias swooped in and dragged you right back under his toxic wings. You have to let him go, Arya. Not because I want you to choose me, but because he’s going to get you killed if you keep trying to save him. Hadrian will never let him leave, and the longer you hold onto that hope, the longer you’ll suffer.”

Despite my anger toward him, I could see the depth of his feelings for me shining in his beachy eyes. As much as I wanted to hate him, I didn’t. We’d been so close once. He made bad choices—siding with Hadrian being the worst of them—but I’d experienced firsthand how persuasive and charming Hadrian could be; I’d come dangerously close to falling for his good dad routine. Kendall wasn’t the bad guy here. He was just misguided.

“Do you really care for me?” I asked, making my voice as soft and imploring as possible.

“More than you could ever know,” he professed, intensity blazing in his eyes.

I took his hand in both of mine and pleaded with my eyes. “Then come with me. I’m leaving this place tomorrow, and I’m never coming back.”

“You’re leaving? How?” he asked, taking a step toward me.

“Never mind the how for now. Just say you’ll come with me. You don’t belong here.”

“And go where? Back to the Dome to pretend we’re not all sitting ducks?” He shook his head and withdrew his hand. “I understand you and Hadrian are struggling to connect, but this is where you belong, Arya. Hadrian is your dad, and Alex is your brother. They’re the only family you have left. There’s nothing for you at the Dome but hollow friendships and death.”

I was losing him. He was going to say no and expose my plan. I had to say whatever I could to bring him with me, anything to get him out of this place.

“Fine. Then we won’t go to the Dome. Hadrian told me my mom was a princess of a still-submerged mer colony, that she came to land to convince her people they needed to move topside, but she never went back. Let’s go find them together. Please.”

“Of course, I’ll help you find your colony.” His pitch was high with excitement, and it filled me with hope. “I’m sure if you talk to Hadrian about it, he’ll fund the whole expedition. He’d probably even offer to support their migration.” And my hopes fizzled out like day-old soda.

“There’s nothing I can say to make you leave here, is there?” I said, my tone heavy with defeat.

“No,” he said, putting his hands on my shoulders and rubbing my skin with his thumbs. “This is where I’m meant to be, and so are you. Stay with me. Forget about the dragon who doesn’t see how amazing you are. Forget about the people at the Dome who shunned you. Forget about whatever allegiances you feel obligated to keep with people who never appreciated you. And just...stay. I know you’ll understand that I can’t let you leave.”

I sighed. “And I can’t let you ruin my plans. I’m sorry, Kendall.” Then I broadened my throat and said in my musical siren song, “You never saw me tonight. We never had this conversation. You are now very tired and need to go to sleep.”

Kendall yawned loudly, turned around, and climbed into his bed. I watched with remorse as he quickly settled into slumber.

I could’ve done to him what I did to Alex. I could’ve forced him to come with me. But I hated doing that to Alex as it was. No one should be forced to do anything against their will. Kendall was old enough to make his own choices, and he chose to stay with Hadrian. I had to accept that this was goodbye.

I cracked open his door to look into the hall, and after making sure it was empty, I crept out and quickly ascended the stairs. I peeked out the entrance of the Initiate quarters into the lobby. To my immense gratitude, the space was empty as well. All I had to do was get across the room without being seen and pass through the kitchen to the servant’s door, and then I was home free.

I slunk into the lobby and darted across the lobby toward the kitchen.

“Begin working on this right away.” The sound of Hadrian’s voice made me freeze on the spot, panic momentarily seizing my muscles.

I cautiously looked over my shoulder, and my body relaxed when I saw the lobby was still empty behind me. My sweeping gaze fell on the door of Hadrian’s office, which was left slightly open. He’d never let me go in there, and damn if curiosity wasn’t burning inside me to see what he was hiding.

No, I just need to get to my room. Who cares what he’s got in there. It doesn’t matter anymore.

“I’m surprised Arya gave it to you so quickly,” said a voice I didn’t recognize. “I really thought it would’ve taken her more time to come around to our way of thinking.”

The mention of my name emblazoned my curiosity to a fever pitch. Ah, dammit!

I tiptoed backward and hovered behind the door, daring to steal a glimpse through the small gap in the door—and instantly pressing my hand over my mouth to stifle my gasp of horror.

The adjacent wall was adorned with plaques and racks of various, well-preserved shifter body parts. A pair of harpy wings, a naga tail, dragon claws. This was worse than I could’ve ever imagined!

Hadrian was truly diabolical. These were pieces of actual people, and Hadrian had stuffed them and lacquered them like they were kills from hunts. Tears spilled down my face as I could practically see the ghost of the person still attached to every appendage. A sweet young harpy girl, hanging dead from her racked wings. The dragon claws conjured images of Tobias’s face. Is this what Hadrian planned to do with him when he was done torturing him?

My heart swelled with sorrow, slitting in a million places and seeping blood for the pain these poor creatures must have suffered. What kind of monster could not only do something so horrible but then enjoy sitting amongst these reminders of those acts every day? It was beyond deplorable.

I’d seen enough. I wanted to go back to my room and try to remove these images that were undoubtedly carved into my mind for all time.

“In fact, she did not give it willingly,” Hadrian said with a sigh, and I remembered the reason I’d been drawn here in the first place. I closed my eyes and just listened. “Despite all the goodwill I’ve showered upon her, she remains loyal to the shifters. She’s very strong-willed, just like her mother. She needs to be broken, but that will take time—too much time. I took it from her this evening after she confessed to visiting the Dracul boy without my consent. She doesn’t even know I did it.”

Cracking open my eyelids, I glanced down at my arm, rubbing at the mound that I’d assumed was a bug bite. Now that I knew better, I saw it for what it was, saw the little pinprick that was just the size of the tip of a needle.

Omigod. Violation rotted through my insides, making me nauseous and disgustingly chilled. He’d taken my blood without my consent, without me even knowing.

“How long until you can create a serum from her blood?” Hadrian asked.

“Give my team a day. Maybe two. But you’ll have it, I promise. And you’ll be the world’s first hybrid.”

“I made the right choice turning you, Adam. You’re invaluable to our cause.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Footsteps grew louder on the other side of the door, and I spurred into action, rushing on swift feet into the kitchen. I didn’t so much as look back or slow down until I was through the small corridor and safely inside the elevator.

My stomach twisted with disgust, fury, and panic. Hadrian had the one thing he wanted most: my blood. And once his lackeys converted it into a serum, he’d become a hybrid. He wouldn’t need me anymore, and there’d be no reason for him to maintain his fatherly facade.

