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CHAINED BY BLOOD

Supernaturals Underground, #7

 

By Holly Hook


CHAPTER ONE

 

 

I looked up at the massive fortress we were about to infiltrate. “How are we supposed to get in there?”

It was a good question for me to ask. The ATC building towered over us with its twenty stories, and even the burned floors were open for business again. The new owner of the Abnormal Treatment Centers, Richard Grimes, had also changed security so that armed guards stood at the rotating doors, complete with pistols on their hips. Or maybe that was just something they did at night in case people with a certain sun allergy tried to attack.

I stood back two blocks from the building on the sidewalk, and Alyssa and Xavier stayed with me as if we were just teenagers loitering. 

The night was young, and it was Friday, so there were plenty of people wandering around the city and cramming bars. Ladies walking dogs, other teenagers, and young urban professionals filled the sidewalks. 

We stood back against a salon where busy young moms got their hair done. 

Oh, and Brendan had joined us tonight. Despite needing to get rescued from serving Bathory, he was braver than I thought, because breaking into the ATC Tower was no easy feat.

Everyone but Xavier could see better and farther than the two Normal guards standing at the doorway. I had the best sight of all, thanks to sampling Xavier’s blood in a craze. The effects of his divine blood hadn’t faded. I hoped I didn’t end up biting him again in front of his girlfriend, as that was just a little awkward.

So, I got the job of staking out the ATC building, and I turned to Brendan to confirm I had this lovely task. “Are you sure Bathory handed the captured vampires over to them?”

Brendan pulled his hoodie over his puffy hair, and he trained me in his stare. Though he wore contacts, I could still see the red of vampirism in his irises. “I can’t think of what else she could have done, as they must be somewhere. She didn’t have them in the bunker, and I did errands all over the place. If I were her, I’d put them in a place where I had free security. I bet the ATC has no clue she’s using them.”

“Then, when she’s ready to make all vampires serve her, she’ll kill the ATC and take them.” The air heated as Xavier balled his fists.

Brendan hesitated, then nodded. “That’s my thought.”

“It makes sense,” Alyssa said. “That’s why she stole all the blood supplies around the city.”

“The ATC will unknowingly weaken any vampire captives for her, too,” Xavier said. Richard Grimes believed treatment centers could make supernatural beings Normal, if he believed what he said on TV. That meant feeding any vampire “patients” no blood.

As if.

I turned to our new friend. “Brendan, you’ve been in the ATC building before.” A ball of fear gathered in my gut. I’d gone inside once myself, but that was before I Turned.

He frowned. “It was for a field trip in the eighth grade. They showed us the offices and a lecture hall, but we never saw where they’re supposed to treat Supernaturals.”

“That’s because the treatment centers didn’t exist back then,” Alyssa said, anger seething in her words. I read trauma hiding there.

I’d talk about this part since it was hard for Alyssa. “Before Grimes bought the company, the mayor ran it, and he was a demon using it as a front to gather unwilling soldiers. Treatment centers never existed, but we don’t know what Grimes is doing.”

“Grimes would have to create them in record time.” Xavier eyed the twenty-story building. “It’s possible he was already looking into it, since the guy owns hospitals around here.”

I tensed, knowing I was putting this off. “Whatever. Bathory will kill this Grimes and then she’ll try Turning the whole ATC and forcing them to be her soldiers. Then she’ll murder the vampires who won’t kill for her. My point is, we must get in somehow and free any prisoners they have before she does, and it’s hard for me to listen to the building through all this noise.”

Alyssa grimaced at the three glowing red letters near the peak of the building. “If we wait until it’s too late at night, we’ll draw suspicion.” She eyed her taped-up Hello Kitty cane, which was a sword in disguise.

Despite her fighting skills, I had the best shot of going in and coming back out. I could see through the new tinted windows of the ground floor, and even Alyssa and Brendan had a hard time with that. A young man now worked behind the reception desk. If I focused, I could hear him speaking. He had a conversation over video chat on his laptop about going out for drinks tonight. The guy wouldn’t be hard to get around.

There must be regular alarms instead of magical wards now since Normals now ran the company. I could get past those.

Inside, the elevator dinged, and then a man in a suit stepped out of the building and nodded to the guards. He was Normal. His heavy footsteps and the smell of Ceasar salad in his blood told me that.

