
  
    
      
    
  


		
			Praise for Tracy Wolff’s Crave series

			#BookTok

			“I have not enjoyed a book like I’ve enjoyed this in a long time.” 

			—Danisbookish

			“I love the Crave series.” 

			—MunnyReads

			“Esta saga es mi mejor descubrimiento (this saga is my best discovery)!” 

			—Albazamoraexpo

			“READ THIS SERIES!!” 

			—Theemmarae

			“OMG! I’m obsessed.” 

			—Isabellagerli

			“Fue tan bueno que lo leí dos veces (it was so good I read it twice)!”

			—Marianaboooker

			“This is now a Crave stan account!” 

			—Grapiedeltaco

			“I don’t think I’m exaggerating when I say literary masterpiece.” 

			—Heybiancaj

			“Ok but why is it so cute?” 

			—Bookswithsierra

			“Absolutely epic love story!”

			—caroline_cares

			“La Crave Saga para mi: hogar (the Crave Saga for me: home).”

			—Letiziaalg21

		


		
			More praise for Tracy Wolff’s Crave series

			A #1 New York Times bestselling series

			A USA Today, Publishers Weekly, and Spiegel international bestselling series

			“It will keep you on the edge of your seat until the very end… You’re going to be waiting eagerly for what will be coming next.”

			—The Nerd Daily, on Court

			“A wild ride from start to finish.”

			—Hypable, on Covet

			“So many twists and turns, you need a roadmap for this thrilling adventure.”

			—Culturess, on Covet

			“YA Feminist Must-Reads of 2020”

			—Glitter magazine, on Crush

			“Throw in some deadly intrigue to mingle with the dark secret Jaxon bears, and you’ve got a recipe for YA vampire success.”

			—Bustle, on Crave

			“Harry Potter meets Twilight.”

			—The Charger Bulletin, on Crave
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			For Andrea Deebs,
the most badass mother a girl could ever ask for.
Thank you for being mine.

		


		
			Author’s Note: This book depicts issues of panic attacks,
death and violence, emotional torture and incarceration,
and some sexual content. It is my hope that these elements
have been handled sensitively, but if these issues could be
considered triggering to you, please take note.


		


		
			1

			Nearly Gutless Grace

—Grace—

			My head feels strange.

			Actually, every part of me feels strange, and I don’t have a clue what’s going on. 

			I think back over the last few minutes as I try to figure out why I feel so hollow and unmoored, but all I can see is Jaxon’s face. He’s smiling at me as we walk down the hall, and we’re joking about—

			Just like that, it all comes flooding back. A scream tears through me, and I instinctively jerk away from Hudson’s blade. 

			Except there is no blade, I realize as I arch backward. 

			There is no Hudson.

			No Jaxon. 

			No hallway—and no Katmere Academy. In their place is a vast, dark emptiness that has panic clawing at my insides as I struggle to figure out what’s happening.

			Where am I?

			Where did everyone go?

			What is this odd weightlessness that fills my every cell? 

			Did Jaxon’s brother actually kill me with that sword?

			Am I dead right now?

			The idea slinks into the corner of my mind and seizes the breath in my lungs. 

			Panic grows into full-blown terror as my eyes strain to see more than an inch into the inky-black nothingness that surrounds me. I frantically run my hands over my body in an effort to find the death blow. To confirm—or please God, debunk—the idea that I am dying or already dead.

			Oh God, I don’t want to be dead. The thought slams through me. Please don’t let me be dead—or worse, a ghost. 

			Dating a vampire is one thing, but please, please, please don’t make me a ghost. Getting stuck haunting Katmere Academy’s hallways for an eternity as Nearly Gutless Grace is so not my idea of a good time. 

			But as I finish my personal inspection of myself, I notice there is no wound to find. 

			No blood. 

			Not even any pain. Just this weird numbness that refuses to go away as it turns me colder with every second that passes. 

			I try blinking fast a couple of times to clear my vision, and when that doesn’t work, I rub my eyes, and then I force myself to look around again, ignoring my sweaty palms and shaking hands as I do.

			But nothing’s changed. Darkness still surrounds me on every side—and not just any darkness. The kind that only happens when there is no moon, no stars. Only a sky as black and empty as the terror growing inside me.

			“Seriously? As black and empty as the terror growing inside you?” a sarcastic voice with a very proper British accent asks from deep in my head. “Melodramatic much?”

			I’ve gotten used to a voice in my head sometimes telling me how to survive over the last couple of weeks, but this is totally different. This guy sounds like he wants to hurt, not help me.

			“Who are you?” I ask.

			“Really? That’s your big question?” He yawns. “Soooo original.”

			“Fine, then will you just tell me what’s going on?” I demand in a voice that is way more high-pitched—way more frightened-sounding—than I would like. Then again, truth in advertising is a saying for a reason…

			Still, I clear my throat and try again. “Who are you? What do you want from me?”

			“I’m fairly certain I’m the one who should be asking those questions, Princess, considering you’re the one dragging me along for this ride.”

			“Dragging you?” My voice breaks. “I’m the one trapped here with no clue about where here even is, let alone who I’m trapped with. Of course I have questions, especially since it’s too dark for me to see anything.”

			He makes a noise that should sound sympathetic but is actually anything but. “Yeah, well, there is a solution for a large part of that—”

			Hope leaps in my stomach. “Which is?”

			He gives a long-suffering sigh. “Turn on the fucking light. Obviously.”

			A quick, sharp click of a switch being flicked echoes through the emptiness. A half second later, brightness floods the world around me.

		


		
			2

			Head Space, Talk Space, 
Give Me Some Space
—Grace—

			Pain assaults my eyeballs, and I spend a few interminable seconds blinking like a mole just emerging from the earth. But when I can finally see again, I realize I’m in a room. A very large loft, at least half the size of a football field, with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves stretching the entire length of the wall in front of me.

			The top shelf is crowded with candles of every size and shape imaginable, and for a moment, a new worry creeps in. But a quick glance around shows that there’s no altar in sight. No jars of blood. No creepy spell book meant to hasten my journey to the afterlife.

			Which I take as a very good sign. I mean, there are only so many times a girl can handle being the human sacrifice du jour. And I’m pretty sure I’ve already reached my limit…plus one.

			Another quick glance around reveals nothing scary at all about the room I’m in. In fact, the entire area looks like one of those fancy furniture-catalog showrooms.

			The three main walls not covered in bookshelves are painted a bright white, with lamps and chandeliers bathing the entire space in soft, warm light. My gaze bounces around the space, a gorgeous mix of modern and rustic furniture in white, tan, or black arranged into eight distinctive areas by the strategic placement of rugs and seating.

			There’s an area filled with albums crowding two giant black metal shelves and an impressive media cabinet. Farther down is an exercise space, a target-practice area, and then a gaming section dominated by a massive flat-screen TV and a super-comfy-looking couch with game controllers scattered on the white cushions. There’s a bedroom area with a big white bed, library space with rows and rows of books filled to bursting on too many bookshelves to count, a reading nook with a black accent wall, kitchen, and what must be the bathroom in the rear.

			Everything feels almost soothing. Like coming home.

			Well, unless, of course, you count the disembodied voice that keeps talking in the back of my head. A voice that, very definitely, does not belong to me or my conscience.

			“Do you like the accent wall? It’s Armani black,” he says, and I have to grit my teeth against telling him what he can do with his Armani black, not to mention the condescension he’s got dripping from every proper British syllable. But antagonizing whoever this guy is doesn’t seem like the best bet right now, especially not when I still have to get my bearings.

			Instead, I settle for trying—one more time—to get some answers. “Why are you doing this to me?”

			A heavy sigh. “There you go again, stealing my line.” 

			I’m so freaked out that it takes a moment for his words to register. When they do, I can’t help squawking and throwing my hands wide. “I already told you, I’m not doing this! I don’t even know what this is.”

			“Yeah, well, sorry to contradict your self-delusion, but it’s got to be you. Because vampires can do a lot of things, but we sure as fuck can’t do this.”

			The way he says “fuck” this time comes out more like “fook,” his accent growing heavier with each word, and I have the inane urge to giggle.

			“Yeah, well, neither can I. In fact—” I break off as the rest of his words sink in. “You’re a vampire?” 

			“Well, I’m sure as shit not a werewolf. And since I’m not breathing fire or waving a magic wand out of my arse, you do the maths.”

			“I don’t know what you’re waving—out of your ass or otherwise—because I can’t see you,” I snap. “Where exactly are you, anyway? And, more importantly, who are you?” 

			He doesn’t answer—big surprise. But before I can say anything else, there’s a small sound behind me, like the whisper of expensive fabric brushing against itself.

			I whirl around, fists raised and heart pounding, only to find a very tall, very good-looking guy with a modern pompadour and excellent taste in clothing, if the black silk shirt and black dress pants are any indication. He’s leaning a shoulder against a bookshelf as he stares at me through narrowed arctic-blue eyes, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. 

			It takes a second for what I’m seeing to register, but when it does… Oh my God. Oh. My. God. This is Hudson. Wherever this room happens to be—whatever it happens to be—I’m trapped in it. With Jaxon’s sociopathic older brother. 
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			I Do Like a Good 
Cup of Hurl Grey
—Grace—

			Just the idea has my stomach clenching and drops of nervous sweat rolling down my spine. But if my very short time at Katmere has taught me anything, it’s to never show fear to a paranormal…at least not if I hope to get out of the situation alive. 

			So instead of screaming my head off—which part of me totally wants to do—I narrow my eyes right back at him. Then brace myself for God only knows what as I say, “Looks like the devil really does wear Gucci.”

			He snorts. “I already told you I’m a vampire, not a devil—though I suppose you could be forgiven for confusing the two, since you know my wayward little brother. Also, to be clear, this is Armani.” 

			He says the last with the same reverence I usually reserve for cherry Pop-Tarts and Dr Pepper in the middle of a long study session. 

			I nearly laugh, and probably would have if I wasn’t still reeling from the knowledge that this guy really is Hudson. In the flesh. Which means that whole moment in the hallway when I stepped in front of a sword wasn’t a hallucination. Lia’s plan worked—Hudson really is back. And for reasons I don’t understand, I’m trapped with him in a Pottery Barn catalog.

			As thoughts of everything I’ve heard about him these last couple of weeks race through my head, I choke out, “What exactly do you expect to get from doing this?”

			“I already told you, this is your little soiree, not mine.” He glances around with disdain. “And it’s not exactly hopping, now, is it?”

			“God, you are such a jackass.” Frustration races through me, overwhelming the fear I should probably be feeling. I know this guy is a stone-cold killer, but he’s also annoying. As. Fuck. “Could you just forget for one second that you’re a psychopath and tell me what you want?”

			At first, it looks like he’s going to keep arguing with me. But then his face closes up, his eyes going blank as he answers, “Isn’t it obvious? I want to have a tea party.” His British accent is as sharp as a switchblade as it skates across my skin. “I do hope you like Earl Grey.”

