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The dream woke her as it did every time. She couldn’t remember the specifics, 

only the vague memory of that acrid burning smell, the sound of people talking, 

and so much pain. Her stomach rolled in memory of the pain. A phantom ache 

in her legs made her restless. She had to move. Throwing back the covers, she 

swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood quickly. 

She walked to the other side of the room and then back, her hands twisting 

in each other. A sharp stinging in her palms caused her to yelp and look down. 

Deep half-moon shaped gouges in her palms were welling up with blood. Her 

eyes strayed reluctantly to her nails to discover, without surprise, that they had 

shifted into claws while she had been sleeping. 

While the cuticles were fairly normal, between the nail bed and the tips they 

grew into razor sharp points, curving in on themselves like a feline’s claws. In 

her terrified state she had buried them so far into her own hands that one of the 

tips had broken off inside of her skin. 

She took a very deep, shaky breath and forced her eyes away from the disaster 

that was her hands. Blood was a dangerous thing in this house, and a person 
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could not be too careful in their caution of it. A mislaid drop could start 

something that ended in death. Of course, her own blood had far less weighty 

consequences. She would never be killed, but the alternative she faced was not 

one she enjoyed. 

She missed the disaster on the floor because of how much worse the bed was. 

The once pristine white pillow covers were shredded. Through the holes feathers, 

popped out. The severely rumpled sheets were also ripped in many places. To 

make bad worse, everything was dotted with red, the first drops from her injured 

hands. 

With a sudden gasp, she flew into action. If anyone saw this, if he saw this, 

the hell she would pay would make her wish she was dead. Ripping the comforter 

out of the way, she tore the sheets off the bed and ran to shove them down the 

laundry chute. Next she removed the pillowcases, trying not to spread the 

feathers everywhere and tossed them down too. Let the downstairs servants deal 

with that problem, at least they wouldn’t be out for her blood when they found 

them. 

Taking the pillows up gently so as not to dislodge anymore feathers, she 

examined them closely and found, to her great relief, that no blood had gotten 

on them. She replaced them on the mattress and then covered the whole bed, 

pillows too, with the comforter. She rearranged it until she was satisfied that it 

looked normal and then went about picking up the loose feathers. 

After she tossed them in the trash bin she examined the room for signs of 

trouble. She found none and breathed a sigh of relief. With any luck the 

downstairs staff would be up in less than an hour to change sheets and remake 

beds. 

She went into the bathroom to tend her hands. She glanced in the mirror and 

had a bit of a start as, once again, she didn’t recognize herself. She should have 

been used to it, she never recognized herself anymore, but this time was worse. 

Something about the dream always seemed to mess up her shift. If her weight 

didn’t shift then her eyes would change color. If her eyes didn’t change then the 

length of her hair would. 



  SHANNON A. HINER 

© 2014 Shannon A. Hiner  

All Rights Reserved 

Staring hard into the mirror she discovered that her eyes had changed color 

this time, and there was also a perceptible change in the bone structure of her 

cheeks. She sighed and quickly fixed her cheeks, raising the bone until it was a 

sharp and unforgiving line. Her eyes had changed to a light hazel blue. Her 

master would be very displeased if he caught her with those eyes. That was one 

color he never, ever requested.  

As she looked the color slowly brightened and then turned a very bright blue. 

It would be obvious to anyone that it wasn’t a natural eye color, but her master 

didn’t care about that. He wanted what he wanted and that was what he would 

get.  

With a sigh, she let the color rest. 

“Cameo.” The voice from the door should not have startled her, but it did. The 

calmness of the voice belied everything about the man who spoke. In his eyes 

and his body was a wild anger that burned everything it came into contact with. 

Pointing to the ground next to the bed, he waited for her eyes to find it. Yes, 

right there, the drop of blood that had slipped from her hands as she paced away 

from the bed. Her eyes widened in horror, just before she was slammed into the 

wall behind her. 
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Wearing someone else’s skin was not nearly as uncomfortable as it used to 

be. The stray thought gave her pause, as she actually could not remember a time 

she had worn her own skin. 