The escape had to go perfectly tomorrow. If it didn’t—and maybe even if it did—we were all doomed.
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Chapter 36
Ashlyn

I was in the middle of a hot and heavy dream about having Niko to myself in our secret spot in the library when a hand shook my shoulder. I snorted to consciousness, finding myself at my desk in History of Warfare with Miss Blake scowling over me.

“Huh?” I asked, blinking myself into further awareness.

“You’re being called to Director Dracul’s office,” she informed me in a clipped tone.

Director Dracul. How ludicrous.

Wait? Fear chilled within me. Why was I being called to General Dracul’s office?

I shouldered my bag and stepped out of my desk, gazing around at the curious looks on the faces of my classmates as I walked out of the room. They seemed to be just as in the dark as I was.

“Right this way, Miss Summers.” Major Cockburn was standing in the hall, wearing a smug expression as he tipped his head for me to follow him.

Shit. This can’t be good.

I tried not to panic as I followed him through the halls. This could be about anything. My grades, my trysts with Niko, the incident with the asshole soldier last night. Hell, I’d rather it be all of those things. I swallowed my fear and held my head up high, reminding myself that I was a Summers.

“Did you come to return my headphones?” I asked cockily.

Cockburn didn’t so much as look at me in acknowledgment; he just maintained his brisk pace to the general’s office.

“They’re really high quality, but if you’ve used them to listen to porn, you can keep them.”

Still, no response, though I saw the corner of his lips twitch downward, and that put a skip in my step, even if I was walking to my own execution.

Don’t be so pessimistic. It could be anything. It’s probably nothing.

But I knew I was lying to myself; the icy lump hardening my insides told me as much.

When we finally reached the office, Major STD opened the door and gestured for me to go in ahead of him. My eyes fell on the faces of my partners in crime, and my world narrowed down to the frantic beating of my heart.

My legs carried me robotically inside and to the last empty chair in front of Dracul’s desk, where I sat and tucked my hands between my knees. Fuck, fuck, fuck.

“What is this about?” Jackson asked, looking more irritated than worried.

General Dracul held up a hand. “Hold on. We’re waiting for one more.” He put his hand back on his desk and began to drum his fingers against it.

I glanced cautiously up at Niko, finding some small comfort in the fact that he was standing behind the general and not sitting with the rest of us.

The door swung open, and I had to force myself to look. It was Ignaeus. He seemed just as nervous as me, his skin flushed, his posture rigid. Oh, no.

“You sent for me, General?” Ignaeus asked, now looking the part of the perfect soldier. I wondered if my poker face was as good as his.

“Yes,” the general said, looking quite pleased with himself. “I thought you might want to be here for this interrogation.”

“Interrogation?” Ignaeus asked.

“It has come to my attention that your daughter and the rest of these troublemakers have been conducting meetings in secret,” the general said.

“That’s bullshit,” Jackson barked.

“Then why were the six of you in the greenhouse unattended yesterday evening?”

Petra cut him a glare like he was the biggest idiot on the planet. “We volunteered to rebuild it.”

“That may be, but you were unattended for fifteen minutes while your chaperoning faculty fled the scene,” Dracul added.

“Yeah, because we needed more screws,” Brett argued. “You’re really going to punish us for volunteering our time to help the school?”

“If that was truly the case, of course not. But several of you were spotted in the halls after curfew the night before. Isn’t it strange that the same group of you would volunteer to be alone together after school hours?”

“Sir, if I may—” Niko began.

The general put up his hand to cut him off. “No, you may not, Private Candida. Considering you were also seen with Miss Summers the night before last, you should consider yourself lucky to be behind my desk rather than in front of it.”

Niko set his jaw and took a step back, and I was grateful. Better he keep his position and go on to fight another day than throw himself under the bus with the rest of us.

“Forgive me, General, but I don’t quite see the problem here,” Ignaeus hedged.

Dracul put his hands flat on his desk. “The problem, Lieutenant General, is that these students, including your daughter, have been meeting in secret, and I want to know why.”

Not one of us so much as breathed a response. Not even prim and proper Letti or goody-two-shoes Katya. We had chosen wisely for our group of rebels.

“If someone doesn’t give me an answer right now, you’ll all be severely punished!” The general roared, his voice booming through the small room and making my ears ring.

I flicked my gaze to my comrades, seeing my fear mirrored in their faces, but also their determination and unwillingness to break.

“Ugh, fine,” Jackson groaned, and all of our eyes widened with panic. He reached into his leather jacket and tossed a square box onto the desk.

The general leaned forward and picked up the carton of cigarettes, turning it over in his hand. “What is this?”

“What does it look like?” Jackson snorted. “It’s a pack of smokes, dude.”

My heart was still beating furiously in my chest as I watched with bated breath to see where he was going with this.

“Clearly, I can see that,” the general ground out. “But what I can’t see is what it has to do with you meeting in secret.”

Jackson shrugged. “Your men raided everyone’s stash, and I pride myself in being a purveyor of goods. These guys just wanted some of my product.”

Dracul eyed him for a long moment, as if debating whether or not to believe him. And even though I was metaphorically on the edge of my seat, I was majorly impressed with Jackson’s cool exterior, as well as his confession to the lesser crime.

“I’ve got cigarettes, weed, liquor, wine for the sophisticated partier—” Jackson rattled off like a salesman.

“Enough!” Dracul barked. “Is this true?” He scanned hateful eyes over our group.

We played along, nodding guiltily, even though relief was surely singing in their chests as much as it was in mine.

“You all should be ashamed of yourselves,” the general scorned. “Especially you, Miss Summers, dragging your father’s good name through the mud like this.”

Ignaeus tutted, shaking his head. “Ashlyn, I’m surprised at you.”

“I’m sorry, Dad,” I whimpered rather convincingly.

He continued to shake his head and look disappointed, and a shaky breath left my chest.

“Well, I have no choice but to punish the lot of you,” the general said, as if he took no pleasure in that decision.

“What? Why? I’m the one distributing,” Jackson argued.

“You wouldn’t need to if there wasn’t the demand,” Dracul reasoned. “You’ll all spend the rest of the day cleaning the defense room from top to bottom.”

“What?” Petra stood up, balling her fists at her sides. “But that will take us all night. You expect us not to sleep?”

The general gave her a wicked grin. “You weren’t so concerned about getting sleep the other night, were you? Not when you had something to gain. And tonight, you have much to gain.”