			I barely resist telling him what he can do with his Earl Grey—and his sarcasm. But I have bigger fish to fry. “If you think I’m going to help you hurt Jaxon, that’s not going to happen.” I’d rather he just kill me now than let him turn me into a weapon against the boy I love.

			“Please. If I wanted to hurt that little bastard, he’d already be dead.” His voice is flat, his eyes bored, as he pulls out a cobalt-blue pocket square and starts to polish the face of his very expensive-looking watch.

			Because polishing jewelry really is of the utmost importance right now.

			“Correct me if I’m wrong,” I say, shooting him a skeptical look. “But isn’t he the one who killed you?”

			“Is that what the tosser is telling people? That he killed me?” He gives a very proper sniff. “Not bloody likely.”

			“Considering it’s been about a week and a half since I participated—unwillingly, mind you—in a ceremony to bring you back from the dead—”

			“So that’s what all that racket was?” he interrupts with a yawn. “And all this time I thought you were auditioning for the werewolves’ yearly howl-a-thon.” 

			My eyes narrow at the insult. “You know, you’re an even bigger asshole than they said you were.”

			“To be fair, what’s the point of being a small arsehole?” he asks, brow raised. “Mummy dearest always taught me if you’re going to do something, you might as well be the best at it.” 

			“Is that the same ‘mummy dearest’ who assaulted Jaxon when you died?” I respond, voice scathing.

			He stills. “Is that how he got that scar?” He’s still staring down at his watch, but for the first time since we began talking, his voice is devoid of its usual sarcasm. “He should have known better.”

			“Better than to kill you, despite everything you did?” 

			“Better than to trust her,” he murmurs, and he sounds a thousand miles away. “I tried to—” He breaks off in the middle of the sentence, shaking his head like he wants to clear it. 

			“Tried to what?” I ask, the words slipping out even as I tell myself to let it go. It’s not like I can believe anything he says anyway.

			“Doesn’t matter now.” He shrugs and goes back to polishing his watch. And smirking in that way that makes me want to scream and get the best of him at the same time. 

			I shove my hands into my pockets—so I don’t try to strangle him with them—and my right hand brushes up against something that makes my heart sing. I tug the phone from my pocket and hold it up triumphantly. “I’ll just call Jaxon to come get me—and take care of you once and for all!”

			Hudson mutters something under his breath, but I don’t pay him any attention. My pulse is racing as I tap open my messages app. I can’t believe I didn’t think about my phone before now. I bite my lip as I ponder what to say. I don’t want to send Jaxon into a complete panic for my safety, but I really want him to come fast. In the end, I settle on a short message.

			Am fine. Trapped with Hudson though. Sending location.

			I hit send, then scroll down and tap “share my location.” And wait.

			After several seconds, a message pops up saying the text couldn’t be delivered, and I nearly cry when I notice I have no bars. I blink away tears as I shove my phone back into my pocket and say the only thing that matters. “I want to go back to Katmere.”

			“By all means.” Hudson must realize my phone isn’t working because he gestures to the elaborately carved wooden door that’s several feet away from us. “Feel free.”

			“You didn’t bring me here through that door.” I don’t understand how I know that, considering everything between Katmere and here is a blank, but I do.

			“Once again, I didn’t bring you here at all,” he answers, and the smug amusement is back.

			“Don’t lie to me,” I grate out. “I know you did this.”

			“Do you?” He lifts one dark, perfectly arched brow. “Well, then. Since you know everything, enlighten me. Please. How precisely am I supposed to have managed all of this?”

			“How the hell am I supposed to know how you did it?” I shoot back, and by now my fingernails are digging into my palms so hard that I’m afraid I’ll draw blood…which will lead to a whole new slew of problems. Especially considering, “I just know that you did. You’re the vampire, after all.”

			“I am, indeed. And that matters because…?” This time both brows go up.

			“Because you’re the one with the power. Obviously.”

			“Obviously,” he repeats with just a hint of scorn. “Except I already told you. Vampires can’t do this.”

			“You don’t actually expect me to believe that, do you?”

			“Why not?” But the look he shoots me is somehow both condescending and accusatory. “Oh, right. Because if something strange happens, it must be the vampire’s fault.”

			No way I’m going to fall for the “poor little vampire” routine he seems to be taking out for a spin right now. I know exactly what he did. And exactly how many people he’s hurt with his actions.

			Including Jaxon.

			“The reason I don’t trust you has nothing to do with you being a vampire,” I tell him. “And everything to do with you being a psychopathic prick with a god complex.”

			That startles a laugh out of him, followed by an amused, “Don’t hold back. Tell me how you really feel.”

			“Oh, I’m just getting warmed up.” I put as much badass into my voice as I can muster up. “Keep me here much longer, and I promise I’ll make sure you regret it.”

			It’s obviously an empty threat, considering there’s not much I can do that will hurt Hudson. 

			Something he is very much aware of, judging by the look in his eyes—not to mention the “oh yeah?” grin he’s wearing as he pushes off the bookcase to stand to his full height. Right before he says, “Tell me, Grace. How exactly do you plan on doing that?”

		


		
			4

			Every Little Thing He 
Does Is Not Magic
—Grace—

			Hudson crosses his arms over his chest as he waits for me to answer. The only problem? I don’t have an answer. Partly because I haven’t been in this new world long enough to understand how anyone’s powers work, even Jaxon’s or Macy’s. And partly because Hudson is being so jerky about the whole thing that it’s impossible for me to think. 

			I mean, how can I come up with a plan when he’s staring at me like that, his bright blue eyes amused and his ridiculous lips twisted into that obnoxious smirk I’m growing to know all too well? 

			There’s no way. I can’t. Not when he’s just waiting for me to fail. Or worse, to ask him for help.

			As if.

			I’d rather go another round with Cole and his not-so-merry band of werewolves than ask Jaxon’s brother for help. Besides, it’s not like I can trust anything he says anyway. He is a known murderer, liar, sociopath, and God only knows what else…

			It’s the last thought that gets me moving, that has me racing toward the door. Hudson says that he’s not the one to blame for us being here, that I’m the one doing this. But isn’t that what any sociopathic liar would say if he wanted to convince someone to stay put? 

			It is, and I’m not falling for it one second longer. I’d like to get out of here with my skin—and everything else—still intact.

			“Hey!” For the first time, Hudson sounds a little alarmed—which is only more proof in my mind that I’m doing the right thing. “What are you doing?”

			“Getting away from you,” I snarl over my shoulder as I pull open the door and dash outside before I can let the nerves skittering down my spine change my mind.

			It’s dark out, so dark that my heart starts pounding and my stomach clenches in fear. For a moment, I think about changing my mind, about turning around and going back inside. But the only way to get back to Katmere, and to Jaxon, is to get the hell away from Hudson. Besides, I’m never going to figure out where I am—or anything else for that matter—when I’m stuck in that room.

			So I force myself to keep running straight into the dark, despite the uneasiness that has my heart pumping much too fast. The night sky remains pitch-black and empty above me, no stars or a moon to help lead me to safety, which is terrifying enough as it is. 

			But as long as this path takes me away from Hudson, that’s good enough for me. 

			Except, all of a sudden, something makes a rustling noise behind me. Fear clogs my throat even as I push myself to run faster. Not that I’ll be able to outrun a vampire—Lia taught me that—but I’m still going to try. 

			But the rustling sounds again, followed by a flapping noise directly above me. I have one second to glance up, one second to register that a vampire—even Hudson—is the least of my worries, before a sharp, terrifying shriek splits the night air.
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			Hot and Not 
So Heavy
—Hudson—

			The way Grace is running straight toward the giant, flame-shooting plonker of a beast currently tearing through the sky directly at her tells me the anti-Hudson propaganda machine has obviously been hard at work in the time I’ve been gone. I mean, how bad could she possibly think I am that she’s willing to risk an attack by that instead of staying in here with me, where it’s safe?

			The way she glances over her shoulder at me like she’s terrified that I’m about to rip her throat out with my fangs when she should be focused on the threat directly above her pretty much proves my theory, in my opinion. 

			I move to go back inside—no skin off my arse if she gets herself eaten—but then the bloody beast screams as it swoops down toward her. I wait, certain that she’ll finally figure out that I’m not the bad guy here and turn around. 

			Instead, she glances up at it and keeps running away from safety.

			Forget the queen. God save girls who believe everything they hear. And leap before they look.

			This time when the beast roars, it spits a stream of fire that turns the sky in front of her into an inferno. She still doesn’t turn around, though. Instead, she freezes, turning herself into a giant human-size target. One the beast—or is it a dragon?—seems more than chuffed to aim for.

			Big surprise.

			Another streak of flames rips through the night. Grace manages to dodge them as she jumps to the left, but it’s a near-miss. Way too close for comfort, which is proven by the smell of singed hair that fills the air between us. 

			It’s a nauseating scent. 

			Again, I think about going back inside. After all, who am I to interfere with her newfound career as barbecue? Especially when she’s made it abundantly clear that she’d rather be burned alive than spend any more time with me. 

			I nearly manage it. I even make it over the threshold. But then she screams.

			It’s a thin, high-pitched sound that sends a chill straight to my bones. Fuck. Just fuck. She might have brought this on herself, but I can’t ignore her fear, no matter how much she bloody well deserves it.

			And she does deserve it. She’s the one who got us into this bloody mess to begin with. But much as I might wish otherwise, being a pain in the arse isn’t enough of a reason to let someone die. If it was, I would have let my little brother go belly-up a long time ago.

			I turn back around in time to see the dragon encircle her in flames. I give myself a moment to grieve—this is my favorite Armani shirt I’m wearing, after all—before I fade straight to her. 

			I feel the flames before I even reach her. They’re sizzling hot as they lick at my face, my skin, but I’m in and out so fast that a few burns are all I get. They sting like hell—dragon flames will do that to a guy—but it’s nothing I can’t handle. 

			And it’s nothing compared to my monthly training sessions with dear old Dad.

			It’s hard to win with a man who thinks the only wounds that matter are the ones you can’t see.

			I grab onto Grace as the dragon gears up for another round, pulling her into my arms. As I do, I stumble over a rock on the ground and end up grabbing her more tightly than I intend to as I struggle to keep my balance. 

			She stiffens against me. “What are you—”

			“Saving your arse,” I snarl, wrapping as much of me around her as I can manage in an effort to protect her from the fire. Then I fade straight back to the room where we started. The dragon’s on my arse the whole way, flying faster than any dragon I’ve ever seen.

			I cross the threshold with Grace in my arms and slam the door behind us. 

			I barely have a chance to set her on her feet before the dragon crashes into the door so hard, he rattles the entire structure.

			Grace yelps, but I’m too busy lunging for the dead bolt to notice. I slide it into place just before the bloody dragon crashes against the door again. And again. And again.