It was a worry that she couldn’t truly understand. She didn’t remember what 

her own skin looked like. It had been too long since she had felt the weight of 

her own bones, seen through her own eyes. Why it should bother her so, she 

couldn’t say. Her master had never requested that she look like herself, he 

always had someone else for her to be. 

A seagull screamed directly overhead, bringing her wandering mind back to 

the humans’ port she currently strolled through. It was different kind of 

nightmare she experienced now. This was her only semblance of freedom, and it 

was marred by the job she must perform. 

The ocean was calm, the waves gently lapped at the docks in a loving embrace 

that belied the vengeance they had wreaked the night before. Sailors were 

working hard to repair the damage from the storm before the ships could sail 

again. 

Cameo slowed to a stop before one of the ships and stared at its magnificent 

hull. The Quick Redemption had docked in the early hours of the morning, as 

soon as the storm had ended. It wasn’t safe to have a ship so large remain docked 

during such a storm. From what Cameo had heard in the bar the night before, 

the sailors had been very upset to reboard. After six months away from their 

homeport the men had been looking forward to a few days with their families. 

The news hadn’t just upset the sailors though, Cameo’s master had also been 

annoyed to have his plans thwarted. She rubbed a hand over her neck, hoping 

the marks no longer showed. Normally makeup would be enough to cover them 
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up until they faded, but her master had been very put out. He was not quite as 

careful when he was angry. 

The Quick Redemption had returned swiftly though, and now she would be 

able to do her job, and then enjoy her relative freedom for a night or two. 

••• 

The Saltwater Tap Room was packed with all of the single sailors who weren’t 

ready to retire to their hotel rooms and bachelor pads. They drank and told their 

stories and danced with girls who hoped to meet their Knight In Shining Armor. 

Not bloody likely, Cameo thought as she stared at the brazen sailors from a 

booth in the back corner. These sailors only wanted to meet a damsel they could 

distress for the night. She felt the familiar urge to sigh as she stared at the happy 

humans, enjoying a life of blissful ignorance. 

She was so lonely for her own kind it sometimes shocked her. She had never 

met another shifter, her master had assured her they had died out. That was 

why he had rescued her and kept her safe, she was the last of her kind.  

The last shape shifter. A genetic dead end, at that. Without another shifter 

there was no way to pass on the gene. She would always be this alone. 

Her master would never understand that burden, his kind were many and he 

could be with them whenever he wanted. He reminded her often though, that his 

kind were a danger to her. Vampires couldn’t resist the lure of shifter blood. He 

kept her safe, but for a price. 

Reminded of the task at hand once again, Cameo turned her attention back 

to the crowd and spotting the one she had come for. A name, a picture, and a 

location was all she was given, but she was good at her job. She would find him. 

A young man stopped in front of her booth and looked down at her with an 

easy smile. “Well, what’s a pretty thing like you doing sitting all alone? Waiting 

for someone?” 

Or he would find her… 

She smiled slowly, “I was waiting for you.” 
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Vincent Du Baunt was having a really, really good night. The storm had 

ruined their first night back, but thank God it had been a fast one. They were 

docked again that morning, and now the night was his. 

Six beers had made him forget his usual reticence in social gatherings, and 

he had found himself a pretty girl to dance with. Too long had he been cooped 

up in that ship. Tonight he was going to drink, dance and hopefully take this 

amazing girl home. Maybe he would run with the wolves later that night. True, 

they had a week in port and there was plenty of time to accomplish all those 

things, but he really didn’t feel like waiting. 

Life was now, it wouldn’t wait for him, so he wouldn’t wait to experience it. 

He hadn’t asked the girl her name, but she hadn’t volunteered it. Truthfully, 

he couldn’t even remember if he had told her his own. 