“Like what?” she spat, throwing her hands up.

The general leaned back in his swivel chair and laced his fingers over his lap. “Character, Miss Adder. Character and discipline. One day, you’ll thank me. Now, Major Cockburn, if you’ll please escort these miscreants to the Defense room.” He waved us off with his fingers.

Petra snickered. “Cockburn,” she whispered.

“What was that?” the Major quipped.

“Nothing!” Petra chirped, grinning impishly.

Glad I wasn’t the only one who found it hilarious.

We all rose and reluctantly followed him out of the office, one by one. I stole a glance at Niko, and we shared an instant of relief at how horribly this all could have gone. I didn’t care about our punishment. Yes, it would suck, but it was far more lenient than it would’ve been if our true agenda had been exposed.

We just had to be more careful in the future. Because, come hell or high water, we needed to get that fucking psycho out of here.
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Chapter 37
Arya

Today was the big day. My stomach had been in knots all night and all morning. But I’d had to put up a good front, smiling and playing with Alex, watching the clock the whole time. I had never been one for praying before, but my every thought since last night was a plea to the heavens to let this plan succeed. We couldn’t afford to fail.

I used the same method of escaping my guards as last time, letting them think I was eating lunch with Alex only to escape through the servants’ access. I only had to use my siren voice on one servant in the hidden stairwell as the woman was heading up to find out what Alex wanted for lunch just as I was coming down.

Once safely through the kitchen, I walked across the lobby like I belonged there, grateful that Hadrian hadn’t made an appearance. So far, so good.

As I made my way down the stairs to the Initiate quarters, Shea was on her way up. We shared a knowing, encouraging glance as we passed one another without saying a word. I had no idea what she’d done to secure herself entrance to the higher vampire towers, but I trusted her, and that realization alone gave me the greatest sense of peace I’d known in a long time. Knowing that I could trust anyone without question or hesitation was a beautiful gift.

I continued down the levels of human housing and into the bowels of the citadel, regulating my breathing to keep my heart from hammering against my ribs. I had to be invisible to the vampires lurking in the shadows, and the only way to do that was to keep my pulse as steady as possible.

The guards that stood at each section of the dungeons were the same, making my job easy. My siren abilities still worked their magic, allowing me to come and go unnoticed.

I kept my eyes averted as I strode past other prisoners. I couldn’t afford to add anyone else to our plan, and I knew I would break if I made eye contact with any of them. As it was, I still had doubts about bringing Piper with us. But Shea had insisted on it, so it was out of my hands.

Tobias and Char shifted in their weakened, huddled positions when they saw me, their eyes lighting with both hope and hesitation.

“Arya?” Tobias asked cautiously.

I went up to their cell, crouching in front of the bars before remembering that they were lead and rescinding my hands from touching them.

“We’re leaving now,” I whispered to them.

Tobias blinked, and Char’s mouth hung open. Char glanced around the room, her eyes lingering warily on the guard that stood against the wall, staring blankly forward as if he saw nothing. “Are you sure?”

I nodded. “No time to explain, but I have a plan. We’re going to get to the roof and then fly out.”

Tobias quirked a brow at me. “And how are we supposed to do that? There’s no way Char and I can fly in our current state.”

He shrugged his shoulders, wincing at the pain the motion caused in both of his broken arms. The movement revealed the places along his sides where his scales had been pried off, the human flesh there an angry red and choppy.

“That’s why I brought this.” I pulled a lighter out of the front pocket of my jeans.

Char balked at it. “A lighter? How’s that supposed to help?”

“I’m going to heal you,” I said, but the confusion on her face only intensified; clearly Tobias hadn’t told her I was also a harpy, but there was no time to get into that right now.

I stood and went up to the guard, summoning my melodic voice, and said, “Unlock the dragons’ cell and release their bonds. You will not see them leave or notice once they’re gone.”

The guard nodded, a vacant look in his eyes as he proceeded to open their cell door. I squeezed in as soon as the metal parted enough and knelt down before the wounded and disheveled pair. I flicked the lighter a few times before it finally ignited, the glow illuminating the dim space. Tobias and Char blinked away from the brightness that obviously stung their deprived eyes, but I ignored their discomfort and pushed forward.

My harpy instantly connected with the small flame, and I tugged on the light, pulling it from the lighter’s head and gathering it into my waiting palm. Setting down the lighter, I divided the light between both hands, then scooted closer to Tobias.

His eyes were alight with hope as he looked into my eyes, though his expression said he was afraid to hope. I gave him a reassuring nod, then put my hands oh-so gently on both of his arms. I willed the light in my hands to flow into him and work its healing magic on his broken bones. The glow absorbed into his skin and lit his arms from within, and the relief that smoothed the tight features on his face almost made me want to cry with joy.

He flexed both arms, a smile of gratitude forming on his handsome face as he tested their mobility. I flicked the lighter again, gathering the light from the flame to attend to the wounds on his sides.

“Do you think healing them will renew your stolen scales?” I asked as the light sunk into the gaps of his smart suit.

He didn’t respond, but the sorrow that dragged at his features was answer enough. The wound would heal, but those scales would never grow back. Hadrian had disfigured Tobias’s dragon for life. My throat tightened, hatred for my father bubbling in my veins, but I had to subdue it for my light manipulation to work.

Once Tobias was fully healed, I went to Char and did the same for her, tending to each wound.

“Thank you for doing this,” she said softly as I worked on the last one.

I looked up and met her gaze, finding a storm of vulnerability there and something else. Envy perhaps? Or was it sad acceptance?

I shoved down my sympathy for her and offered a smile. “You’re welcome.”

Then I stood and regarded both of them. “Let’s get out of this cell and make sure you use your powers again?”

The two followed me out into the wider space of the dungeon, and the absence of lead no longer surrounding us was palpable.

Tobias looked at Char with a smirk. “Shall we?”

Char nodded, and they both held out their hands. Their eyes glowed a luminous blue as they used their powers to summon blazes that burned bright.

Victory spread a smile across my face. “Perfect. Now put them out before anyone sees.”

Both fires extinguished, but a gleam remained in their eyes. A spark of jealousy flared in my chest, and I turned away. Even after everything I’d heard—and what Tobias had directly told me—I couldn’t help but wonder what that relationship held. They obviously had history. Their parents had planned their marriage, for fuck’s sake. But I couldn’t let those questions and doubts distract me now.

I took a deep breath. “I know Tobias can make himself invisible as a dragon, which I know isn’t common, but I’m hoping you can too, Char?”