			“What does he want?” Grace asks.

			“Are you serious?” I shoot her an incredulous look. “I don’t know where you’re from, but in this world, things eat you the second you drop your guard.”

			“Yourself included?” she asks snidely.

			And there it is. More proof that no good deed goes unpunished. Somehow I keep forgetting that.

			“Why don’t you push me a little further and find out?” I lean forward, snapping my teeth together with a loud click. “You’re welcome, by the way.”

			She looks at me incredulously. “You really expect me to thank you?” 

			“It is customary when someone saves your life.” But apparently that doesn’t matter to her. 

			“Saves my life?” Her laugh grates like nails on a chalkboard. “You’re the reason I was in danger to begin with.”

			I’m getting damn sick of this girl accusing me of shit I haven’t done. “Are we seriously back to that?” 

			“We never left it. It’s kind of the whole reason I…” She pauses as if searching for the right word.

			“Ran outside and nearly got flame-roasted?” I supply in my most helpful tone.

			She narrows her eyes at me. “Do you always have to be such a jerk?”

			“My apologies. Next time I’ll let you burn.” I start to move past her, but she steps in front of me, blocking my way, her gaze remaining fixed on something over my shoulder. 

			There’s a flicker of fear deep in her eyes, but all I see is a vast, empty black sky framed by a window reflected in her gaze. And just like that, I get my first inkling about where we might be. And it’s not pretty. 

		


		
			6

			In One Head and 
Out the Other
—Grace—

			“Yeah, well, it’s your fault I nearly burned to begin with.” I drag my gaze from the window and snark at him. If he hadn’t trapped us here, none of this would be happening. 

			Instead of running for my life from some kind of fire-breathing dragon monster, I’d be hanging out in Jaxon’s tower instead. Maybe curled up on the couch with a book or tucked up next to him in his bedroom, talking about—

			“Oh, for fook’s sake. Tell me I’m not going to get treated to another litany about how much you like being in bed with my brother.” He clutches his hand to his chest in what I assume is some kind of bizarre imitation of me. “Oh, Jaxy-Waxy. My goth little vampire. You’re so strong and sooooo fooked up. I just love you soooo much.” He rolls his eyes as he says the last.

			“You know what? You’re disgusting,” I growl, pushing past him. 

			“Yeah, like that’s the first time I’ve been called that,” he answers with a shrug. “Then again, your judgment is seriously impaired.”

			“My judgment? You’re the one who murdered half of Katmere A—”

			“It wasn’t anywhere near half.” He yawns. “Get your facts straight.”

			I start to make another comment about how less than half doesn’t make it any better, but there’s something in his eyes, in his voice, that makes me think he’s not quite as immune to my observations as he’d like to be. 

			Not that I should care—the guy is a mass murderer, after all—but I’ve never been one to kick someone else when they’re down. Besides, it’s not like insulting him is my best way out of this place.

			“Go ahead and insult me all you want,” Hudson comments as he tucks his hands into his pockets and leans a shoulder against the nearest wall. “It still won’t solve our problem.”

			“No, only you can do that—” I break off as I realize something. “Hey! Stop that!”

			“Stop what?” he asks, brows raised. 

			I narrow my eyes at him. “You know exactly what you’re doing!”

			“Au contraire.” He gives a guileless shrug that makes me wish I believed that violence actually solved problems. “I know what you’re doing. I’m just along for the ride.”

			“Yeah, well, if that ride involves reading my mind, stop it.”

			“Believe me, nothing would thrill me more,” he answers with that ridiculous smirk of his. I’m beginning to loathe that smirk. “It’s not like there’s anything interesting going on in there anyway.”

			My hands tighten into fists as outrage tears through me at the admission—and the insult—implicit in his words. I want nothing more than to tell him off, but no matter what he says, I’m smart enough to have figured out that that will only egg him on. 

			And since the last thing I want is for Hudson Vega to take up full-time residence in my head, I grit my teeth. Force my annoyance back down. And half whisper, half shout, “Well, then you should have no trouble staying out of it, should you?”

			“If only it were that easy.” He gives a mock-sad shake of his head. “But since you’ve trapped us in here, it’s not like I’ve got a choice.”

			“I already told you. I’m not the one trapping us in this room—”

			“Oh, I’m not just talking about this room.” The gleam in his eye turns predatory. “I’m talking about the fact that you’ve trapped us inside your head. And neither of us is getting out of here until you accept that.”

			“Inside my head?” I scoff. “Are you flat-out lying or are you delusional?”

			“I don’t lie.”

			“So delusional, then?” I ask, knowing I sound obnoxious and not caring in the slightest. God knows, Hudson has been obnoxious from the second he told me to turn on the fooking lights.

			“If you’re so sure that I’m wrong—”

			“I am,” I interrupt. Because he is.

			He crosses his arms over his chest, continuing like I haven’t just interrupted him. “Then why don’t you come up with a better explanation?”

			“I’ve already told you my explanation,” I snarl. “You—”

			It’s his turn to interrupt. “One that doesn’t involve me being responsible for this. Because I’ve already told you that isn’t the case.”

			“And I’ve already told you that I don’t believe you,” I shoot back. “Because if this was all in my head, if I actually had a choice of who to be trapped with, you would be the last person on that list. Not to mention I sure as shit wouldn’t bring a fire-breathing hell beast along for the ride. I don’t have a clue what that thing is, but I do know that my imagination isn’t twisted enough to have thought it up.”

			I look around at the room. At the ax-throwing target-practice area. At the couch littered with gaming controllers. At the wall filled with record albums. At the billion and one weights scattered around a black leather bench. 

			At Hudson.

			Then continue. “My imagination would not have thought any of this up for a prison.”

			As if to underscore my point, the dragon—or whatever that thing is—crashes into the door with enough power to shake the whole room. The walls shudder, the shelves rattle, the wood creaks. And my already pounding heart starts to beat like a metronome on high.

			Taking a page out of Hudson’s book, I slide my hands into my pockets and lean against the closest chair. If I do it to hide the fact that my hands are trembling—and my knees are so shaky that I’m not sure they’ll support me much longer—then it’s nobody’s business but mine. 

			Not that he’d probably notice anyway. Right now, he’s too busy trying to sell me on his twisted version of events to pay attention me just barely fighting off the beginning stages of a panic attack. 

			“Why on earth would I make this up?” I ask after clearing my throat to get rid of the sudden tightening there. “I assure you I don’t need an adrenaline rush to feel alive. And I’m not masochistic.”

			“Well, then, you really did pick a piss-poor mate, didn’t you?” Hudson replies caustically. But he’s moving, and I’m paying more attention to that than his actual words, as every cell in my body is screaming for me not to take my eyes off him. Screaming that I can’t afford to have him where I can’t see him.

			“Yes, I’m the threat here,” he sneers as the monster crashes into the wall directly behind where he’s walking past. “Not whatever the hell is out there.”

			“So you admit that I’m not doing this! That that thing—whatever it is—is not of my making,” I crow, and yes, I’m aware that celebrating that win while a monster circles us is a little like the dance band on the Titanic playing “Nearer My God to Thee” as the ship went down. But small—and by small, I mean minute—victories have been in short supply in my life since I got to Katmere Academy, so I’m going to hang on to every one I get.

			Hudson doesn’t answer right away. I don’t know if that’s because he’s trying to think up a good rebuttal or if it’s because my stomach chooses that moment to growl—loudly. But whatever his reason is, it ceases to matter as the dragon lets out a blood-curdling roar. Right before he makes another attempt to get inside.

			And this time he doesn’t go for the door. He goes straight for the giant window directly in front of me.
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			Burning Down 
the Louse
—Hudson—

			I’m already fading several feet to the left as Grace opens her mouth to scream.

			I grab hold of her for the second time tonight, pulling her flush against me just as the shite dragon slams his powerful head through the window behind us. Glass shatters, flying everywhere, but I stay where I am, doing my best to block the shards careening through the air in all directions. 

			Of course, Grace thanks me by screaming loudly in my ear. Huge surprise.

			Pain radiates through my supernaturally sensitive eardrum and, not for the first time tonight, I think about leaving her to her own devices. This whole clusterfuck is her fault, after all. But several streams of fire have immediately followed the exploding glass, and I don’t have it in me to just fade away and leave her here, at the dragon’s mercy.

			As we rush away from him, the beast roars loudly enough to drown out Grace’s screams—a small blessing—but that doesn’t last long. The girl certainly has a set of lungs on her. 

			More’s the pity.

			“Pipe down for a minute, will you?” I demand as I fade us toward the small bathroom at the end of the room. She may think screaming is some kind of protection against getting fried, but I know differently. If anything, it will just get the arsing dragon more pissed off. 

			Vampires aren’t the only ones with sensitive hearing. And this dragon seems a little more sensitive—and a little more everything—than most.

			Fire whips by us as we head through the narrow bathroom door, followed closely by a loud crash. Once again, the room shakes violently. 

			I glance behind me to see what the damn creature is up to now. I half expect to have to dodge more fire, but the flames are gone as suddenly as they appeared. 

			As is the dragon itself. Not through any choice of his own but because the window he just broke through has disappeared as well. In its place is a series of painted bricks, the same color as the wall around them.

			“Not doing this, my arse,” I snort, dropping Grace down on the bathroom counter with a thump. Windows don’t wall themselves off. Someone has to do it. And in this case, that someone is Grace.

			Whether or not she wants to admit it—to herself or to me—is something only time will tell.

			At least she’s stopped screaming. I may be trapped here with her for the foreseeable future, but I’m still counting that as a win. Especially if the silence lasts for more than five minutes.

			“How did you get him to stop?” she asks, well before my hoped-for five minutes are up. But she doesn’t scream it, so I’m still calling it a success.

			“I didn’t.” I nod to the bricked-up window. “You did.”

			“That’s impossible.” But she’s staring at the newly built wall, eyes wide. “Walls don’t just form out of thin air.”

			“Apparently, they do.” My back is burning like hell itself—a nice little by-product that comes with being struck by dragon fire. I whip off what’s left of my shirt in an effort to get a look at the damage. And to stop the edges of the fabric from brushing against the wound.

			“What are you doing?” Grace squawks, once again entirely too close to my eardrum. 

			Apparently, five minutes was extremely optimistic on my part. Which is saying something, considering I’m not exactly known for my sunny outlook.

			“Do you have to keep shouting?” I growl as I take a large step away from her. “I’m right here.”

			“Do you have to take your clothes off?” she mimics with a shudder of disgust. “I’m right here.”

			Has any one human ever been more annoying? 

			I grind my teeth together in an attempt to stop myself from sinking them into her—and not in the good way. I’ve never drained anyone dry before, but there’s always a first time. And right now, Grace Foster seems like the perfect candidate on which to pop that particular cherry. 