It must have been late, the crowd was starting to thin out and the songs 

seemed to be slowing down. He wasn’t a big fan of slow songs, but the alcohol 

was coursing through his system and making him feel sloppy, so maybe slowing 

down would be a good thing. 

The girl leaned close to him, she was so beautiful it was hurting his eyes. Her 

long light brown hair was perfectly straight and smelled like roses. Her hazel 

green eyes were outlined with black that made her seem exotic, but her thin 

white blouse was all American with its cutoff sleeves and a lacy neckline.  

It was distracting at the very least. He didn’t know where to look, but his 

hands itched to touch her. God, her skin looked so smooth and he wondered 

desperately if she would be warm or cool. Yes, he was pretty desperate. Six 

months at sea would do that to a person. 

“Vince,” She whispered in his ear, or tried to. She was a petite thing and the 
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top of her head only came up to his shoulder. He loved the way her breath 

whispered over his neck when she spoke to him. 

“Mm?” He leaned closer to hear her. It wasn’t just her hair that smelled like 

roses, it was all of her. He loved it. 

“I have a room upstairs.” 

His heart stuttered with sudden longing and a surge of heat flashed through 

his body. Yes. That was perfect. She was perfect. 

How had he gotten so lucky? 

••• 

Cameo swallowed her nerves as she led Vincent up the stairs. She hated this 

part. It was absolutely the worst, but it had to be done. If she wanted the 

freedom, she had to do this. She took slow deep breaths to keep from 

hyperventilating. 

Darkness was supposed to be a lack of light, but when it came to her master 

it was a feeling that hung heavy in the air. She could feel the darkness in the 

upstairs hall, pressing in on her and making it even harder to breathe. She 

glanced back at Vincent, curious if he felt it too.  

He was frowning and looking around, as if he felt lost. The amount of alcohol 

he consumed during the night would not help his feeble human senses in the 

least.  

Cameo felt sincerely bad for him. He had flown into the trap eyes wide open, 

thinking it was some sort of silken bed, rather than an inescapable spider’s web. 

She stopped at the last door in the hall and turned back to him. 

His reaction was fumbled as he realized a second too late that she had 

stopped. He ran full on into her. At the last second he pulled back abruptly and 

overbalanced his muddled brain.  

Unthinking, Cameo grabbed his shirt and pulled him back upright. This time 

he was swinging forward again though. She wasn’t sure if it was intentional or 

not, but his face came down to meet hers and suddenly he was kissing her. 

Her eyes widened and she stood, stunned. 

Abruptly, his weight shifted again and he was slung backward into the 
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opposite wall. Cameo touched her lips in bewilderment, but just then she caught 

sight of the flashing eyes of her master. He towered over her and stared down as 

if she were as disgusting and crushable as a roach.  

Cameo shuddered but couldn’t turn away from his frightening eyes. They 

bored all the way into her soul and she wanted to collapse upon the floor. Behind 

him, Vincent’s body was lying on the floor. He must have been wounded when 

her master had flung him at the wall, because she could see blood curling into 

his blonde hair.  

“I’ll deal with you later.” Her master growled at her and turned away in a whirl 

of darkness to snatch Vincent’s body up like a cheap duffel bag. They both 

disappeared. 
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She couldn’t remember ever being kissed before. Surely it had happened at 

some point? The sensation wasn’t wholly unfamiliar, just… 

Cameo shook her head gently as she felt one of the headaches coming on. 

They didn’t happen often, but this was the second in as many days. They almost 

always heralded the dream. She could never remember the dream afterwards, 

but the feelings it brought were always fresh. Fear, sadness, loss, loneliness. Oh 

the loneliness was the worst. She felt as though something had been torn from 

her. 

Once she had told her master of the dream. What a mistake that had been. 

She couldn’t remember the night she had told him, she had woken up in a 

broken heap afterwards. A maid had helped her into a bath and they had slowly 

reset bones and restored her appearance. Her master had asked her later on if 

she still remembered the dream. 