Char shook her head, her eyes wide like the question was ludicrous. “No. Not possible.”

“Actually, now I can make myself invisible as a human, too. I don’t have to be shifted to access it,” Tobias interjected, the smirk on his face making my heart catch.

I nodded in appreciation of that information. “Okay, well that makes sneaking you around a little easier.” I turned to Char. “But we’ll have to take you to Shea’s room and clean you up. If you blend in, it’ll be easier to try to sneak you out. We’ll just have to stay away from vampires. But we’ll have to do that anyway, since I don’t think invisibility masks your scent.”

“Wait,” Tobias said, his face advertising deep concentration. “Maybe I can make Char invisible, too? I discovered by accident that I can disappear in human form. I’ve never tried making anyone else invisible before—shielding them, sure, but not making them disappear—but it’s worth a shot.”

“Okay, give it a try,” I encouraged, but not daring to hope on it. “If that doesn’t work, then we’ll go with a disguise for Char.”

Tobias walked over to Char and placed a hand on her shoulder, then closed his eyes. After a few moments, Tobias disappeared, and as if in slow motion, invisibility enveloped Char.

My mouth fell open as I stared at the emptiness. Not even a glimmer of their forms gave their location away. If I hadn’t just seen them disappear, I would think that space was completely vacant. “That’s amazing! Do you think you can keep that up? We just need to get to one of the elevators.”

“Yes, I think so.” Tobias’s disembodied voice floated from where I’d last seen him, and goosebumps prickled my arms. So weird.

I wrapped my arms around myself to rub the chill away. “What happens if you let go of each other?”

Char materialized, stepping away from where I had last seen her as if walking through a portal.

“And touch her again?” I said.

Part of Char’s hand disappeared as Tobias took it, and after a few tense moments, Char disappeared, too.

“I can touch her while invisible, but it doesn’t pass on unless I push the invisibility onto her,” Tobias’s voice replied.

I gave a nervous giggle. “That’s going to take some getting used to. Okay. Let’s go.”

Nodding to the guards, I left, assuming Tobias and Char were following. Not like I could see them. We moved quietly, but every now and then I could hear shuffling against the cold concrete. I cringed as I thought about their bare feet having to walk across the freezing floor, but there was nothing I could do about it right now, and the lack of shoes was the least of our worries.

At least their fire had been restored. Hopefully, that would keep them warm. They’d need it, especially once they got outside.

In my angst, the dungeon seemed to have tripled in length, so I was relieved when we finally reached the stairs leading out.

But the vampire with way too much hair gel helmeting his hair was coming down the stairs, blocking our path—heading to torment Tobias and Char more, no doubt. I instinctively stepped aside and pressed my back to the wall just in time for him to pass by the two guards I’d already compelled to let us through.

Just keep walking. Just keep walking.

He paused, turning to the guards with his brows creased. “Does anybody else smell that?”

One of the guards took a sniff and cocked his head. “What is that?”

Ah, hell. I was afraid of the vampires sniffing out the dragons.

Summoning my siren voice, I stepped out in front of Helmet Hair. “No one here has seen or sensed anyone or anything unusual. Your orders are to stay in this room until your shift ends.”

The three pairs of eyes glazed and unglazed as the command sank in. I let out a pent-up breath, hoping no one else came down to torture the dragon captives and ring the alarm bells when they found them missing. My steps were hastened as they carried me up the stairs, knowing how little time we actually had to get to the roof before we were fucked.

“You two still with me?” I whispered as we came into the Initiate common room.

“Yes,” came Tobias’s voice from the space next to me.

It was so strange having him right there but not being able to see him. He was so tall, it seemed like his voice was coming from the ceiling. It might have been comical if I weren’t so riddled with anxiety.

“Okay, there are three more levels of human quarters, then the lobby. From there, we’ll either need to go to the main elevator or head through the kitchen to take the servants’ access. I’d rather take the kitchen route, but we’ll play it by ear.”

“That’s your big plan?” came Char’s whispered voice, followed by an oof. “Not cool, Tobias.”

I bit back a smirk. “Well, we’ve got a lot of people we’re trying to rescue.”

“Wait. Who else is coming with us?” Tobias asked.

“My little brother, an Initiate who wants out, and the vampire who’s been helping protect the Dome.”

“So Caesar really was dealing with a vampire?” Was that anger lacing Tobias’s words?

I sighed. I’d forgotten this was all news to them. “Yeah. But he’s one of the good guys. Shea knows him, too.”

“I’m still not entirely sure I trust the witch, either,” he grumbled.

“Well, I do. She’s sacrificed a lot to try to get us all out.”

“And you have a little brother?” Tobias asked, concern in his voice.

“Yeah. Half-brother.” I looked down at the stone steps, not bothering to offer any more information. I didn’t know how Tobias would react to bringing Alex along, especially knowing he was Hadrian’s son, but it wasn’t his decision to make.

They started up the final stairs, this time a little faster. My pulse raced, and I started taking the steps two at a time. The urgency sizzling inside me was building, becoming impossible to ignore as my limbs grew shaky with it.

“Maybe not so fast,” Tobias whispered behind me. “Char and I can’t keep up while we’re linked like this, and I don’t want to drop my concentration and expose us.”

“Right.” I slowed back down, but doing so was almost painful.

Finally, we made it to the landing of the lobby. I held a hand up as I peered around the corner. There were more people there than normal, and I looked down at my watch. Shoot. Lunch break was over. That meant both the kitchen and the way to the elevator would be busy.

I slid back into the stairwell as bodies began to flood our way. “Tobias, do you think you can make me invisible, too? Quick!”

A large hand grabbed hold of mine, and I watched with a sense of impending doom as my arm began to slowly disappear, the invisibility creeping across my chest and down my legs just in time for Initiates to enter the stairwell. I squeezed my eyes shut as arms brushed against me, dreading that they’d feel us here, that they’d suspect something was wrong. But luckily the narrow space was so crowded that everyone was bumping into everyone anyway.

Finally, the trickle of people stopped, leaving us alone in the stairwell. I exhaled the breath I’d been holding.

“Okay, come on,” I whispered, tugging on Tobias’s hand.

As a unit, we emerged from the stairs and slithered across the lobby like a makeshift snake. The kitchen was abuzz with activity, the staff hurrying to clean up after lunch. I lead the way through the room, guiding them along the edges and weaving through humans carrying pots.