“Don’t look at me to get past the guards,” Xavier said. “My magic isn’t subtle, and even before whatever happened, it wasn’t.”

Alyssa bit her lip and faced me. “It’s up to you again, Janine. Maybe you can use your excuse that worked last time to get in and look around? It looks like different people work there.”

I licked my canines to make sure the file had flattened them enough. Check. I was getting used to filing my teeth down every day so my mother would think I was still Normal. The brown contacts helped me look more subtle. “I can ride the elevator all the way up and listen for where any prisoners might be.”

Brendan took one step closer and said, “Do you want me to go with you?”

I caught a stutter in his words, along with nerves he tried to hide. It had only been a few days since we saved Brendan, but every time he spoke to me, he had that tone that no one else could hear.

The traffic signal on our corner switched to red, and then to green again, and I watched the cars flow through the intersection. “You can’t sense as much as I can, and a girl will draw less suspicion than a guy.”

“Really, you should have someone go in there with you, just in case, and it’s not fair this is on you.” Part of him wanted me to refuse, and it warred with the need to do something. 

I took a breath. “The story I have will only work if I go in there alone and look around. If those guards zap me, it’s martial arts time.” I pointed to Alyssa, as it would take one shake-out to reveal that the cane was a sword sharp enough to do actual damage.

Maybe.

I hoped I didn’t have to use my elevated strength on Normals. After Xavier’s blood, I’d gained the ability to smash in the skulls of old, powerful vampires. A Normal... well, I didn’t want to think about that.

“Janine, good luck.” Alyssa patted me on the back as I took a step away from the others. 

“Thanks.” 

I used the crosswalk, leaving my friends behind, and kept my stride casual as if I wasn’t about to risk myself in the ATC building. My stomach growled with hunger as I slowly crossed the two streets, careful to keep my pace looking Normal. I hoped my hunger behaved, too, because I didn’t want another Principal Penguin incident, even if the guy deserved what he got.

The two guards at the door were real ATC agents, and not the fake vampire ones Bathory had used to treat some of my classmates like a drive-thru meal. Kids had to go to counseling after they all escaped, including my friend Maisha, and we hadn’t spoken since she learned my new secret.

I picked up the agents’ scents, relieved. Normals smelled like whatever they’d last eaten. One guard smelled like awful coffee with no creamer, and the other guy reeked like nachos doused in hot sauce. The second guard clutched his chest in a fit of heartburn, which I could also smell. 

Both ATC agents wore bulletproof vests, and both had those tasers that could land anyone on the ground, mortal or immortal, on their hips, opposite their handguns.

If I didn’t get past them, it would be way too dangerous to stake out the building. Just in case, I listened to the inner workings of the ATC Tower as I approached. A boiler hummed in the basement and a leaky pipe sprayed water down below. 

As I reached the same sidewalk as the guards, I stumbled on a crack on purpose—a typical move for me. One guard faced me but made no motion to draw his weapon. “Careful.” He smiled, which put me at ease, since that meant he thought I was Normal.

“The city needs to fix these walks,” I said. “People could die out here.”

“Well, we’ll see how the new mayor does. Anyone should do a better job than the old one.” The first guard sounded friendly enough, so I must pass for Normal. “He’s still recovering from his injuries, so it might take time. Poor guy, getting stabbed in the stomach.”

“I agree. That must have been awful.” Do not flinch or look away, Janine, because Alyssa got forced to hurt the guy. The guy had been Bound to the former demon mayor and tried to shoot her. He might even be in the building since the city offices were in the ATC Tower along with other businesses. 

This was the reason I had to do this job, as it wasn’t safe for Alyssa to be within two blocks of this place. 

“Can we help you?” the guy with heartburn asked.

Now it was time to turn on the lies and hope this story I threw at the wall stuck. “You can, and I was wondering if you have any information I can grab for my cousin? He took a werewolf's bite two days ago and I want to help him not shift when the full moon comes. He’s looking into treatment to stop that from happening.” It was the same excuse I’d used to get into the ATC building before, since Normals could enter if they had a reason. 

The first guard took on a sympathetic tone. “I’m so sorry to hear that, but I have good news. One of the first things Grimes is working on is curing those who get those kinds of infections, so werewolves and vampires will be the first in line.”