			Of course, I might be trapped here forever if I do, but that won’t be anything new. I’ve spent most of my life trapped somewhere. At least it will be quiet again.

			“Next time, I’ll let that dragon have you.” I turn to look over my shoulder, trying to figure out how much damage the damnable flying beast did. But despite the more fanciful paranormal lore out there, vampires aren’t equipped with the ability to rotate their heads 360 degrees.

			More’s the pity. That trick would come in handy in here, especially since it’s not like I can exactly check myself out in the mirror. But I’ve been in worse scrapes than this and managed to get myself fixed up and through them. Why should this be any different?

			“What are you doing?” Grace asks again—and this time it’s at a normal decibel. Thank God.

			Maybe that’s why I tell her the truth. “The dragon got me.”

			“What?” she gasps. “Let me see!”

			“That’s really not nec—” 

			“You don’t get to tell me what’s necessary,” she answers, grabbing my shoulders before I can finish the protest. 

			I’m so surprised that I don’t fight her as she spins me around like vinyl on my favorite turntable. 

			“Oh my God!”

			And we’re back to yelling. I swear this girl’s voice only has two pitches. Normal and excruciating.

			It’s a miracle Jaxon can put up with it.

			Then again, having someone who cares enough about you to get upset probably eases the eardrum pain. Not to mention the rest of the pain, too.

			“The dragon did this to you?” she asks, still loud enough to make my ears ache.

			This time I don’t bother to hide my wince—maybe she’ll finally get the message and quiet down a decibel or ninety—as I put a little more distance between us. “Well, I sure as shite didn’t do it to myself.”

			“Yeah, but I thought vampires healed quickly? Isn’t that one of the upsides of being one?”

			“To be fair, there aren’t a lot of downsides,” I say with a smirk.

			I’m facing the mirror now, and though I can’t see myself in it, I can see her roll her eyes at me very clearly. “Yeah, okay. Maybe not. But that doesn’t answer my question. Shouldn’t one of those special powers of yours have healed most of this damage already?”

			“I’m a vampire,” I tell her, my voice dry as dust. “Not a superhero.”

			She laughs. “You know what I mean.”

			I do, actually. Which is probably why I give in and explain when I’ve made it a habit to never explain anything about myself.

			“If I was burned by regular fire, it would hurt, but it would heal in a couple of minutes. These burns came from dragon fire, though. Which means they hurt a lot more than regular burns would. And they’ll take longer to heal.”

			“How much longer?” she asks.

			I shrug, then regret it as the action sends another wave of burning pain through my back. “A couple of days or so.”

			“That sucks,” she whispers, and this time when she glances over my back, the hard look in her eyes is gone. It’s replaced by something softer. Something that looks an awful lot like concern—or pity.

			Either way, it makes me uncomfortable. And that’s before she reaches out a gentle hand and smooths it over my aching, burning back.

			I brace myself for pain, but it doesn’t hurt. In fact, it feels nice. A lot nicer than it should. 

			And fuck. Just fuck.

			Because everything about this situation just keeps getting so much worse.

		


		
			8

			Eat, Drink, 
and Be Wary
—Grace—

			Hudson shivers as I slide a finger down the edges of his damaged skin.

			“I’m sorry.” I yank my hand back, feeling like a monster. “I tried to be gentle. Did I hurt you?”

			“No.” His answer is short, but his voice isn’t snarly for once. Just empty. I don’t know why that seems so much worse.

			His back is to me, so I glance in the mirror to see if I can read his expression. Except there’s nothing reflected in the mirror but me. There’s definitely no stony-faced vampire with the personality of a caged tiger who also somehow still manages to have the most expressive eyes I’ve ever seen.

			Because vampires have no reflections…

			The realization washes over me, and not for the first time, it hits me how different my life is at this moment from a couple short weeks ago. Not just because of my parents and Katmere Academy and Jaxon but because I really am living among monsters.

			Well, one particular monster at the moment, I think as I stare at Hudson’s back. And not just any monster. I’m stuck here with the one monster the other monsters are afraid of. 

			The one monster who managed to destroy so many of them with just a thought. Just a whisper. 

			It’s a terrifying realization. Or it should be. But as I stare at Hudson’s hurt back, he doesn’t seem nearly as scary as everyone has made him out to be. He seems like any other damaged boy.

			And an attractive one at that.

			The thought slips into my brain unbidden, but once it’s there, I can’t help but acknowledge the truth of it. If you somehow find a way to discount his sociopathic and psychopathic tendencies, Hudson is a very attractive guy. 

			Not as attractive as Jaxon, obviously—no one is—but he’s definitely good-looking. In a purely objective, “never going to be interested in him” way, of course. Then again, how could I be, when I’ve got the sexiest, and the best, guy in the world waiting for me back at school?

			Waiting for me and probably freaking out because he doesn’t know what happened to me. 

			Tears burn behind my eyes at the thought.

			I hate that Jaxon is worrying about me right now. Hate that Macy and Uncle Finn probably are, too. I’ve come to love them all so much in the short time I’ve been at Katmere, and I can’t stand the idea that my absence is hurting them. I especially hate that it’s hurting Jaxon, who is more than just my boyfriend. He’s my mate.

			I still don’t know exactly what it means to have a mate, but I know that Jaxon is mine. It hurts to be away from him, but I at least know he’s safe. I can’t imagine how much worse it must be for him, not knowing where I am or if I’m okay. Especially since the last person he saw me with is Hudson.

			“Poor little Jaxy-Waxy. He must be suffering so.” I don’t have to be able to see Hudson’s face to know he’s rolling his eyes again.

			Which makes me annoyed enough to huff, “Just because you can’t possibly understand what he’s going through doesn’t mean you need to make fun of him.”

			“Afraid his fragile ego can’t take it?” he shoots back.

			“More like afraid I’ll strangle you if you keep being an ass.”

			“By all means.” Hudson bends his knees just enough to make his neck accessible to me. “Do your worst.”

			Part of me wants to take him up on the offer, to show him that he should be afraid of me even though he clearly isn’t. Another part of me is too scared to even try, though. I may have gotten out of that trap Lia set for me with the help of Jaxon, but there’s no way I’m strong enough to take on a vampire alone. Especially not one as strong as Hudson.

			Being human definitely has its downsides in this world. Then again, I guess it has a downside in any world. Look at my parents. 

			For a moment, my mom’s face dances in front of my eyes. But I slam the door shut on it—on her—before I can sink into the sadness. Sink into the pain of missing her, especially when I’m trapped in this place with a—

			“So sorry to interrupt your pity party before it becomes downright maudlin,” Hudson says in a voice that is anything but. “But I’ve got to ask. If you’re going to spend all night feeling sorry for yourself, can you give me ten minutes to get cleaned up first? I’d like to at least grab a shower before you bore me to sleep.”

			It takes a moment for his words to register. When they do, outrage explodes through me. My hands shake, my stomach twists, and it takes every ounce of self-control I have not to lash out at him. But I won’t give him the satisfaction of knowing he got to me. He doesn’t deserve it.

			“Hate to be the one to break it to you, Princess. But I’m in your head. I already know I got to you.” He sounds even more bored, if possible. 

			Which only pisses me off all over again. It’s bad enough I have to put up with this guy in my head, but having him pick apart my every thought is freaking me out. 

			Still, even knowing that’s what he’s going for can’t stop me from snarling, “I despise you.”

			“And here I thought we were getting to be best mates,” he deadpans. “I was so looking forward to making friendship bracelets and exchanging dating tips with you.”

			“Oh my God.” This time my fingers curl all the way into fists. Fists I want nothing more than to plow into his sanctimonious, too-perfect nose. “Don’t you ever get tired of being an ass?”

			“It hasn’t happened yet.” He pauses, as if to consider. Then shrugs. “Keep us here long enough and maybe we’ll both find out.” 

			“Are we seriously back to that again?” I ask with a resigned sigh. I’m already freaked out and tired—who wouldn’t be in my situation?—and arguing with Hudson is only making me more of both. “You sound like a broken record.”

			“And you sound completely naive.”

			“Naive?” I repeat, and I know there’s insult in my voice.

			He raises a brow. “It’s either naiveté or willful ignorance. Which one do you prefer?”

			“Whichever one gets me away from you faster,” I shoot back.

			I’m pretty proud of the comeback—or I would be if my stomach didn’t choose that exact second to growl again. Loudly.

			My cheeks flush with embarrassment, and they only grow hotter when Hudson smirks.

			“You know,” he muses, rubbing a hand over the back of his head, “there’s a way to settle this argument once and for all.”

			“Oh yeah?” I speak a little too loudly, trying to cover up the fact that my stomach is grumbling again. “And what’s that?”

			He walks out of the bathroom and over to the tiny kitchen near the front corner of the room. “Figure out what kind of food is stocked in this place.”

			“What will that show?” I ask even as I follow him.

			He tosses me a look that asks if I’m being deliberately dense. But in the end, he answers, “I’m a vampire.” 

			As if that explains everything—and it kind of does, because he’s obviously referencing the blood thing—he opens a kitchen cabinet. “If I was doing this, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t have filled this cabinet with…” He pulls out a rectangular blue box. “Cherry Pop-Tarts?”
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			From One Blink 
to the Necks
—Grace—

			“I don’t even know what a Pop-Tart is,” he continues as he turns the box over and over in his hands, as if staring at it will give him some clue what he’s looking at.

			Judging from the continued question in his eyes, it doesn’t. And for the first time, I wonder if maybe—just maybe—Hudson is telling the truth. It goes against everything I know about him, everything I want to believe about him, but as I pull open a couple more cabinets, it’s hard to think that there’s another explanation for what’s going on here.

			Especially since the cabinets are filled with more of my regular snacks. Peanut butter crackers. Popcorn. Salt and vinegar chips. And half of a twenty-pack of my beloved Dr Pepper. Which seems curious—at least until I open the small fridge next to the stove and find ten cold Dr Peppers lined up in the door, not to mention several Liquid Death sparkling waters—lime flavored, of course—and a few of my favorite Pamplemousse La Croixs. 

			There’s also a drawer full of my favorite apples, a bunch of red grapes, some pears, and the makings for several different kinds of grilled-cheese sandwiches.

			Either whoever stocked this kitchen has eerily similar tastes to mine or I’m somehow in charge of this whole thing. Considering I’m human, with absolutely no power of my own, such a thing seems completely impossible. But here we are.

			And since two weeks ago, none of this seemed possible—especially being in love with a vampire and being related to a bunch of witches—I decide to withhold judgment. For a little while at least.

			After grabbing an apple and a La Croix from the fridge, I turn to Hudson, who’s just wandered back into the kitchen sporting a new shirt. Thank God. 

			I expect him to gloat, or to at least shoot me a triumphant look or ten, but instead he’s just standing there, head bowed and hands braced against the counter as if it’s the only thing holding him up.