One of the staff knocked into me, and I froze, once again holding my breath. The hair-netted woman shook her head, blinking at me before moving on. I breathed out slowly through my nose as I towed our chain of three to the back of the kitchen, where we waited. As soon as all heads were turned away, I opened the secret door and we wriggled in.

We rushed through the corridor to the elevator, and once we confirmed it was empty, we stopped and dropped our chain. I sank my back against the wall as the doors slid closed and the metal box carried us upward.

“How much further?” Char asked, panting as if she was out of breath.

“Not much more now,” I replied in a whisper even though we were alone now. “We’ve just got to get past the guards standing outside Alex’s room and then head to the roof access. The Elite quarters are usually pretty empty, so it’s only the guards we’ll have to worry about.”

Char nodded, wrapping her arms around herself. Tobias gave her a pitiful look but kept his distance.

The silence that filled the air was thick and awkward, time seeming to pass with irritating slowness. I had so many questions burning on my tongue about how they knew each other, but we all needed to stay focused.

Mercifully, the elevator gave a ding, the upward momentum stopping then settling before the doors slid open. We headed up the final steps with me in the lead. If all had gone well, the room would be empty. I hoped Shea hadn’t had any problems with Alex.

But when I cracked the secret door open, I realized I’d made a critical error—I’d forgotten about Agnes.

Alex’s nanny had the door to the hall open, and all four of my guards were inside, some of them with freshly-healing wounds. The woman yelled at them, demanding to know what had happened to Alex. They all looked at each other, worry and confusion on their faces.

I held a hand up behind me, signaling that Tobias and Char should stay out of sight. Then I went into the room, not waiting for the guards to leave. I didn’t know how far Shea had gotten, and I didn’t want to risk them going after her.

One of the guards noticed me first, and Agnes swung around, her eyes widening. She marched up to me, hands on her hips. “What have you done with him? Do you have any idea what the Master will do when he discovers his son is missing?”

I set my chin. “Alex is a child, but you want to treat him like he’s an adult. You people have robbed him of his childhood, and I won’t allow it to continue.”

“That’s not your call to make, young lady,” Agnes said in a snooty, scolding tone. “I don’t care who you are, Alex is my charge, and I will make sure he measures up to the Master’s expectations.”

“I’m his sister,” I ground out as Agnes turned to the guards. I summoned my siren voice once more, putting everything I had into it. “Alex is no longer your responsibility. You all will leave and go straight to the elevator, not stopping until you are far from this room. Find something to do that doesn’t include me or Alex or Hadrian.”

My voice, so familiar yet so foreign, bathed Agnes and the guards with my will. They shuffled out the door, the glaze in their eyes still lingering.

I despised Agnes. Not quite as much as Hadrian, but enough. She’d been so instrumental in keeping Alex repressed. I wouldn’t let anyone do that to him ever again. But still, I hoped Hadrian wouldn’t kill her for losing him. No one deserved Hadrian’s wrath.

When they had all gone, I opened the door to the servant’s access. A woman lay at Tobias’s feet, unconscious.

“What the hell?” I gasped.

Tobias sighed. “She came up while you were talking. We had to subdue her.”

“Is she…?” I couldn’t finish the question. I’d seen enough death.

“No, just unconscious,” Char said.

“But we’d better hurry before she wakes up,” Tobias added.

I swallowed, but nodded. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

And as we headed toward the door to Alex’s room, I prayed with all my desperation that that had been our final obstacle.
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Chapter 38
Julian

“I’m coming, Julian. It’s time to go.”

The sound of Shea’s voice in my head emblazoned my soul, filling every nerve fiber in my body with strength and determination. I bolted upright in bed, humming with anticipation.

“Rainbow,” I called out softly to the room at large. “We’re going home, boy.”

Scanning the room, I found no sign of him. Had he already gone? I still had no idea how he’d survived this long without being caught. His food source was probably outside, unless he was secretly making his rounds down in the Initiate dorms.

If that was where he was now, I’d be reticent to leave. But then he’d been resourceful enough to not only make it across the country to find me, but to also remain undetected once he got here. If he could do all that, he could make it back home to Chicago.

Suddenly, a gentle weight landed on my lap, and I blinked down to see Rainbow curled up on my lap, his deep purr vibrating through my thighs.

I smiled down at him as I placed a hand on his head and began to rub it down his back. “You’re something else, you know that, cat?”

“Row,” he replied in a lazy, almost grumpy middle C.

I chuckled, savoring the engine-like revving of his purr.

His ears stood high, and he raised his head to look at the door. Though I was semi-confident that it wasn’t Marguerite, fear still gripped me for an instant before I recognized the soft cadence of Shea’s footsteps approaching in the hall.

The lock clicked, and Shea rushed discreetly inside. She turned around to smile at me with bated exhilaration, then ran across the room to throw her arms around my neck. I managed to awkwardly hug her back despite the cuffs, delighting in the warmth of her skin and her perfect scent that enveloped me. Rainbow gave a cranky chuff at being squished between us.

Shea pulled away abruptly, nervously looking around the room. “Marguerite?”

I smirked. “I suggested she go down to the lab to inquire about her…eating disorder. She’s quite concerned about it.”

She gave a little squeal of amusement. “That’s awesome. Hopefully that buys us enough time, but we still have to be quick. First, let’s get these cuffs off you.”

“Yes, please,” I groaned dramatically, lifting my bound wrists between us.

“Sahad,” she said.

I could taste the magic in the air as it worked inside the small chambers of the locks, then the vile, poisonous cuffs sprang open. I eagerly shook them off, rubbing my chafed wrists with unbridled satisfaction.

She put her hands over my wrists and whispered, “Tuer em anekh.”

A cool, refreshing sensation spread up my arms, over my chest and down my legs, and I surrendered to it, marveling at the feeling. “What was that?”

“I purified your blood of the copper,” she said, love pouring through her emerald eyes. “You should be at your full strength now. Oh, but first—”

She dug through her shoulder bag and tossed me a plastic bag. I looked down to see that it was a medical grade blood bag, the dark crimson liquid making my mouth water.

“Where did you get this?” None of the vampires did blood bags here, and I knew she couldn’t have possibly gone to some hospital or blood donation site overnight.

“Piper,” she replied.

A mixture of humility and hesitation washed through me, smoothing my expression. “But I always refused to drink from her.”

“She knows. But we don’t exactly have time for you to drink from me, you know, considering how that usually turns out.” She blushed, and guilt twisted in my gut. “Consider this her gift to you.”

She must have seen the reticence on my face because she urged, “Well, go on, down it.”