The way he was spinning things, the ATC didn’t sound too bad, but then I remembered. Richard Grimes kept appearing on TV, talking about how within a few generations, Supernaturals would no longer exist, period, and that should set off anyone’s alarm bells.

“That’s great.” At least I could talk without trying to hide my teeth, since Normal vision couldn’t pick up file marks.

“Go inside, and our receptionist will tell you where to go.” The first guard moved to the side to give me access to the glass sliding doors.

A bunch of stomach acid gurgled up into the other guard’s throat. It was a gross sound, and I hoped I learned to tune out that kind of stuff soon.

The talking guard waved his arm and activated the doors for me. I got through and breathed a sigh of relief. The contacts and the filing were coming through. That, and I’d had practice during the past two weeks hiding my new state from my mother.

The receptionist greeted me and closed his laptop. He was a young professional in a white business shirt. 

“Where do I get information on treatment? I’m asking for my cousin.”

Wow, that doesn’t sound suspicious at all, Janine. You might as well have told him you’re asking for a friend.

“For your cousin?” The young man narrowed his eyes. 

I gave him the same story. That was ironic, because my second cousin, George, was a werewolf and had been for years. He’d go for a cure if it existed, which I doubted. 

“Nineteenth floor,” the man said. “I know. I know. We’re working on moving that down here to the lowest level to make it easier for customers. The former owner wasn’t very mindful of convenience. He wanted everything to be difficult, and I’m glad to say Grimes is much better, despite his name.”

I nodded. “Thanks.” 

“You might get to meet him, since he’s working late tonight. I’m sure he’ll like to tell you all about his plans, since he’s a super ambitious guy.”

“That’s great.” No, this was not great, but I should have expected it.

At least it was as if Grimes had hired a new staff. The former employees had such a horrible time under a demon boss they never wanted to come near this building again, and I didn’t blame them.

I boarded the elevator and took the ride up to the nineteenth floor.

My mother once got held captive up here and got fed on by a vampire who worked for that same demon boss. 

I closed my eyes, because if she found out about my Turning, it was all over.

Maybe it would be all over soon for Richard Grimes and the ATC, too, since Brendan mentioned Bathory wanting to murder them.

People hated us, and so long as we were off the streets that was all that mattered. What happened behind closed doors didn't concern most people.

I listened as the elevator made its slow climb. Hammers hit metal. Some repairs still happened on the damaged floors, and I smelled sweat and pizza. Phones rang in offices, and a chair squeaked as it rolled back. 

So far, it was just late workers doing overtime. Other businesses used this building, too, and the ATC used the top. I heard nothing that betrayed a prison. If the vampires were being held here, they’d be on the nineteenth floor, in the room that the former mayor once used to detain people. 

I heard more of the same, including a supervisor chewing out a lazy employee. 

But then silence fell as I neared the nineteenth floor. The elevator, just as before, wouldn’t go up to the twentieth, which meant the real ATC must not have cleared the former mayor’s demonic decorations and portal up there. They’d never erase that humiliation from the public mind.

The elevator doors opened.

Grimes had already redecorated the nineteenth floor. Before, it had been plain white walls with a single receptionist's desk. Now I faced a glass wall and door complete with a combination lock on the other side. 

Beyond the glass wall, a new, long desk stretched along the wall with one doorway behind it. Grimes had covered the walls in dark wood paneling and installed new hanging lights. 

Other than the security, the place looked inviting. Two women sat behind the desk, and it was clear they took care of their looks. One typed while the other sipped a Mountain Dew, and they both smelled of microwave dinners.

Then I saw the button near the door. I pressed it, and a buzzing sound followed, making my ears want to curl up and die.

One woman looked up at me and hit a button under her desk. I heard it click, and I made a note of that as the glass door opened by itself. A high school girl with copper and gold braids didn’t look too dangerous, then. Brendan and his hoodie would have freaked them out. That was stupid because vampirism didn’t care what you wore or whether you were male or female. 

“Can we help you?” A blond woman looked up at me and flashed a commercial smile. 

“Yes, you can.” I gave the two women the same story I had given the others. 

One nodded and opened a drawer. “We’ve had quite a few people seeking help and information for their friends and family in the last few days. The new owner is a lot friendlier than the last one, don’t you think?”

“Well, any non-demon is going to be friendlier.” I drew some laughs from the two ladies, and I let my shoulders down. “How’s he going to change things? The new guy, I mean. Are the treatment centers going to be real this time? My cousin wants to know before he goes.”

