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      With her future already fated by others, vampire hybrid Elle makes the most of her present—but a friend’s betrayal could end it all.

      Seventeen-year-old vampire-dryad hybrid Elle can’t live up to her parents’ expectations. She’s snubbed by her dad’s bloodline-obsessed vampire family while her mom’s dryad side has determined her fate—to return to New York City and protect Central Park.

      Unsure of her place in the world yet held to promises her family made, Elle dreads leaving her friends as well as breaking things off with her wolf-shifter boyfriend, Kase. With her destiny out of her hands, Elle is determined to control what she can.

      Even though Kase Kasun has spent his life living in the shadows of his family name and the weight it carries, he’s embraced his role as a protector of Havenwood Falls. Everything had been worked out, until Elle started distancing herself. Kase knows the space she’s creating between them will only make room for trouble.

      Intent on savoring every last minute together, Elle, Kase, and all their friends plan an epic spring break camping trip. But when one of Elle’s so-called friends turns out to be an enemy intent on taking her out of Havenwood Falls, her life may come to an untimely end. Promises are made to be broken, and only the moon has the power to save her now.
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          ELLE

        

      

    

    
      The Havenwood Falls High bell rang sharply, alerting me to the end of the school day. Finally, spring break. Lifting my head from the pages of my assigned reading, A Tale of Two Cities, I watched the rest of the class hustle toward the hallway. Normally, I loved losing myself in a good book, but even with two years of French, I had a hard time keeping up with Darnay and the Defarges.

      The thick novel didn’t fit in my backpack, so I secured the tattered paperback in my coat pocket, shouldered my bag, and made my way to my locker. There was no need to carry thirty pounds of books, since I’d only need one of them to complete my homework. The weight didn’t bother me, because I had super strength. Being a vampire half-breed had perks; for example, I didn’t have to deal with bloodlust like my father did. Dryad blood pumped through my veins, powerful enough to subdue any unbecoming urges a young vampire would have. Only problem was each half-breed benefit came with inconveniences, like being able to hear every thought from every mind in the building. Over the last year, with the help of my parents, friends, and night classes at the Academy, I’d mostly learned to control each of my abilities, including the ones I hadn’t expected.

      The school’s hallways always buzzed with the latest gossip and hormones. Tuning out self-conscious teenagers had become second nature. Disregarding arrogant and even lustful thoughts took a little more concentration. And the weirdest part of mind reading wasn’t all the jumbled thoughts, but it was seeing them in my mind’s eye. My ability was similar to reading a book and visualizing the story like a movie.

      So when I heard Ana Novak’s thoughts about Kase Kasun, I not only caught a few details about what a good kisser he was, but I envisioned Kase’s lips so close I could feel his warm breath brush over my cheek.

      I pressed my palm to my forehead to clear my thoughts.

      When I looked up, the two were at the end of the corridor across from my locker. Ana was leaning against the old blue-painted metal facing Kase, and she grinned up at him and giggled. Then, as if she sensed I was watching, she nudged his shoulder playfully. Her touch lingered a second too long. He glanced down at the spot she’d touched and shook his head. Her bottom lip pouted out flirtatiously, and he ignored her attempt to win him back and turned to walk in my direction without a word.

      As his eyes met mine, he frowned. We’d both been trying to ignore the spectacle Ana made of herself on a daily basis, but somehow she’d found out I called things off romantically with Kase during the holiday break. Ever since, I’d been trying to avoid both of them. Kase had known from the beginning, since his split with Ana, that I wasn’t staying. My family had always expected me to move back to New York after graduation. Not to mention, I’d die if I didn’t bond with a tree in Central Park by my next birthday. After I’d gained control of my strange powers, and the rumors about the mysterious death of my ex-boyfriend were replaced by who wore what at the latest gala, I’d had to beg my parents to allow me to stay in Havenwood Falls to graduate. Neither of my parents were biological, but they’d been looking after me since the night they found me. I’d been no more than a few months old, and I’d been laid at the foot of my mother’s tree in the park.

      Kase and I had agreed to stay friends after the holidays, but seeing him through Ana’s thoughts made me want to vomit. Every day, the love I felt for Kase grew heavier in my chest. For the last few months, when I knew he had a class in one hallway, I’d go down another so I wouldn’t have to face him. Lugging love around, instead of giving it to Kase, made me realize sadness isn’t a void. True sorrow is a weight.

      Behind him, Ana gave me a death glare. I shrugged and turned toward the exit. Avoiding Ana had become essential for both of us. She had a way of making me crazy, and I couldn’t risk losing control in a school filled with humans who didn’t know about our supernatural world.

      Thirty pounds wasn’t that heavy anyway.