			Even worse, he’s shaking. It’s a fine tremor, one I might have missed if I wasn’t watching him so closely. But I am watching him closely now, and it’s impossible not to see it. His face might be blank and those expressive eyes of his focused downward, but if these last few weeks have given me nothing else, they’ve given me the ability to recognize pain when it’s right in front of me.

			And while some people might go so far as to say that Hudson deserves whatever pain he’s feeling after all the shit he’s done, I can’t help remembering that he got those dragon burns trying to rescue me. Which means it really is up to me to help him, whether I want to or not.

			Not giving myself time to think—or him time to say something that would make me change my mind again—I stride back to the bathroom and pull out a bottle of peroxide from beneath the sink. I don’t give myself a chance to question how I knew the first aid supplies would be there, along with a bottle of Tylenol and some pain-numbing antibiotic cream. Instead, I just grab everything, plus some gauze and a few bandages, then head back to the kitchen.

			To Hudson. 

			“Take off your shirt,” I tell him in the most no-nonsense voice I can manage as I twist off the top of the peroxide bottle.

			He doesn’t budge. Though his lips twist into a snarky grin as he answers, “No offense, Curly, but you’re really not my type.”

			“Look, Hudson, I know those burns hurt. I’m offering to help. And this time I won’t change my mind.” 

			“Don’t worry about it.” He stands up, shoving his hands into his pockets in a move I know he wants to look nonchalant. It would probably be more effective if he wasn’t still trembling a little. “I can take care of myself.”

			“I’m pretty sure if that was true, you would already have done it,” I answer. “So can you just cut the bullshit and take off your shirt so we can get this over with?”

			He arches one brow at me. “Now, how can I resist a charming offer like that?” He glances down at the medicine in my hands. “Look, I appreciate the thought, but none of that is going to work.”

			“Oh.” I hadn’t considered that. “Are vampires immune to human medicine?”

			“No. But we are immune to just about everything we might need human medicine to cure.” Hudson nods toward the Neosporin in my hand. “Like the bacteria that antibiotic cream is designed to kill. I don’t need the cream because the bacteria can’t hurt me.”

			“Fair enough.” I incline my head in a touché kind of gesture. “But I picked this out because of its numbing qualities, not its germ-killing abilities. And I still think it’s worth a shot. Unless you really don’t think this kind of medicine will work against something supernatural, like dragon fire.”

			He starts to shrug, then catches himself with a wince. “I don’t know if it works or not. Leave it here, and I’ll give it a try.”

			“You’ll give it a try?” I eye him doubtfully. “I know vampires can do just about anything—or so they say—but I’m pretty sure you’re going to need a little help reaching your own back.”

			“I’m used to doing things on my own. I don’t need any—”

			“Help,” I finish for him, ignoring the flash of pity that tears through me at the thought of anyone—even Hudson—being so alone in their life that they’ve learned to do everything by themselves. “Blah, blah, blah. Save it, Tick Boy. I’ve heard all the excuses.”

			“Tick boy?” he repeats in his very proper British accent. I’ve only known him a few hours, but I’m pretty sure he’s never sounded more offended in his life. 

			Good. The last thing I want to do is make friends with Jaxon’s evil older brother. But I don’t have it in me to watch him suffer if he doesn’t have to. I’d do the same for anyone. 

			Besides, if he’s lying to me and he is the one doing this to us, I figure it’s better to keep him alive. How the hell am I going to find my way out of this place on my own?

			“Don’t look so surprised,” I say as I open the packages of gauze so I have easy access to them. “You both suck blood, don’t you?” 

			“It’s not the same thing,” he growls. 

			I twist off the top of the antibiotic cream so that it’s ready, too. “You only say that because you don’t know what it’s like being fed on.”

			“And you do, hmm?” There’s a new look in his eyes, one that has me shaking in my shoes. 

			Not that I’m about to let him know that. Give a guy like Hudson an inch, and he’ll take about twenty miles.

			“Will you just turn around?” I tell him in the most bored voice I can muster as I hold up the peroxide.

			Thankfully, the strange look is gone as quickly as it came. And now his only response is to cross his arms over his chest and glare down at me in annoyance. He still looks intimidating as fuck, even with obvious pain in his eyes. 

			But this is an intimidating I can work with. After all, I spent most of my first week at Katmere having Jaxon glare at me in the exact same manner. I’m pretty much immune at this point.

			“You’re going to have to show a lot more fang if you want to scare me,” I tell him in the most bored voice I can manage.

			“That can be arranged.” And in the space from one blink to the next, he’s covered the distance between us. And his fangs are at my neck.

			“Don’t tempt me,” he growls, so close that I can feel his breath brush my ear. “You’re not the only one who’s hungry here.”

			Terror has my heart beating like a hummingbird’s wings, fast and thready and just a little bit painful. But there’s no way I’ll give Hudson the satisfaction of knowing just how terrified I am. 

			Of him, of this place, of never seeing Jaxon again.

			So I shove a hand through my curls and turn my head until we are eye to eye, nose to nose. And say, “Bite me!” just before I dump half the bottle of peroxide onto his back, shirt and all.
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			Burning Your 
Britches
—Hudson—

			“What the everlasting fuck did you do that for?” I roar as my back catches fire in a whole new way, the wet shirt clinging to the burns now.

			“Stop being a baby,” Grace tells me as she ducks out of my hold. “Your back needs to be cleaned.”

			“I already told you that shit doesn’t matter,” I bark, reaching down to grab the hem of the shirt and whipping it over my head. As the cool air hits the burns, I wince. “We can’t get infections!”

			“Yeah, well, you aren’t exactly the most trustworthy person I’ve ever met,” she answers as she moves around behind me. “I’m not sure the peroxide helped anything, but it didn’t make anything worse.”

			“Says the woman whose back doesn’t currently burn like hellfire itself.”

			“Could you please stop whining for ten seconds?” I can’t see the bloody girl, but I can still hear the eye roll in her voice. “It’s getting old.”

			Two dozen retorts dance on the tip of my tongue, but I snap my teeth together. Knowing Grace as I am getting to, I’m fairly certain anything I say will be called whining. 

			Which is rich considering she’s mated to my mealy-mouthed little brother, whose every word is either a whine or a complaint. But I guess the mating bond makes even the worst shit look like rainbows and confetti. More’s the pity.

			Grace pulls some gauze out of the package on the counter, and I eye her warily. “I can take it from here.” 

			“Yeah, I can tell.” 

			For once, her voice is as dry as mine. And as unimpressed. I have to say, that doesn’t exactly instill confidence in her nursing abilities.

			I brace myself for her to scrub at my burns with the gauze, as compassion over competence seems to be her deal. But her touch is surprisingly gentle as she brushes gauze against my back, blotting the excess peroxide off instead of wiping at it in a way that would further irritate my burned skin.

			Her gentleness doesn’t stop the pain radiating through my muscles into my bones, but it doesn’t make it worse, either. Which is why I stay where I am and let her do whatever she’s going to do. Well, that, and having someone else touch me—even if it is platonic, even if she is my brother’s mate—feels good after so many decades of solitude.

			“I’m going to put the cream on now,” Grace tells me after she’s dried off my whole back. “Hopefully it will help.”

			I’m not counting on it, but I stay where I am as she squeezes the salve onto her fingers. The moment her fingers brush against my back, though, I stiffen.

			“Does it hurt? I’m trying to be as soft as I can.”

			“It’s fine,” I answer. Because, shockingly, it is. Everywhere her fingers touch, the burn lessens. It doesn’t disappear, but any downgrade from excruciating to annoying feels bloody brilliant to me.

			Her fingers continue to slide over my charred skin, and a not-unpleasant coolness takes the place of the burn. It’s followed by a new kind of warmth that has me glancing over my shoulder. Because Grace can insist that she’s human all she wants, but there’s no way some human cream—pain-relieving or not—is making this much of a difference.

			No, the healing, or whatever it is, has to be coming from Grace. Whether she knows it or not.

			I’m not in the mood for another dissertation on all the reasons I don’t know what I’m talking about, though, so I keep what I’m still figuring out to myself. I’ve got no intention of giving her any knowledge she could try to use against me anyway.

			Two hundred years at the mercy of my father’s whims have taught me the folly of that.

			“Okay, I think I’ve got them all covered.” Grace steps back. “I don’t think we should bandage them. They already look better, but we should probably let them breathe for a little while.”

			I watch as she twists the cap back on the cream and try to ignore the fact that my back hurts more now that she’s not touching me. It pisses me off, even though I know it’s only because she’s got some kind of healing gift she’s unaware of. But I don’t like needing anyone for anything. And I sure as shit don’t like feeling indebted to my brother’s mate.

			Which is why I don’t thank her for her help. And I don’t stick around for any more chitchat, either. I fade to the bedroom area at the other end of the room as Grace moves to the small kitchen sink to wash her hands. 

			“Hey! What are you doing?” she squawks as I start gathering up a truly copious amount of throw pillows from the bed and toss them onto the floor.

			As I consider what I’m doing fairly self-explanatory, I don’t bother to answer. Instead, I look around for something else to do and settle for grabbing the top of the quilt and dragging it to the foot of the bed. 

			Grace can’t fade, and her legs are ridiculously short—much like the rest of her—so it takes her a good minute to make the same journey that took me about three seconds. But eventually she makes it to the bedroom area and slaps her hands onto her hips as she asks, “Are you seriously going to go to bed? Now?”

			“It’s been a long week, Princess. I’m tired.” I keep my back to her as I turn down the sheets. 

			“Yeah, but we still haven’t figured out what to do!” She’s so indignant that her voice actually squeaks a little at the end.

			“And we’re not going to tonight.” As if to underscore my statement, the dragon chooses this moment to crash into the roof. The whole room shakes as a result.

			“You don’t really think we’re going to be able to sleep with that thing circling, trying to find a way in?” She looks up at the ceiling like she expects it to collapse in on us at any minute. 

			“He’s not getting in,” I answer with more confidence than I actually have. “And if he does, we’ll handle him.”

			“Handle him?” She’s gone from squeaking to outright screeching. “How exactly do you think we’re going to do that?”

			“I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve,” I answer, glancing at the bricked-up window yet again. “And so do you.” 

			“You’re not seriously back to that again, are you?” she demands. “I didn’t do that.”

			“Okay.” Because I really am exhausted—being brought back from “the dead” isn’t exactly easy on a guy—I don’t fight her. Instead, I reach down and unbuckle my belt.

			I figure it will be enough to make her run, but Grace just narrows her eyes at me. Apparently, she’s dug in and ready for another fight. 

			Too bad I’m not. Which is why I reach down and unbutton the waistband of my pants.

			But all that does is make her cross her arms over her chest as she pulls a card out of my deck and leans a shoulder against the nearest wall.

			I’ll admit, I’m a little impressed and a lot amused. I’m also not about to back down from the dare implicit in her eyes.

			So I’m left with only one option at this point. 