“Understandable.” The blond woman nodded to me. “Yes, the centers will be real. The first has already opened about thirty miles from here. It’s taken patients, but I’ll be honest that there will be trial and error before we find a cure. Grimes has made it his mission, and I believe he means what he says.”

I listened to the hallway and the office doors behind the woman, but I heard nothing, which was strange. My new hearing could pick up sleep cycles and yet, the walls on this floor let out no sound. I sniffed, pretending I was fighting allergies, but that gave nothing away except for the women, either. I eyed the dark wood paneling next, trying to get any more clues. 

Something about the walls seemed strange, but I couldn’t put my finger on it. They seemed… fuller, somehow, as if they had something underneath, like padding. Near the ceiling and floor, the boards warped inward, but no Normal would notice such a thing.

The new ATC liked its security, then.

The doors behind the women all had locks, and I could see they weren’t wooden at all. Panels covered thick metal and steel showed between the cracks of the paneling. The facade was so well done that even Alyssa and the old vampires might not pick up on it.

The second woman dug through her drawer, and they let a pause drag out as I checked the room over.

A trace of metal wafted from both receptionists. Did they have guns Worse, cameras hung along the edge of the ceiling as if this were a bank. 

Grimes had prepared himself, all right. He was a smart man, and if I didn’t know better, he already knew Bathory wanted his head.

The first woman handed me a large folder which was stuffed with brochures. I put it under my arm, determined to look at it once I left. Almost clear. I couldn’t believe I got all worked up over a simple task. 

“Thank you,” I said. “I’ll take this to my cousin, and we’ll go over it.” I took a step away from the desk. This was as much information as I could safely get tonight. The brochure might give us the location of the new treatment center. It was clear the captured vampires weren’t here.

“There’s one more you need to do,” the second woman said, and she sounded a lot less friendly than the first. Her tone meant you can’t leave until you complete it. She reached under the desk and pressed the button I wasn’t supposed to realize was there. 

The door behind me clicked, shutting me in.

Uh, oh.

She continued. “We need to confirm your identity and the identity of your cousin. It’s a security measure and everyone must do it. If we don’t check the city database for them, there’s a chance that Abnormals could stake us out.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Why couldn’t telepathy be a vampire trait? 

Well, it could be if you got Bound to a War Mage, since Alyssa and Xavier could do limited amounts of it with each other, but it wasn’t a vampire thing. I thought of mind control and putting people in trances, but only Bathory seemed to have the ability, according to Alyssa. 

I hoped that sampling Xavier’s blood had given me something. It was doubtful, but I had to try.

Um, Xavier, I might need help. Nineteenth floor.

Of course, no response came through, and I sensed nothing but my own desperate thoughts.

So, I did the only thing I could, and plastered a smile on my face. “Sure, that won’t be a problem.” I prayed my chipmunk voice didn’t return, because the last thing I needed was for these women to see my nerves.

The ATC had to make sure I was a good Normal who wanted to betray my cousin.

George had us stay at his house a few times. He had enough problems after the dragon emperor torched his place at the command of the demon mayor. He was still messing with the insurance company and trying to get a new home. The last thing he needed was the ATC driving up to his hotel room in those black vans.

The first woman opened a laptop. I could smell the metal of their guns again. Tasers didn’t quite smell that way, so I bet they were the type that put holes in people. I should be able to survive a few gunshots, but more than that would kill me. Well, I thought. I still didn’t want to test my healing abilities. 

“First, what’s your name?”

I told them a half-truth. “Janine Smith.” It wasn’t my real last name, but someone out there was sure to have it, as it was the most common one in this part of the world. I didn’t have Alyssa’s infamous status, but would they find out I was her friend? 

The woman typed it into whatever database the ATC used. They must be able to track everyone’s address in the city, and maybe more, which meant they invaded privacy. I’d have to tell Alyssa about that, too.

Maybe the fact that George was between homes would save him.

“Janine Smith. One fourteen eight Eleventh Street?”

“Yes.” I had never heard of the address, but someone lived there with that name, and I thanked the stars. 

But I also smelled adrenaline, metallic and nervous. These women must have to prepare for a potential fight every time they did this.