Pushing aside the numerous conflicting feelings I had about this whole situation, I sunk my teeth into the thick plastic and sucked as hard as I could, drinking too quickly to truly enjoy the meal.

As I finished it off, she whispered a few more foreign words I didn’t understand, and warmth flooded over me. It was both familiar and unique. I knew I’d experienced this feeling before, but it was different, like the warmth that spread through me came from within rather than without.

“There. I reversed the binding on your daywalking ability,” she said. “You should be able to move freely in the sun again. You’re going to need it.”

“You’re amazing,” I confessed. I tossed the bag onto the bed and leaned in to kiss her.

The feel of her soft, pliable lips on mine made this moment all the more jubilant, but I knew I couldn’t enjoy it just yet. We had to get out of here before we could celebrate.

“Let’s go,” I whispered as I drew away. I gathered up Rainbow, tucking him under my left arm, and we hopped off the bed and crept out the door.

I couldn’t help but marvel at my renewed strength as we swept down the hallway toward the stairs. My muscles practically sang with the fresh blood envigorating them and lack of copper inhibiting them. I could hardly remember the last time I could see and hear so crisply, could make even the slightest movement without struggle or pain. I wouldn’t take my power or clarity for granted ever again.

“Remind me how many people we’re breaking out?” I asked as we entered the winding staircase. She had told me a rushed version of her plan last night, but we hadn’t exactly had time to go over specifics with so many eyes and ears so close.

“You, Arya, Alex, Tobias, Char, and Piper. Oh, and Rainbow,” she added breathily as she began to pant with exertion from the climb.

“Six of us total,” I calculated. “And your plan is to have us fly away on the backs of two dragons and one gryphon?”

“Well, Arya has her own wings,” Shea panted. “Alex is ten and weighs about as much as a toothpick. And Piper is a toothpick.”

She paused, bending over to catch her breath. “Why? Why do there have to be so many stairs? Hadrian lives and breathes technology. Why aren’t these all escalators?”

I snickered. “Because he believes that his underlings should have to work to climb to the top—in all aspects of life. We could’ve taken the elevator, you know.”

She nodded as she sucked in a breath. “Yeah, but we’d be more likely to run into a vampire that way. It doesn’t mean I don’t still hate this.”

I grinned down at her as I shifted Rainbow to my shoulders, where the little furry bastard dug his claws in to hold on. “I can fix that,” I said wryly before scooping her into my arms.

We were up three levels before the startled gasp escaped her lips. I set her down on the fourth floor of the tower, and her body was still stiff with surprise.

After a moment, she loosened and shook out her shoulders. “Thank you, but maybe a little warning next time.”

I bit back on a chuckle as I led the way into the dark corridor. But the humor died in my throat as we approached the corner, and I grabbed Shea’s arm, nearly dropping Rainbow in the process. She stopped, turning to look at me. I quickly drew my finger to my lips.

Hushed voices were coming down the next hallway. I drew closer to the corner, putting myself between Shea and the others to listen in on the conversation.

“I think Hadrian’s got something big planned,” one of them said.

“Of course he does,” said another. “He’s always got something big planned. I was here when he conquered the citadel thirty or forty years ago. He dreams big, but no dream is too big.”

Shea tapped my shoulder, and I looked back at her to find her gesturing for me to come close.

I angled my head down so she could reach my ear easily.

“Those are Arya’s guards,” she whispered. “We have to get past them. Alex—her brother—is in the room they’re guarding.”

I looked back at Shea and mouthed the words, “I’ve got this.” I twisted around the corner, instantly drawing the attention of the other vampires.

“Hey!” one of them shouted. “You’re Julian Asher—the traitor. What are you doing up here?”

“I’m a bit...lost,” I said, acting as spacey as I remembered being just a day ago; hopefully they wouldn’t notice my lack of shackles. “I found this cat... Did you know there are cats here? It’s a nice cat.” I walked over to them, not exactly knowing how this was going to play out.

“Where did you find it?” one of them asked, looking warily at Rainbow.

“Actually, he found me,” I said. “I think.”

“Those eyes are weird,” said the other vampire. “Why are they all red?”

“It shouldn’t be here. How did it even get in the school?” The vampire on the right reached for Rainbow, who sprang from my arms.

In less than a second, the cat had latched onto the bald vampire’s head, scratching with quick claws. The guard screamed, and the other vampire lunged as the first guard reached up to tear Rainbow off.

But Rainbow quickly jumped away and ran down the corridor.

The unharmed vampire took chase, and as the bald vampire’s wounds healed, he gathered himself and went after the cat in a screaming rage.

“That was remarkably easy,” Shea said, creeping up to me.

“I just hope Rainbow will be okay,” I replied with a frown. “If they catch him...”

She placed a kind hand on my shoulder. “Hey, he’ll be okay.” She moved past me and knocked on the door. “Okay, let’s get Alex, then head to the roof.”

A few moments passed, then the door opened. Standing before them was a boy—the same boy I’d seen leaving Hadrian’s trophy room on a few occasions. So this was Hadrian’s son.

“Hey, Alex,” Shea said sweetly. “Would you like to come with us?”

The small boy was the spitting image of his father, and I wondered why I’d never made the connection before. I hoped Arya was wise in her decision to bring him along because, as closely guarded of a secret Hadrian had kept him, I was certain he’d stop at nothing to get him back.

Alex shrugged. “Yeah, I guess. I was just eating some lunch. Agnes was getting me some hot chocolate. But Arya told me to go with you.”

Shea placed a hand on his shoulder. “Thanks for listening. Let’s go and meet up with her.”

He nodded, then looked at me and pointed an accusing finger. “Hey, I know him. He’s the vampire who tried to stab my dad in the back.”

Surprise and fear spiked through my heart, feeding my growing apprehension.

Shea let loose a nervous laugh and gave a dismissing wave. “He and your dad have a long history. But Julian has been trying so hard to protect your sister, and that makes him one of our friends.”

Alex eyed me for a few more seconds. “Okay,” he relented with tight lips and suspicious eyes. “Where are we going?”

Shea gave him an encouraging smile. “To the roof. Have you ever been to the roof before?”

Excitement burst on his face, and he began to bounce on his toes. “It’s one of my favorite places in the citadel.”

“Well, we’re going to play a game up there,” Shea said, beaming. “Hide and seek.”

Alex’s eyes widened. “Ooh, that sounds fun!”

It was a partial-truth, and I admired Shea’s ability to handle the child so well. I didn’t do well with humans in general, but children were a whole other issue entirely.