She lied. She said didn’t remember. 

Her head was aching more and more fiercely. Truly, her one or two nights of 

freedom were going to be wrecked by that damn dream. She couldn’t keep it out. 

She had tried everything. 

Looking about the hotel room, Cameo knew she would have to stay elsewhere 

until the dream had passed. It was a cheap hotel, considering what her master 

could normally afford. The sheets were clean, but the carpet was worn. Still, she 

couldn’t risk tearing up the bedding here. Leaving bloodstains would be 

especially bad following Vincent’s disappearance. 

Cameo sighed and faced the bathroom mirror. She stripped out of the clothes 

she had worn downstairs and took a deep breath. Her body followed her mind’s 

will and began to lengthen and grow taller. She thinned out some, losing the 
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farm-fed look and appearing more city-starved. Her hair turned pitch black and 

grew in straight, thick lines. Replacing the hesitant hazel, her eyes darkened and 

went to an, unreadable brown.  

When the transformation was complete, Cameo sighed and changed into her 

running clothes. The pounding in her head was growing steadily worse as she 

slung the backpack over her shoulder and left the room. 

Outside her room was a narrow cement walkway that led one way to the ice 

machine, and the other to the stairs. Cameo eyed the flimsy railing wondering if 

it would actually stop a drunk from tumbling the fifteen feet to the green pool 

below. She doubted it. 

She descended the stairs quickly, hoping no one saw her and then feeling silly 

because no one would recognize her. Once she was out of the hotel’s complex 

she jogged down the streets of the small port town heading for the wilderness 

just outside of town. 

She ran without stopping for five miles. Her endurance was a result of the 

gym in her master’s home. The treadmill had become one of the only ways to 

release the urge to run when she could not have her freedom. She was in the 

woods when she finally stopped, leaning over and panting.  

Cameo looked behind her, trying to be sure the city was out of view. She was 

near the top of a hill overlooking the city and the ocean below. A little farther and 

it would be safe. 

She calmed her heart rate and then started back through the forest. Trees 

and fallen branches slowed her down, but she went another quarter of a mile 

before she stopped and laid down her pack. Stripping off her clothes she folded 

them carefully into the pack. 

The sticks and cold moss were uncomfortable, but she got down on all fours 

and took deep breaths, clearing her mind and settling on a form. 

The change happened more swiftly than usual as the animal clawed its way 

out. Cameo cried out in surprise and discomfort, but it came out as canine’s yip. 

The world had transformed. Her vision was sharper, but lacking the same colors 

she was used to seeing. Smells were more clear and came with directions. She 
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could sense the heat of the rabbits and deer nearby. Her mouth started to water, 

but she shook her head at the thought. She did not eat raw. Even if it sounded 

amazing in this form. 

Lifting her head to the sky, the wolf howled. Her headache had nearly receded. 

She would run tonight, and in the morning the dream would overtake her. 

••• 

Sunlight was blinding behind her eyelids. She rolled over to escape the 

sensation. A stick dug into her side. Cameo growled and shifted herself up 

without opening her eyes yet. She put a hand to her side and brushed the stick 

away. 

This was what sleeping in the forest got her. Twigs digging into her skin and 

the rising sun as an alarm clock. When would she learn? 

Covering her face with her other hand she slowly opened her eyes and let 

them begin adjusting to the bright light overhead. Luckily, even in wolf form she 

had found her way back to the pack she had dropped the night before. It was 

difficult many times to retain her human faculties when she changed form so 

drastically. 

After a few minutes, Cameo dressed again and took a granola bar from her 

pack. 

Her brief freedom had been ruined by the human, Vincent, and the horror of 

her dreaming. She would have to go back to her master without the benefit of 

good memories to get her through the next few days. 

She sighed and trudged back through the forest, pulling leaves and moss from 

her hair as she went. 
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Anthony Srenair was almost positive he had never been so angry in all of his 

556 years. He wasn’t completely sure, of course, because his moods had been 

growing more and more unstable in the last few years. Ever since sending away 

Harper, actually. 