			I slide the zipper down and let my wool Armani dress pants fall to the ground at my feet.
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			Sleep Like 
the Undead
—Grace—

			Hudson Vega wears boxer briefs.

			And not just any boxer briefs. Versace boxer briefs in red and green and blue and peach and gold, which cover nowhere near as much as a pair of shorts would.

			Not that they look like any shorts I’ve ever seen. No, these boxers are gaudy as hell, and they know it. No, they celebrate it. They’ve got a coat of arms on one side, an elaborate crown on the other, with color blocking and a sword—a freaking black-and-gold-and-blue sword—over the crotch. 

			I don’t know if it’s truth in advertising or delusions of grandeur, and I have no intention of ever finding out. But even I have to admit, Hudson might be the only person on the planet who actually looks good in them.

			Not that I’ll ever let him know that—especially since how good or bad he looks in a pair of boxers doesn’t matter to me in the slightest. 

			So instead of gawking at the flashiest pair of underwear I have ever seen, not to mention the vampire currently wearing them, I ask instead, “So, what? You think you automatically get the bed because you’re the vampire and I’m the pathetic little human?”

			“I just want to point out that those are your words, not mine.” He gives me a smile designed to piss me off—arrogant, insouciant, and just dangerous enough to have the little hairs on the back of my neck standing straight up. 

			All of which should have been warning enough, but somehow it still surprises me when he turns to plump a pillow—and oh my God there’s an actual castle on his ass. Or is that supposed to be a Greek temple à la Mount Olympus? It’s so hard to tell—and he tosses casually over his shoulder, “Besides, I figured you’d join me in it.”

			Okay, maybe I am naive because I really, really wasn’t expecting that. “I’m your brother’s mate,” I snap out when the shock finally wears off. “There’s no way I’m ever going to sleep with you. Ever.”

			“Oh no, not that,” he answers, totally deadpan. “However will I survive the devastation?”

			“You’re a real jerk, you know that?” I tell him with a snarl. 

			“I do believe the subject’s come up before, yes.” He stretches to plump the pillows on the other side of the bed, totally unconcerned with anything I’m saying.

			Which doesn’t stop me from speaking. If we’re going to be stuck here together for God only knows how long, we need to be clear on a few things. Including, “I don’t know what you think is going to happen here, but I can assure you, it isn’t.”

			He turns back to look at me, and gone is the sarcastic ass I’ve been dealing with all night. In his place is a very, very tired-looking guy.

			“Sleep, Grace. What I want is to sleep.” With that, he climbs into the bed and pulls the covers over himself, before rolling so that his back is to the center of the bed.

			Just one more way for him to show just how little—and by little I mean not at all—he feels threatened by me. Embarrassment washes over me, even before he says, “You’re welcome to take the other side. I promise not to sink my fangs into you while you sleep.”

			“It’s not your fangs I’m worried about,” I shoot back before I can think better of it. Embarrassment turns to full-out humiliation as the words hang in the air between us. 

			Oh my God. Seriously? I can’t believe I just said that.

			My cheeks are burning, my stomach turning, even before he mutters, “Yeah, well, you don’t have to worry about that, either.” For the first time, he sounds as tired as he looks. “Good night, Grace.”

			I don’t answer him, but then it’s obvious that he doesn’t actually expect me to. At least not if the way he closes his eyes and goes immediately to sleep is any indication.

			The part of my brain that was screaming at me to run earlier is back in full force. If I have any chance at all of getting away from him, it insists, this is it. When he’s exhausted and off guard and in too much pain to care if I decide to make a break for it or not.

			But the dragon is still out there. I can hear the flapping of his wings as he circles the roof, can feel his primal cries deep inside my soul. 

			Which means I’m trapped between two apex predators.

			Whoever said humans were top of the food chain was apparently a cockeyed optimist.
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			Grace on a Platter

—Grace—

			I don’t know how long I stand there watching Hudson sleep. 

			Seconds that feel like minutes? 

			Minutes that feel like hours? 

			But as the time passes, it becomes more obvious to me that Hudson really is asleep. And that, for all intents and purposes, he plans to stay that way. 

			It’s good news—great news, really—and I finally let myself take my first real breath since we ended up here. Then I take another and another until I’m well clear of the area that functions as a bedroom.

			I’m still starving—I never got to eat that apple I picked up earlier—so I continue back toward the kitchen area. I move slowly, steadily, making sure not to bump into anything or make any sudden movements that might startle Hudson awake. Or worse, set him off. 

			My stomach growls the instant I step foot in the kitchen, almost as if it’s been waiting for the moment it feels safe—the moment I feel safe—to draw attention to itself. But safety is a relative thing when you’re sharing space with a sociopath, so I don’t let myself get too comfortable. 

			Instead, I keep my head turned toward him as I search quietly through the drawers, finding a few other essentials like a can opener and a cell charger, until I find what I’m really looking for. A knife. And not just any knife. An extra-sharp butcher’s knife. 

			I think about grabbing one of the axes from his ax-throwing station instead, but there are only four of them. The odds that he’ll notice one of them missing are pretty high, and that’s the last thing I want.

			Of course, I know that if Hudson comes at me, neither an ax nor a knife is going to provide me much protection—if any at all. But I’m not just going to serve myself up to him on a platter, either. 

			Grace’s blood—and the rest of me, too—is off the freaking menu, thank you very much. I’d rather die fighting than just roll over and let Jaxon’s older brother kill me. He’s already hurt my mate enough. No way I’m going to let him take me away from Jaxon, too. 

			Not without one hell of a fight, anyway.

			I keep the knife next to me on the counter as I grab some bread and make a quick cheese sandwich. I eat it standing up, my eyes focused on Hudson’s sleeping form on the bed. He doesn’t stir.

			When I’m done eating, I grab a Dr Pepper from the fridge and head toward the couch that’s closest to the door—and farthest away from the bed. I settle into the corner of the sofa and set the can of soda on the table but decide to tuck the knife in between the two cushions nearest to me. I stretch out and pull my phone from my pocket again. 

			As I play with the apps on my phone—the only things that still work, since I can’t call or text anyone—I wait for Hudson to give up whatever game he’s playing and become the predator I know he is. The predator he didn’t even try to hide from me. 

			But an hour passes, and he doesn’t make the move. In fact, he doesn’t make any move at all. Instead, he’s so still as he lays in that bed that more than once I have to look closely just to make sure he’s still breathing. Unfortunately, he is.

			Tiredness washes over me like a tsunami pulling me under. Drowning my determination to stay awake—to stay vigilant—in wave after wave of exhaustion. The last thing I do as I finally fall asleep is pull up a pic of Jaxon and me. 

			I took it three days ago, when we were hanging out in his room. My study session with Macy and Gwen had finished up faster than we’d planned, so instead of heading back to our room with Macy, I stopped by the tower to tell him good night. 

			He’d just been getting out of the shower, and he looked and smelled delicious. His black hair was wet and plastered against his cheek, his bare chest was still a little damp, and his smile was completely contagious.

			Which is why I’m pressed up against that chest—my back to his front—with a grin on my face brighter than the aurora borealis peeking through the window behind us. He’d been trying to talk me out of the selfie and into the rumpled bed to the right of us, but I held my ground. 

			Despite everything we’ve been through together, our relationship is new. Which means there are precious few pictures of the two of us together. I wanted this one and made sure Jaxon knew it.

			And now, as I sit here on this couch alone, I’m so glad that I insisted. Because it gives me something to focus on in the middle of this huge, confusing mess. Something to try to find my way back to.

			So I hold on to the phone—on to the picture of us—as tightly as I can.

			And try to remember what Jaxon sounds like when he says he loves me.
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			My Life Is an 
Open Phone
—Grace—

			I wake up slowly to the feeling of being toasty warm and the sound of my cousin’s voice telling me she can’t wait until I come to Katmere Academy.

			It takes me a minute to get my bearings—to remember where I am and who I am with. But as every horrible thing that happened yesterday floods my brain, I sit up so fast that I nearly fall off the couch.

			“Macy?” I call, shoving my wild curls out of my face as I pray that it was all just a dream. That every messed-up thing that happened yesterday was part of the most elaborate nightmare I’ve ever had. “What’s going o—”

			I break off as three things hit me at the exact same time. 

			One, I’m covered with what might very well be the softest, warmest blanket ever made. 

			Two, Macy is not in this room with me. 

			And three, Hudson Vega has my phone.

			Even worse, it appears he is taking liberal advantage of me sleeping to scroll through every piece of content that he can get his thumbs on. The bastard.

			“Hey!” I shout, making a lunge for the phone. But my throat is dry, my eyes are barely open, and my just-woke-up coordination is nothing compared to a vampire’s. Especially when that vampire is Hudson. 

			He’s off the couch and halfway across the room before I can do much more than get myself out from under the ridiculous blanket he obviously covered me with. For a second, it seems like a confusing gesture—Hudson actually doing something nice for me—as I do have a vague recollection of being cold in the middle of the night.

			“What the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demand, ignoring my pounding heart and the knife I still have stashed in the couch as I race across the room to him. One part of my brain is screaming at me that confronting him is a very bad idea, but the other half is yelling at me to get my damn phone back. 

			It’s the second half that I listen to, because I refuse to spend however long we’re trapped in this place terrified of Hudson all the time. No matter how terrifying he is.

			“Give that back,” I insist as I make a grab for my phone.

			“Chill out, Princess,” he answers as he holds it just out of reach. “I was only looking through it to see if there was anything in it we could use to get ourselves out of here.”

			“Like what? A secret code I just happened to forget about?” I ask in disgust.

			“Maybe.” He shrugs. “Stranger things have happened.”

			“Yeah, well, did you ever think to ask me about it instead of just invading my privacy?”

			“Considering you don’t seem to have a clue what you’re doing?” he answers, leaning a shoulder against the nearest wall. “No, it never occurred to me.”

			And then he lowers my phone and plays another video—this one of the day Jaxon and I made our snowman together.

			My heart trembles a little at the sound of my boyfriend’s voice. Deep, warm, happy. Seeing Jaxon happy is one of my favorite things in the world—he’s suffered so much—and this memory was one of the best in my whole life. Everything about it was perfect.

			“Damn it!” I consider going back to the couch for that knife as I make another grab for my phone, but he deflects it without even looking up from my screen. “Stop watching my stuff!”

			“But Jaxy-Waxy looks so cute with that little vampire hat. Did you make it for him?”

			“No, I did not.” But I love it. Love that he brought one for our snowman and love even more the look on his face when we stepped back to survey the final result. 

			And now Hudson is watching it with impassive eyes, combing through my most personal memories and looking for clues that don’t exist. Judging Jaxon and judging me on something that is none of his business. It makes me hate him just a little more.

			This time when I reach for the phone, Hudson pivots, giving me his back, and I lose my temper. I just lose it. I grab his shoulder and yank him back as hard as I can, seething, “Just because you don’t have anyone who wants to build a snowman or make a video with you doesn’t mean you’ve got the right to creep on other people.”