      Kase walked faster to catch up with me, and I could feel him getting closer. Eluding him had been impossible. The warmth he radiated had to be because he was a wolf shifter; at least, that’s what I’d convinced myself. It couldn’t be anything more. We couldn’t be anything more than friends. It would be easier the next time I saw him. The truth was I’d be seeing him more this next week than I’d allowed myself for months.

      Kase cleared his throat, and when I looked over at him, one corner of his mouth pulled up, revealing a dimple.

      “You have mean girl cooties,” I teased, and wrinkled my nose when he tried to hold my hand—again. It was partially my fault he kept trying. The few times we found ourselves alone, usually because I’d been hanging out with his sister, I felt drawn to him. He had to feel it, too.

      When Kase frowned, disappointed at my rejection, my heart ached.

      Kase Kasun was everything I’d wanted in a guy when I was wishing for the perfect boyfriend in middle school. Back then, I was just a normal girl, my powers hadn’t been triggered, and I’d attended an all-girls prep school in New York City. There was something dreamy about ending up with the All-American athletic good guy. Only, this good guy had gotten himself caught in the claws of an evil, power-hungry she-wolf before I’d arrived.

      Kase’s steps synced with mine, the rhythm echoing slightly in the emptying hall, and he reached in front of me to open the door leading to the parking lot. My backpack brushed against his forearm. In an effort to avoid knocking him over, I shifted the weight and nearly tipped myself over from being so top heavy. Kase used his wolf-like reflexes to catch me.

      I stiffened in his arms.

      “Come on, Elle,” Kase whispered, and I melted. His olive skin was smooth and his dark eyes warm and inviting. Kase had been the star quarterback of our high school’s football team the last two years, and there was no mistaking the muscular build under his letterman’s jacket.

      He brushed some of my long blond hair over my shoulder to get a better look at my face. He’d discovered all of my tells while we dated, and I could feel him analyzing me. Forcing myself to remain indifferent, I relaxed my jaw, released the inside of my cheek from between my teeth, and loosened my grip on the straps of my backpack.

      “How about I take you out for coffee?” he asked. The simplicity of his invitation didn’t imply anything more.

      I gave him a tight smile, determined to stay strong and let him down easy. “I could use one, but you know I have training.”

      “Will you stay with me? Please. Even if it’s only for a few minutes.” Kase’s voice croaked, and he gently pulled me a little closer. “We can just talk out here. I miss being with you.”

      My body betrayed me and leaned into him. Why couldn’t we sit at Coffee Haven all afternoon and hang out with our friends? I thought after pushing Kase away for so long, it would be easier to turn him down. Last month, on Valentine’s Day, I’d stayed home and claimed to be sick, all in an effort to keep Kase out of sight and out of mind.

      My wall was crumbling.

      “How about we get that coffee,” I agreed with some hesitation, and quickly scrambled to rebuild my façade. “But as friends.”

      Kase slowly released me, careful to make sure I had my balance.

      “I’ll take what I can get.” His mouth formed a tight smile, and he waved a hand in front of himself, allowing me to lead the way.

      Our cars were parked side by side at the back of the lot. His blue truck made my black smart car look like a toy. He and his twin sister, Willa, shared the truck, but Willa always had archery practice after school. Her boyfriend, Tarron, also on the team, always gave her a ride home.

      “Wanna ride together?” Kase asked and chuckled as he looked from his truck to the car. “I’ll even try to squeeze into your car if you want to drive. Maybe you can open the sunroof so I can sit up straight.”

      Before I could stop myself, my hand flung out and backhanded his chest. Kase was over six feet tall, and while I was considered average height, he still towered over me. He’d always teased me about my car, and it almost felt normal to joke about it. Only, our normal had been being together, and we would have to figure out a new normal. My goal the past few months had been to avoid running into him altogether. Since his sister was one of my best friends, it proved more difficult than I’d anticipated.

      “Haha.” My fake laughter was filled with a good dose of sarcasm, and I rolled my eyes as I rummaged through the front pocket of my backpack for my keys. Kase moved around my car to open the driver’s side door, and I pushed one of the buttons on my key fob as he rounded the front.

      A loud honk blared, making him jump, and I couldn’t contain my real laughter. The surprise on his face morphed into a genuine grin.

      “That’s what you get.” My chest filled with warmth, even though it was freezing outside. Being with Kase made me happy, so why couldn’t we ride to Coffee Haven together without it being together? My lips twisted as I thought, and I made my decision.

      “Let’s just take your truck,” I said and reached for the handle of the passenger door. Kase beat me to it, and opened the door for me. Always the gentleman, he took my backpack and tossed it into the back. Pulling A Tale of Two Cities out of my coat pocket, I set it in the middle of the bench seat. Kase climbed into the driver seat and looked down at the novel, with its dog-eared pages and worn cover.