“Let’s go,” she said, taking Alex’s hand. She shut his door, then we went back down the hall.

Miraculously, Rainbow came into view as we bound for the stairs. I looked past the cat, expecting to see the vampires hot on his tail. But there wasn’t even a sound. Rainbow must’ve lost them somehow. The cat jumped up, and I caught him gently, overwhelmed with relief that I wouldn’t have to leave him.

We pressed on down the stairs, and Alex kept turning and looking at me with his big, blue eyes.

“Why do you have a cat?” he asked in his admittedly cute voice.

I chuckled. “I don’t know. Maybe Shea could help us out on that one?”

“It’s not story time,” Shea quipped. “Less talking, more running. We’re almost there.”

We came to a blank landing, and my brows crumpled. Shea stared at the wall, her hands on her hips.

“It’s locked,” a voice said behind us. “I think from the outside.”

I whirled about defensively. “Piper!”

She stepped up the stairs and approached me timidly, shoving her glasses higher on her nose.

“I’m so sorry about what happened to you,” she said, a pitying look in her eyes.

I stepped the rest of the way to her and wrapped my free arm around her, bringing her into a side-hug while holding Rainbow in the other. “You have nothing to apologize for. I’m just glad we’re all getting out.”

Off to the side, Shea looked up the stairs nervously. “I hate to break up the happy reunion, but we’ve got to get through this door.”

“It’s a special lock,” Alex said, stepping forward. He placed his hand on bits of the stone, and a grinding sound came from the faintly-outlined doorway, but it didn’t budge. He frowned, pouting his lower lip. “That’s never happened before.”

I ran a finger along the dark material and discovered the issue. I swallowed as defeat settled like a stone in my belly. “The door is welded shut.”

Several footsteps sounded from around the corner, and I shot my head in that direction.

“They’ve found us,” I hissed.

“We’re trapped,” Piper chirped, her voice barely audible. “Why did I ever get involved with vampires?”

“Get behind me,” I commanded, dropping the hissing Rainbow and reaching my arms out protectively.

Shea put her hands on my sides while placing her head against my shoulder to get a good look at our attackers.

But the guards and the woman who came into view didn’t even look at us. They walked past as if in a daze. Piper whimpered, and Shea’s hand clung tighter to my waist.

Alex cocked his head. “Agnes?”

But the group of five didn’t stop or respond, and the woman—Agnes, apparently—mumbled something about an elevator. I studied the others, who looked as confused and incredulous as I felt. What the hell was going on?

Suddenly, Arya burst into the corridor, along with the Dracul boy and another young woman I didn’t recognize.

“Arya!” Shea shouted—a little too loudly for my comfort; we weren’t away from the vampire school yet, and the zombie-like group that had just passed had me deeply unnerved.

She stepped around me and waited to meet the three joining us. Alex went running to his sister with his arms extended. It warmed my heart to see their reunion. It was so odd to think that these loving, peaceable people were related to Hadrian Denholm, lord of all vampires. I didn’t really know her, but I knew that Arya was good. Surely her little brother was, too.

“What’s going on?” Alex asked Arya.

Tobias met my eyes and nodded his head in acknowledgement, though there was wariness in his gaze. I regarded him with the same distrust, but I reminded myself that this boy might be related to Claudette Dracul, but he was not her, nor did he bear her offenses.

I opened my mouth to say something, but a noise like fingernails on a chalkboard—magnified by one hundred—sounded from the door.

“Rainbow!” Piper hissed. “Julian, your crazy cat is going to draw the attention of every vampire in Heritage Prep!”

I turned around to see Rainbow crawling up the door, his claws poking into the thick metal. With one of his front paws, a single hooked claw was lodged into the welding. A line of sunlight spilled its way into the corridor—right onto me.

I flinched violently at the memory of the Sun Room, the agonizing, blistering pain the sun had inflicted on me. But no pain came. I glanced down at the illuminated part of my forearm, registering that the heat there was pleasant.

Shea put her hand over the spot on my arm. “You’re okay. The sun will never hurt you again.”

At the sadness in her voice, I wanted to reassure her that it wasn’t her fault, but the loud scraping of Rainbow’s claws stopped, and then more sunlight poured in as the door teetered, then fell out, slamming onto the roof of the citadel and revealing our exit.

Freedom was finally in sight.
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Chapter 39
Shea

Freedom sang a chorus in my soul as I stepped out into the glorious sunlight. I didn’t even care that it was twice as cold out here as it was inside. And seeing the looks of gratitude on the faces of Julian, Tobias, and Char humbled me to the point of tears.

But we weren’t out just yet.

“Sedjed ka,” I said, my magic forming a direct line to my mate. “Caesar, where are you?”

“Almost there,” his voice toned in my head. “A few more minutes.”

“Okay. Hurry.” I ended the connection and turned to my fellow escapees. “He’ll be here soon.”

“Who were you talking to?” Alex asked, looking at me like I was crazy. I guess I must have looked it, talking to thin air.

I gave him a placating smile. “I’m a witch, and I used magic to call a friend.” I wiggled my fingers in front of me as I spoke, trying to mystify him.

His eyes bugged out. “Whoa, cool!”

“Isn’t it?” I turned to Tobias and Char. “Okay, guys. Go ahead and shift, that way we can load up and be ready by the time—”

A thick fog rolled in, accompanied by a whooshing sound that could only be the flapping of large wings. The lot of us all looked around, struggling to see through the mist. Then a large red dragon and a hazelnut brown gryphon I’d know anywhere, emerged from the haze and landed on the roof in front of us, each with two passengers on their backs.

A petite Asian girl with—whoa, rainbow hair?—and a guy who looked like he jumped out of a fashion magazine slid off the dragon’s back as Char went running for them. She hugged Rainbow Hair and gave the dragon a pat on the shoulder. When the good looking soldier tried to hug her, she put up a halting hand, and he stepped back and saluted her instead.

“Wait, where’s Gibson?” she asked, looking around at the cavalry that flew in.

Rainbow Hair looked down mournfully, and the dragon shook his head.

Understanding formed a sad frown on Char’s face, and she nodded. “Okay. Tobias, let’s shift and get the hell out of here.”

The two of them transformed into a pair of matching navy blue dragons, and the non-flyers began pairing off.

Arya let out her gossamer white wings, and damn, they were so beautiful. She looked like something out of a fairytale.

“Wow,” Alex said, his mouth hanging open as he slowly approached his older sister. “Are you an angel?”