“So, how are classes going for you?” The first woman typed away, but I couldn’t identify the keys. “No vampire attacks? You wouldn’t be going to that school, though, since that’s across town.”

“Things are boring in my classes, and we have exams soon.”

This was awkward. I had done that, and everyone blamed Alyssa, which I still hadn’t gotten over. Maybe that was why I’d thrown myself under the bus for this mission.

The woman said nothing about how the agents who had showed up at my school were fake. It was another embarrassment for the company. “I hope things stay normal for you.”

“They are. Thanks.”

The woman clicked her mouse, and the light shining on her face changed. I spotted a spreadsheet and a search bar reflecting off her large earring. “So, what is your cousin’s name? Do you know his address?”

An excuse bloomed in my mind, one that anyone would believe, and I thanked my brain for once. “He’s between homes. I don’t know all the details about how he got bit, but it must have happened after all those captured Supernaturals got free.”

She lifted one eyebrow, and I saw suspicion there. Whoever had trained these women made sure they were sharp. “Between homes?”

My throat dried. “He had a house fire and lost everything he owned.”

And then I stood there as a pit of horror opened in my chest, and the woman’s eyes widened as a light bulb clicked on.

I had just narrowed down her search by a factor of a hundred. How many house fires happened every day in Cumberland? 

Wait.

A bunch happened when the old mayor tried to merge the Infernal dimension with Earth. “It was during the events of the Water Adventure, when the Infernal got all the way to downtown.”

The ATC must have the ability to access those records, too. They worked with the authorities, and that included the police and fire departments. The woman typed faster and faster, as if she were a detective on a case.

“I’m not sure where he is now, since he’s been staying with friends and going from place to place.”

The tension level rose, and the adrenaline smell filled the room. The second moved her hand down to where her weapon must wait. I was digging myself into a bigger hole.

The first woman cleared her throat. “You must have your cousin’s phone number.”

“His phone got burned in the fire, too.” Which it had. “He had to pick up one of those cheap contract-free ones, and I never caught his number. He visited my place yesterday, and that’s when we talked about things. We just talk a little since he’s busy trying to get his life back together.”

“It seems like an odd time to seek treatment,” the second woman said, lowering her voice. “He’s got a lot on his plate.”

“You’re telling me.” My mind scrambled for another way to smooth this over. “He’s looking at a house by a school, so he wants to work on his problem before he buys it.”

The second woman looked right at me, and I recognized a scan. “That might not work out so well for him, since homes sell fast these days.”

Yikes. These women must have taken a whole college program on how to find plot holes. My best bet was to get them to let me go. “The last I heard from my cousin was that he was staying at a Super Eight.” That wasn’t true—it was a Holiday Inn—but if it got me out of here without having to fight ATC agents, that was a win. “But that was two days ago. He was looking for another place with lower rates.”

“Super Eights are the cheapest thing around, so I don’t think he’ll have much luck.” The second woman flashed me a strained smile.

I was in trouble, and a bad storyteller. It figured. 

“I wish I could give you his address,” I said, careful to make full eye contact. “Can I get your phone number so I can let you know what it is once I see him again?”

The first woman placed her hand on her thigh. 

My stomach growled as if my body craved the fight. It wanted blood. It was no wonder Alyssa had to do martial arts to keep this under control.

“You can’t leave until you give us something. You must know his past address, of the house that burned.”

I was in major trouble now. “One fifty-two five, Maple Street.” That wasn’t George’s address. “I think that’s the right number, since I never memorized it. Maybe you should have a sign on the door asking people to have all this information ready before they come in? Talk to Grimes about that.”

The second woman typed like a ninja and leaned closer to her partner in crime. “No fire happened in the past year within eight blocks of Maple, and that’s not a legitimate address.”

Translation: I’d screwed up.

Even though she was Normal, the first receptionist rose with amazing speed and training. She cocked her weapon, and I stared into the barrel of a shiny, deadly pistol. The second stomped on another button below her desk, which revealed itself with a click. 

She was calling for backup.

Despite that, only hardness filled me, along with anger and a desire to fight.

This was my only chance to act, since in less than a minute, this office would swarm with ATC agents.

“Stand against the bulletproof glass.” She maintained a well-trained military stance. “It may be true you don’t know this information, but it may also be true you are working with dangerous Abnormals. If you are innocent and test out as Normal, we’ll release you by the time the night ends.”