			The fact that I used every ounce of strength I have and Hudson doesn’t so much as budge pisses me off more than I ever imagined possible. As does the brow he raises as he looks down at me, as if to ask what I think I’m doing.

			Which is rich, considering what he’s up to at this very moment.

			But as our gazes meet for the first time since I woke up this morning, I can’t help taking a step back. Because there’s a pent-up rage burning in his eyes like nothing I have ever seen before. It makes the predatory look he gave me last night feel like child’s play. 

			I stumble back another step, my heart in my throat as I glance around for a weapon.

			“It’s in the drawer,” Hudson tells me in a bored voice. And just like that, the rage is gone from his eyes and in its place is the blankness—the emptiness—I’m growing used to.

			My stomach twists sickly. “What is?” I ask, even though I’m afraid I already know what he’s talking about.

			“Don’t play ignorant, Grace. It just makes us both look like fools.”

			He pushes from the wall and tosses me my phone. I catch it in numb fingers as he saunters away.

			“Where are you going?” I ask as panic crawls through me. I hate being trapped here with him, but the idea of him walking out and leaving me trapped here alone suddenly feels infinitely worse. 

			“To take a shower?” His voice drips with disdain. “Feel free to join me if you’d like.”

			The panic turns right back into anger. “You’re disgusting. I would never get naked with you.”

			“Who said anything about you getting naked?” he answers as he opens the door. “I just figured the distraction would give you the perfect opportunity to bury that knife of yours right in my back.”
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			Diary of a 
Vampire Kid
—Grace—

			I stare at the closed bathroom door as something that feels an awful lot like shame crawls through my belly. Hudson sounded bored, not hurt, but I can’t help flashing back to that moment of rage in his eyes. 

			Rage that I would dare try to kill him? 

			Or rage that I would think I might have to?

			Something tells me it’s the latter, and the shame grows deeper, more pronounced. 

			Although I have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of, I assure myself as I force my feet to get moving. 

			He’s the one who killed all those people at Katmere.

			He’s the one who nearly killed Jaxon.

			And he’s the one who thought nothing of flipping through my phone like he had some kind of right to invade my privacy.

			Of course I have the right to try to protect myself against a killer. Anyone with any common sense at all would do exactly the same thing I did.

			Exactly the same thing I’m going to do again. He can act all pissed off anytime he wants. But that just means he’s more dangerous, not less. 

			It’s that thought that propels me across the kitchen to the couch where I hid the knife last night. Half of me expects the weapon not to be there, but it is exactly where I left it. Of course, it’s been bent into a circle, so that the tip of the blade is touching the end of the handle. And when I go to check the drawer again, so is every other knife in there, except the paring knife, which is bent in half.

			Hudson destroyed every single one of them, leaving them useless and me defenseless. The fact that they would have done very little against him if he chose to attack me doesn’t matter. All that matters is he went out of his way to destroy any small modicum of security I might have found. And that is fucking vile.

			I start to slam the drawer closed, but I won’t give Hudson the satisfaction. Even with the shower running, he’d probably hear and I don’t want him to know just how pissed off—and how scared—I really am.

			So I close the drawer slowly and focus on what I can control, which isn’t much. My stomach is growling again—stress always makes me hungry—so I grab a pack of cherry Pop-Tarts and an apple and head back toward the sofa I slept on last night. 

			It was cold, at least until Hudson covered me with a blanket—and what’s that about anyway, considering how angry he was this morning?—and then it was super comfortable. I need a little comfort right now. 

			It’s with that thought in mind that I stop to peruse the bookshelves. Books have been a solace for me my entire life, and how lucky am I that if I’m stuck in this place, wherever here is, that I’m surrounded by thousands and thousands of books?

			I eat my apple as I wander up and down the shelves, discovering a ton of old favorites—The Catcher in the Rye, The Hunger Games, Sylvia Plath’s  Collected Poems—along with a bunch of books I’ve wanted to read but haven’t gotten to and even more that I’ve never heard of.

			I stop when I get to a row of wine-colored books bound in softly worn leather. There are at least a hundred of them, and though some look much older than others, they’re obviously part of a set—not just because they are the same color but because they all have identical markings on the spine and, when I pull a couple off the shelf, identical gold edges as well.

			Plus, each one has a lock on the front. Journals? And if so, whose? I don’t think I’ll ever know, considering they’re locked, but it’s interesting to speculate about.

			The locks themselves are beautiful—ancient-looking and ornate—and as I turn the first book over in my hands, I can’t resist running a finger over the small keyhole. To my shock, the moment my finger comes in contact with it, the lock slides open.

			The book is mine for the reading.

			I hesitate for a second—these are someone’s journals. But judging from the age of this journal, that someone is probably long dead, I rationalize, and won’t care at all if I spend some time looking through their thoughts.

			I open the book carefully—it’s lasted a long time, and I don’t want to be the one to damage it. The first page is blank, except for the inscription: To my brightest pupil, who deserves so much more from this world. Sincerely, Richard.

			It’s a strange inscription, though a fascinating one, and I spend a moment tracing the lavishly written letters with my fingertip. But my curiosity has gone from piqued to burning at the words, and it isn’t long before I turn the page to see what this star pupil has written.

			I turn to the first page, and at the top of it is the date May 12, 1835. It is followed by an entry in childish scrawl.

			I got into a fight today.

			I shouldn’t have. I know I shouldn’t have, but I couldn’t help it. I was provoc provoked.

			Richard says that that doesn’t matter. He says that self-control is the mark of a cival civilized man. I told him I didn’t know what that meant and he told me that “self-control is the ability of a man to control his emotions and desires even in the face of great provaca provocation.” I told him that was well and good but that anyone who said that didn’t have an annoying little brother.

			Richard laughed, then told me that future kings must have self-discipline at all times and do only what they think is best for their people even if their people are annoying little brothers. Even super-annoying little brothers? I asked. And he said especially them.

			Which makes sense, I guess, except my father doesn’t seem disciplined at all. He does whatever he wants whenever he wants and if anyone questions him he makes them disape disappear sometimes for a little while and sometimes forever.

			When I said that to Richard, though, he just looked at me and asked if I really want to be the kind of king my father is. I told him the answer to that is NO!!!!!!! I never want to be the kind of king or person or vampire or ANYTHING that my dad is. He may have a lot of power, but he’s also really mean to everyone.

			I don’t want to be that kind of king. And I don’t want to be that kind of father. I don’t want everyone, including my family, to be afraid of me all the time. Especially my family. I never want them to be afraid of me. And I never want them to hate me the way that I hate him.

			Which is why I never should have done what I did. I never should have punched my brother in the face, even though he punched me first. And kicked me. And bit me twice, which really, really hurt. But he’s my little brother and it’s my job to take care of him. Even when he’s super super super annoying.

			Which is why I’m writing this here. So that I don’t ever forget. And because Richard says a good man always keeps his vows, I vow to ALWAYS take care of Jaxon, no matter what. 

			I freeze when I see Jaxon’s name at the bottom of the page. Tell myself that it’s a coincidence, that no way the person writing this journal, the person vowing to always take care of his little brother, is Hudson.

			Except there’s a lot of things in this entry that make me think that it really is him. Vampire. Future king. Big brother… 

			If this is Hudson’s journal and not some long-dead prince, I should stop reading. I really should. But even as I tell myself that I’m going to close the book, I flip the page to the next entry. Just to see if it really is him. Just to see how things could have changed so much that he would go from vowing to always protect his brother to trying to kill him.

			I start to read the next journal entry, something about learning to whittle so he can make a toy for his little brother, but I have to stop after only a couple of paragraphs. 

			How could this sweet, earnest little boy become the monster who caused so many deaths at Katmere? 

			How could the child who vowed to protect his brother forever turn into the sociopath who tried so hard to kill that same brother? 

			It doesn’t make sense. 

			A million more questions race through my mind as I turn the page and keep reading…just as the bathroom door opens and Hudson walks out.

			My stomach jumps as his gaze finds me, then immediately narrows in on the book in my hands. Terrified to make any sudden move, I swallow slowly. And wait for all hell to break loose.
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			The Best Defense Is 
More Defense
—Hudson—

			Well, fuck. I sure as shit didn’t see this coming. 

			Which, in retrospect, makes me as shortsighted as I keep accusing Grace of being. Of course she found my damn journals while I was in the shower. And of course she saw nothing wrong with reading them after spending the morning watching me flip through her phone without her permission.

			Talk about being hoisted with my own petard. But knowing the hoisting is justified doesn’t make it any easier to handle the aftermath. In fact, I think it might just make it harder, considering it leaves me with no recourse. And absolutely no argument.

			Fuck, fuck, fuck. 

			I consider walking over to her and grabbing the damn thing out of her hands, but that would only make everything worse. Not to mention hand her more power than she already has, and I’ve got no intention of doing that. Not when she already looks at me like I’m something she wants to squish beneath her shoe.

			Nothing left to do but brazen it out, then. Even if what I really want to do is set fire to the whole lot of journals. Fuck the sentimentality that’s had me keeping them all these years. The damn things need to burn.

			Just not tonight.

			“So, what volume are you starting at?” I ask as I cross the room toward her.

			Because there’s no way I’m sitting down on that couch with her right now, I lean a shoulder up against the closest wall, determined to look like I don’t give a fuck. About anything.

			When she doesn’t answer right away, I cross my arms and my ankles and prepare to wait her out. After all, the best defense is more defense. 

			It’s a lesson I learned at the feet of my dear old dad, even if he’d spent years trying to teach me just the opposite. Not to mention turn me into the same kind of monster as he was.

			Too bad I decided a long time ago to be my own kind of monster and fuck the consequences.

			Obviously, it’s going brilliant so far.

			“I didn’t know they were yours.”

			Considering the guilty look she’s been wearing from the second I walked out of the bathroom, I’m calling bullshit on that one. “Maybe not when you picked it up. But you didn’t put it down once you figured it out, did you?”

			She doesn’t answer, just looks back down at my journal.

			“Not that it matters. Read away. Though I would suggest skipping the volumes in the middle. My tween years were very…” I pause for effect, even go so far as to shake my head a little ruefully, just to show her how little I really care. “Emo.”

			“Only your tween years?” she asks without missing a beat, brows raised. 

			“Touché.” I incline my head in a half bow. “But eventually they get better. I didn’t really hit my stride until after I’d read Plato’s Apology. Rigorous self-reflection à la Socrates and all that.”

			“And here I thought you learned everything you knew from the Marquis de Sade.”

			I look away, hide my grin behind my hand. Grace is quick, I’ll give her that. A definite pain in the arse but really quick. And pretty funny, too.

			“I do have a question, though,” she says, and she’s back to looking at the open journal in front of her.