She giggled and knelt down to his level. “No, I’m a harpy. Would you like to touch them?”

He nodded eagerly, and she moved one of her wings closer to him. He raised a tentative hand and gently caressed one of her feathers, and she shivered like the touch tickled, making him giggle.

“Okay, Alex, we’re going to go on a little trip now,” she said.

His eyes narrowed, and he took a step back. “Where are we going? When will we be back?”

“Uh, we–er,” Arya stumbled, looking to me and Julian for help.

Alex stepped back further, shaking his head as his eyes darted from creature to creature around him. “Shifters killed my parents. I don’t want to go anywhere with them. They’re bad.”

Arya skittered toward him, putting her hands on his shoulders. “No, sweetie. They’re not bad. These guys are my friends, and they’re just good people like you and me.”

Before she finished speaking, the red dragon snapped at the auburn-haired soldier who attempted to climb on its back, a feral growl rumbling up its throat, and Alex gasped in fright.

“No! You’re all monsters, and I’m not going anywhere with you. Dad!” He took off running back into the building faster than Arya could grab his arm to stop him.

“Alex!” she called, running after him.

“Ah, hell,” I muttered, then ran in after both of them. I was okay with letting the boy go, but I would die before I left Arya here.

As soon as we entered through the opening in the wall, we both came to a dead stop. Alex was a few feet down the hall, desperately clinging to the last person I ever wanted to see again.

Marguerite.

The blonde demoness patted his hair soothingly, not removing her eyes from me as she said to him, “It’s alright now, Alex. Go get your father and tell him what’s happening. I’ll deal with them.”

The boy took off running down the hall and disappearing down the stairs.

“No!” Arya cried, starting after him, but I grabbed her upper arm and yanked her backward.

“Arya, you can’t,” I cautioned, darting my glance back to Marguerite, who began a slow, seductive prowl toward us.

“That’s right, Arya,” Marguerite purred, looking more like a demure debutant in her slinky red gown than the evil succubitch I knew her to be. “Daddy doesn’t need you anymore. And once he finds out that you tried to abduct his son, I’m sure he wouldn’t mind me killing you.”

In a flash, she was across the hall, blurring toward Arya. I shouted out the snaring spell in a rush, using all the magic I could pull within me, and in the next heartbeat, Marguerite was frozen in place right in front of Arya, her exposed fangs only a breath away from Arya’s throat.

Arya stumbled backward, falling onto her butt on the floor and panting heavily.

“What the hell did you do to me?” Marguerite shrieked, squeezing her eyes shut with effort, then snarling when she couldn’t move despite her struggle. “Let me go this instant!”

“No,” I said with all the fury and hatred I felt toward her. “You will never hurt someone I love ever again. I’m going to end you.”

I opened my mouth to speak the darkest spell I knew, not caring what the magical repercussions would be, but Julian was suddenly beside me, his hand on my shoulder.

“No,” he said.

My rage bubbled over at him stopping me once more, and I was going to chew him out.

He turned to me, that dark, predatory gleam in his eyes. “She’s my demon to slay. Let me have this.”

And just like that, all my anger fizzled out. He was right. She had tormented him, not me. What right did I have to take this opportunity away from him? He deserved this.

I gave him a single nod and stepped back, giving him whatever space he needed.

He walked up to face Marguerite, not a whisper of emotion on his perfect face.

“Julian,” she cooed, her voice girlish and desperate. “Please, don’t do this. I love you. I-if you’re going to go, let me come with you. We can run away together right now.”

“You say you love me, Marguerite,” he said softly. “But you never truly gave me your heart. Will you let me have your heart?”

“Yes! Yes, anything you want,” she pleaded. “I love you. My heart is yours!”

He smirked. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

In a flash, he thrust his fist into her chest and ripped out her still beating heart. Arya gasped sharply and turned away, but all I could do was stare with wicked satisfaction. Funny, I thought her heart would be black as midnight, but it was the same color red as the dress she was wearing.

I released the snaring spell, and her body crumpled to the floor. Julian squeezed her heart in his bloody hand, crushing it into moosh, then flung the pulp away, bending down to wipe his hand clean on the bottom of her dress.

Footsteps echoed up the staircase, and I hastily pulled Arya to her feet.

“Come on, let’s go.”

“But Alex—” she began, looking both traumatized and heartbroken.

“I know, and I’m sorry,” I said. “But if we don’t go now, we’re all going to die.”

She let out a mournful whimper but nodded, and the three of us ran back outside.

“I’ll take Piper,” Julian said, urging me toward Caesar. “Got on. Hurry!”

Caesar lowered his body to give me easier access, and Julian swiftly picked me up and planted me on his back.

“Hold on tight, no matter what,” he cautioned, then sped to Piper’s side, scooping her into his arms while Rainbow jumped onto his shoulder.

I adjusted my shoulder bag, then gripped onto handfuls of Caesar’s feathers, hoping I wasn’t hurting him.

“Everyone ready?” Julian called to the group as he darted to the edge of the roof.

The auburn-haired guy was still standing, looking around in desperation.

“I’ll take you,” Arya said, holding her arms out as she approached him.

“The hell you will,” Tobias growled in a deep dragon voice.

“Stop it, we don’t have time,” Char snapped, wacking him with her wing.

He let out a roar of frustration and swooped his wings upward, propelling himself and Kai off the roof. Arya scooped her arms under the soldiers arms, locking her hands around his chest, and kicked off. The rest of us did the same, flying away from the roof just as bodies spilled out of the entrance.

I looked down at the vampires who tried to leap for us, reaching out their hands and narrowly missing, only to fall to their certain death. My gaze followed one of them down, and I saw Julian blurring away into the forest. Thank goodness, he was getting away.

A sound erupted from the west and stole my attention, forcing me to look back only to duck my head as dozens of tiny objects went whizzing past me. The bastards were shooting at us!

“Faster!” I yelled as we flew through the fog, and I felt Caesar’s powerful wings pump harder.

I only relaxed when the fog swallowed us completely, and I could no longer see the roof or the fortress itself at all.

But not even the thick, shrouding mist could muffle out the sound of Hadrian’s maniacal laughter, which sent a chill deep into my soul.

~The End~

Are you ready for the epic conclusion to the Dark Shifter Academy series? Preorder the final book, Cursed Fates HERE!

For news, exclusive giveaways, and chances to snag advanced released copies for review, join Tricia Barr’s Readers on Facebook!

OceanofPDF.com


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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