Not that the two were related. Far from it. If anything, getting rid of Harper 

had probably forestalled worse damage. If there was one thing that could really 

piss him off, it was someone younger and weaker than him trying to tell him 

what to do. These days there was no respect for seniority of age and strength. 

Anthony snorted derisively to himself. There, now he really was starting to 

sound like his sire. Lucus already had four centuries under his belt when he 

found Anthony in Samara, Russia in the 15th century. Unfortunately, Anthony, 

then Anton, had only known his sire for two years before he was killed. Lucus 

had been a father figure to him, teaching him to embrace the darkness they lived 

in, to embody the terror of the night. 

Lucus had his faults, of course. Namely; turning a human that had quickly 

grown strong enough to kill him. Barely over a hundred years old, Damon Reine 

had killed their sire with the ease of an infant quashing a bug…and about as 

much finesse too. 

No, his blood brother had no finesse. No panache. All of that had been passed 

through to Anthony when Lucus had turned him. Only two years after being 

turned, his sire was dead and Anthony was forced to find a way to survive in the 

immortal world without a guide. No love was lost between Anthony and his blood 

brother. He didn’t think they had even set eyes on each other in a hundred years. 

Unwilling to serve under the wench that Reine had appointed for their clan, 

Anthony had reverted to his Grandsire’s clan, the Venaygo. 
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It still wasn’t the kind of clan he felt like he could relate too, but at least he 

didn’t serve a woman. 

Thinking of women brought his mind back to what had made him so angry. 

Cameo. How did she manage to be so annoying? How difficult was it, really? She 

had a simple task.  

Locate his selected target and, without making anyone suspicious, corner 

them so that Anthony could collect. She was, under no circumstances, to engage 

in any behavior that might defile her. She belonged to him. Only him. Any 

deviations were unacceptable. 

So why had she been kissing that fool when he had arrived? 

Anthony growled and flung his hand out. It met with small resistance from a 

miniature statue, before the piece went flying in to the wall to splinter into 

thousands of tiny slivers. 

He stared at them, feeling they reflected the same danger his fangs poised. 

The ability to draw blood without thought. His gums ached suddenly with the 

need to feed. It wasn’t time to feed though, he had to deal with Cameo first. How 

would he punish her? There was only one thing she seemed to value anymore, 

her free days.  

Anthony could take those away, but what if she rebelled? His nose wrinkled 

at the thought. He detested rebellion. His word was law. He would crush anyone, 

or anything that thought otherwise. 

With a sigh, he walked to the window and looked down. The night was dreary 

and depressing, but still preferable to the insufferable sunlight he had endured 

in his human days. 

Perhaps, he thought as he stared at the moon rising from the forest, it was 

time. Cameo had belonged to him quite a while now. She might be about worn 

out. True, he liked that she was well-broken, but if she was going to start slipping 

up, he really had no choice. 

It was time, then. No need to punish her quite yet. That would come when he 

had her replacement. His gaze wandered to the desk and he followed it until he 

could open the smallest drawer. Inside, a stack of pictures waited. His stash. His 
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back-up plans. The one on bottom, the oldest picture, was the one he wanted.  

It was a black and white rendering of a young man. The edges were brown 

and cracking, but it was in surprisingly good condition for late 1800’s capture 

date. It was the first picture he had ever secreted away. 

Here was the perfect way to remind Harper who exactly was the stronger 

vampire. That idiot thought he could just walk away and be done with Anthony? 

It was time to reveal the truth. Harper would always belong to Anthony, as wholly 

as Cameo. 

Anthony’s eyes narrowed again as he thought of Cameo kissing their newest 

victim. Maybe he wouldn’t skip her punishment. Maybe he had a little more time 

to take care of her, before hatching the new plan. 

With a rapacious smile, he turned from the desk and went to find Cameo. 
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