			I stiffen, my whole body going on red alert as I wait for a question I’m damn sure I’m not going to like. Something about Jaxon’s and my relationship, probably, which pretty much guarantees I won’t have an answer. I’ve been trying to figure shit out between my brother and me for most of my life, but it’s like beating my head against a brick wall.

			Or at least it was, right up until he decided killing me was the only way to solve our differences. Then I pretty much decided he could go fuck himself. Even thought about killing the little arsehole while I had the chance. It’s not like he had any compunction about doing the same to me.

			In the end, I couldn’t do it, though. Truthfully, I didn’t even try. It just seemed better for everyone if I disappeared for a while. Maybe even forever. 

			“What’s your question?” I ask, bracing myself for the worst.

			Grace holds up my journal. “If you’re so convinced that I’m the one doing this—that I’m the one holding us here in this place—how on earth could I be sitting here reading your journal?”

			“Seriously? We’re back to that? That’s your big question?” I don’t know whether to be relieved or insulted.

			“It’s a valid question,” she answers. “I mean, I didn’t even know these things existed before I grabbed one off the shelf. How on earth could I possibly know what’s in them?”

			“The same way I know that chocolate chocolate chip cookies are your favorite kind.”

			“Aren’t chocolate chip cookies everybody’s favorite kind?” she counters.

			“How the hell would I know that?” I ask, exasperated. “I’m a vampire.”

			“Oh, right. Well, trust me. Chocolate chip cookies are everybody’s favorite.”

			“Not everyone’s,” I answer. Because in this situation, she’s not the only one who can see more than anyone should have access to. I can, too. That’s how I know that, “Some people like oatmeal raisin cookies best. And other people really like Dalí sketches and John Morse collages.”

			Her big brown eyes go huge. “How do you know about that?” she whispers.

			It’s a loaded question, one whose answer might send her screaming straight into the dark outside that never seems to lift if I’m not careful. But it’s also the perfect distraction from that damn book in her lap.

			And the perfect way to convince her, once and for all, that she really is the one in charge of keeping us here. Well, her and that dragon outside, but that’s an issue for a different time.

			For now, I’m more focused on show-and-tell—just not the kind that takes place in a kindergarten classroom.

			No, for this lesson we’ve got to go somewhere else entirely. Except…not really.

			So as not to scare her, I reach over slowly and take the journal from Grace’s hands. 

			“What are you doing?”

			I don’t answer her. Why should I when her distraction provides me with the opening I’ve been looking for? 

			So instead of answering, I take advantage of the opportunity she gave me to breach her defenses. And just like that, I reach in and grab a memory.
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			No Vamp Is 
an Island
—Grace—

			We’re on the beach.

			And not just any beach. Coronado Beach in San Diego. I’d recognize it anywhere. Partly because the very iconic, very recognizable, red-roofed Hotel del Coronado is right in front of me and partly because it’s my old stomping ground.

			I used to come here all the time—sometimes by myself and sometimes with Heather. Even before we had our driver’s licenses and could cross the bridge whenever we wanted, we’d hop the ferry and ride it over to the small island in the San Diego Bay. Then we’d get off the boat and walk down Orange Street to the beach, stopping along the way to look in the shops and art galleries that line the small boulevard. 

			When we got hungry, we’d buy ice cream cones at MooTime or cookies from Miss Velma’s Bakery, then wander down to the beach. We would swim in the summer when the water finally got warm enough and just wade in to our knees during the other seasons.

			Coronado is pretty much my favorite place on earth, and so many of my best memories are right here on this street. I haven’t been here since a week before my parents died, and it’s strange to be back now, with Hudson of all people. 

			“I don’t understand,” I whisper as a young mother in a bright yellow sweatsuit rolls her baby carriage by right in front of us. “How did we get here?”

			“Does it matter?” he responds, looking up at the sky.

			And I get it. Even though we were trapped in that room for only a day, it somehow feels like so much longer. 

			It feels like it’s been forever since I walked under the bright blue sky, counting fluffy clouds as the warmth of the sun beats down on me.

			Forever since I’ve felt the wind slide past me, flirting with the edges of my clothes and ruffling my curls.

			Forever since I’ve breathed in the salty sea air, listening to the endless crash of the ocean against the shore.

			I’ve missed this—missed home—more than I ever imagined possible.

			“I guess not,” I whisper as I pause to look in the window of my favorite gallery.

			And breathe a sigh of relief when I realize nothing has changed. The Adam Scott Rote Alice in Wonderland painting still hangs in the front window, a beautiful, grown-up Alice staring out at us as the Red Queen towers over her from behind. 

			“I fell in love with this painting when I was fourteen,” I tell Hudson. “My mom kept me home from school for a half-birthday celebration, and she brought me here to Coronado to hang out. She told me we could do anything I wanted for the whole day, and it turns out what I wanted to do most was explore this gallery and stare at all the incredible artists on its walls.”

			“This is where the John Morse collage is, too, isn’t it?” Hudson asks as we wander inside.

			“It is,” I tell him. “But it’s on the other side of the gallery. Or at least it used to be.” I take off past a display of other Rote works into the small enclave where I used to spend so much of my time. Hudson doesn’t hesitate to follow me.

			And yes! “It’s still here,” I murmur, barely resisting the urge to press my fingers to the cool, protective glass that overlays the most stunning collage print of Einstein I ever could have imagined.

			His face is a million colors, and his wild hair is made of shreds from all kinds of different boxes like Hot Tamales, Lunchables, Cheez-Its, and parchment paper. 

			“I’ve never seen anything like that,” Hudson says from a spot beside me.

			“Me neither.” I curl my fingers into my palms, just to make sure I don’t touch. “I’m so glad it’s still here.”

			“Me too.” Hudson smiles at me and it’s softer, sweeter, than I would ever have expected.

			Once again, something uneasy tugs at the back of my mind, but it’s easy to ignore it when I’m surrounded by so much beauty.

			We take our time wandering the gallery, Hudson making pithy comments about the art he doesn’t like while I wax rhapsodic about the pieces I love. Eventually, though, we’ve seen everything there is to see and wander back onto the street.

			“Are you hungry?” I ask as the smell of fresh-baked cookies fills the air. “Miss Velma’s bakery is right over there.”

			“She’s the one who makes the oatmeal raisin cookies, isn’t she?” Hudson asks.

			“She is,” I answer as I eye him curiously. “How do you know about those cookies?”

			“Does it matter?” He gives a little shrug. “I thought the point was to eat cookies, not talk about them.”

			“Oh, believe me, we can do both.”

			I hustle the hundred feet to Miss Velma’s place, Hudson right behind me.

			A bell chimes as we pull open the door, and Miss Velma looks up from where she’s arranging a fresh batch of cookies in the display case to wave us over.

			She’s a tall Black woman, with a narrow face and the most beautiful curly gray hair bouncing around that face. For a second, relief flashes through me that she’s still here. She’s old and fragile-looking, her shoulders stooped and her fingers gnarled with time. But her smile lights up the whole shop the same way it always has. 

			“Grace!” she squeals, and for a moment she sounds—and looks—like a girl as she bounces on her toes and reaches for me. “My girl! I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.”

			“You should have known a few thousand miles would never keep me away from your cookies, Miss Velma,” I tell her.

			“You’re right. I should have known,” she answers with a laugh, even as she eyes Hudson curiously. “Who’s your friend?”

			“Miss Velma, this is Hudson. Hudson, this is Miss Velma.”

			“The best cookie maker in all of San Diego,” he tells her with a smooth smile.

			“The best cookie maker in the whole country,” I correct him as Miss Velma laughs and laughs.

			Then she picks up a small box from the counter behind her and starts filling it with chocolate chocolate chip cookies before I even say a word. 

			“We want a couple of oatmeal raisin ones, too,” Hudson says, and Miss Velma beams at him. 

			“Wonderful choice. Those are my favorite! They were always my favorite customer Lily’s choice, too. Sadly, they’re my worst sellers, so I haven’t made these in weeks,” she says as she closes the box top. “Everyone wants chocolate chip or snickerdoodles or chocolate chocolate chip. Nothing that pretends to be a little bit healthy, even if it isn’t. But something told me to whip up a batch this morning, and I’m so glad I did.”

			“Me too,” Hudson tells her fervently. “I’ve never had one before, and I can’t wait to taste it.”

			Something niggles at the corners of my mind, a feeling that something isn’t quite right here. But before I can figure out what it is that’s bothering me, Miss Velma reaches for Hudson’s hand and squeezes it. “When you eat it, I hope you feel all the love I put into it.”

			Hudson doesn’t say anything for a moment, just looks down to where her old, arthritic hand is clutching his young, strong one. When the silence stretches on a bit too long, he clears his throat and whispers, “Thank you.”

			“You are very welcome, dear boy.” She squeezes his hand again before reluctantly letting him go. “Now, get on out of here and go down to that beach. It’s supposed to rain later, so you should take advantage of the good weather while you’ve got the chance.”

			“Rain?” I say, but Miss Velma has already walked into the back of the shop. 

			“Shall we?” Hudson says, pushing the door open, then stepping aside so I can walk through it first, leaving me little choice but to grab the cookie box and walk back outside.

			As I do, I look up at the sky and see that Miss Velma is right. In the space of this one short little stop at the cookie shop, the sky has gone from bright blue to ominous gray. The sun has disappeared and the world around me now feels dark and dingy, something San Diego has never felt to me.

			I don’t like it. At all. And as Hudson moves to join me on the street, I can’t help wondering if it’s an omen. 

			And if so, what exactly is it warning me about?
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			This Is How My 
Cookie Crumbles
—Grace—

			The wind picks up as we walk toward the beach. The ocean is directly in front of us, and I can see the waves building up, can hear them crashing harder and faster against the shore with each second that passes.

			My stomach tightens a little as nerves twist deep inside me, but I take a deep breath and try to ignore it as Hudson asks, “What happened to Lily?”

			I sigh. “She died of cancer eighteen months ago. She was nine, and Miss Velma’s oatmeal raisin cookies were her favorite things in the whole world. As she got closer to the end, they were the only things she would eat.”

			Hudson’s jaw works as he looks out at the sea. “I don’t know if that’s amazing or awful.”

			“Yeah.” I give a watery little laugh. “Me neither. I’m going to go with amazing, because she was such an amazing little girl. Always happy, no matter how sick the chemo made her or how much pain she was in.”

			“You knew her?” He looks surprised.

			“Only because her mom used to bring her into the shop a lot. They would sit at the corner table and Lily would color while Miss Velma made her her own batch of oatmeal raisin.” I can’t help but smile as I remember how industriously she used to color her pictures. 

			When I grow up, Grace, I’m going to be an artist just like the ones whose paintings hang in Mr. Rodney’s gallery.

			I have no doubt, Lily. You draw the most amazing flowers I’ve ever seen.

			Because I’m a flower. The prettiest flower. That’s what my mama says.
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