      “Is that one for class or for fun?” he asked as he started the truck.

      The novel was not what I’d call fun, but Kase was really trying. His friendship would be the one I’d miss most when I moved back to New York.

      “Definitely class,” I answered. “It’s been too long since I’ve read a book for fun.”

      Kase put his truck into reverse and backed out of the space. He’d started to put his arm along the back of the seat when he looked behind to check for other cars, but stopped himself. He sounded easygoing, but his posture was rigid, and he almost seemed nervous. After maneuvering out of the parking lot, he relaxed a little.

      “So what have you been doing for fun?” he asked softly, keeping his eyes on the road.

      When I shifted to face him, the seatbelt threatened to decapitate me. Wrapping my hand around the stiff fabric, I pulled it under my arm and answered, “Mostly training and hanging out with Scarlet and your sister. My parents are still back and forth to New York on business. I almost think they feel bad about being gone so much. Last week, my dad brought a telescope home and said I needed a hobby.”

      “Soon you’ll have track and field season to keep you busy,” Kase said, and he shrugged sheepishly. “But until then, astronomy sounds cool.”

      “Yeah, I guess,” I agreed half-heartedly.

      “No, really, the sky can tell you so much, especially at night. Knowing the phases of the moon and the different constellations can help you navigate by the stars. You can even tell time by connecting Polaris to the Big Dipper.”

      Squinting at Kase, I wondered who the imposter was, and asked, “Who are you, and what have you done with Kase?”

      He smiled and rubbed at the back of his neck with one hand. “It’s me, I promise. There’s a lot more that goes into patrolling the town borders than racing against Joe from one ridge to the other. And, in the state he’s in, we haven’t done much racing. It’s not like I have to worry about the phases of the moon because I can control when I shift, but I’ve had to use the constellations a time or two to stay on course. And I’ve used the moon to help tell time. Did you know the moon has no light of its own? It’s how the sun shines on it that makes it useful.”

      “That’s cool,” I said and placed a finger on my chin thoughtfully. “Maybe I’ll actually tilt the telescope up and take a look.”

      “Tilt it up, huh?” he asked with a mischievous grin.

      “You may patrol the borders, but somebody has to keep an eye out for the people in town.” A giggle escaped me.

      Kase slowed the truck down as we approached the four-way stop at Main and Eighth Streets. He looked over at me and asked, “And who exactly do you feel like you need to keep an eye out for?”

      “Oh, no one in particular. Think of it as a neighborhood watch,” I said with a smirk.

      “Sounds more like stalking to me,” he mumbled with a chuckle. The truck moved through the intersection, and Kase was on the lookout for a parking space.

      “I don’t like your tone.” So I decided to flip the script. “What have you been doing for fun?”

      Kase pulled into a space across the street from Coffee Haven. He kept the truck running, with the heat on, and unbuckled his seatbelt. “Hanging out with Joe mostly. He’s missing Infiniti. It’s kind of making him crazy. I know you’re going to find this cheesy, but kind of like the moon needs the sun to be useful, I’ve discovered I don’t have much fun without you in my life.”

      Shifting in my seat, I faced forward. He’d gone there. My head pressed back into the seat, and I sighed.

      “I can’t—no, I won’t let you talk me into this.” I waved my pointer finger between us back and forth a few times. Pausing to gauge where his mind was at, I heard nothing. Kase had blocked me. He’d learned to veil his thoughts from me by the end of our second date.

      “I know you’re trying to protect me—” he started.

      “Don’t think I’m some saint. I’m also trying to protecting me.” My hand covered my heart.

      “I promise to never hurt you.” Kase scooted closer, and the paperback between us pressed against my thigh. He lifted his hand and cupped my jawline.

      Leaning into him, I closed my eyes and whispered, “That’s like promising me the moon, Kase. It kills me to see you every day in those hallways, and a few weeks ago I even stayed away, thinking it might be a little easier. But not seeing you was worse. I thought a half vampire, half dryad dating a wolf shifter was trite, but the fact that I don’t know how I’m going to live in New York without you feels pathetic.”

      “You are anything but pathetic,” Kase muttered, his warm breath caressing my cheek. “Elliot Martin, the only I question I have for you is are you doing all of this—keeping me in the friend zone, moving back to New York—for you or for your parents?”

      Pulling away, I felt weak. He was the only person in town I’d ever explained my past to, and he was partially right. I wanted to press my lips against his more than anything. Even though I’d been training for over a year to build my strength, to learn to control my power, I was completely vulnerable when it came to Kase.

      So I reached for the handle and opened my door. The ice-cold air flooded the cab of the truck. When Kase pulled back in shock, I turned and retreated across the street and into Coffee Haven.
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