I put my hands up, still holding the folder that would tell us about the new treatment center. Backing against the wall, I pretended to blubber. “I’m innocent!” I let the chipmunk voice take over. Tears might have helped them let down their guard, but they refused to come. Maybe I craved violence too much now.

My stomach roared. Biting either of these women would be too hard. I’d filed my teeth too much to do the job. In a few hours, that would change, but that would come too late.

“We will see,” the first woman said, all rehearsed. “It will take a simple blood test and a simple scan to clear you of abnormalities, but the standard background check may take longer than that. Stay against the wall, and we won’t harm you. We don’t want to harm anybody.”

Far below me, one of the two elevators hummed as it rose.

Agents were ascending through the building—and more ran up the emergency stairs. They had covered all their bases. The second elevator clicked as if someone had cut the power, and that left me no way down.

I might have a minute before they got up here and did their worst.

I’d go to the facility, wait, and then Bathory would attack. Then she would kill me in the worst way she could find.

Fear filled my chest, cold and deadly, and I rushed the first woman.

She fired, and the bullet whizzed towards me, spinning like a deadly top. I tilted my head to the side and felt the wind from it whip against my ear.

“I missed!”

I, the klutz, could dodge bullets, and even Alyssa hadn’t even done that. I might survive this.

The second one cursed and drew her gun, pointing it not at my chest, but at my head.

They knew I couldn’t be Normal at this point.

I dodged another shot by ducking and swinging my hip to the side. The bullet grazed my jeans and left a line of heat. 

Footfalls followed as the first woman turned to fire again. I vaulted over the counter, knocking over her laptop and kicking it into her chest. She gasped from the force and staggered into the wall, dropping her weapon. 

Was I seriously doing this?

I swung my arm at the second woman to push her to the side. I didn’t want to kill them, but ramming her into the wall was enough to make her drop her gun. Then I kicked it under the desk and listened to the pained groans of the first. 

These women might be ninjas, but I was still much stronger than them. 

But I wouldn’t overcome the ATC rushing upstairs.

The second woman had an ID card hanging off her belt. I ripped it off, tearing the metal clip, and thanked her. “I won’t hurt Grimes.”

A part of me wanted to do it. He caused this, but for all these women knew, I was with Bathory, and they were trying to protect themselves. My stomach roared again, begging for food, but it would have to wait. I bolted down the hallway with the steel door since they couldn’t stop me.

But I hadn’t escaped yet.

The elevator dinged as it passed the tenth floor. The agents were halfway up, and as they rose, weapons cocked. Those using the stairs were taking longer, but they were there to make sure I didn’t take that way out.

The soundproofing on this floor was awful. Any door might lead to a dead end, but if Grimes worked up here, he had to have an escape route, right? If he had security like this, he probably had an escape pod somewhere, or at least a tunnel.

I ran to the last steel door in the hallway and slid in the second woman’s ID card. I caught her name—Lissa Southfield—as I slid it into the lock. The door clicked and swung open on its own. Something hissed as it did, so hydraulics or something operated this door.

On the other side of the door was an office, elegant and new. 

However, Richard Grimes himself sat at the wooden desk.


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

Grimes snapped his gaze up from his computer. 

He was an average man, thin and in his upper twenties, with a semicircle of black hair around his balding head. It surprised me how he looked for someone who juggled the ATC and his hospitals, but that made him no less intimidating. He had sharp, brown eyes that seemed to peer deep into my soul.

He had a coffee pot sizzling away on one side of the room and a view of Cumberland out of a thick, bulletproof window. The guy wore a regular work shirt and if it wasn’t for the placard on his desk, I never would have thought he owned multiple companies. 

He rose from his desk when he saw me standing there, Lissa’s card in hand. The room smelled of coffee, blocking out everything else. Grimes banged his leg on the side of his desk, making his full mug spill its contents. 

“Um, where’s the exit?” I asked.

“What are you?” He looked me up and down, and his voice came out young-sounding, too. Maybe he was one of those health nuts who swore off processed food completely. 

“Exit?” The room had a draft coming from a nearby bookshelf, and it was nothing a Normal could feel, but to me it was a map.

Then he took a breath, but he didn’t dare let down his guard. “Who are you?” I realized he was stalling.

I sniffed. The air coming from behind the bookshelf was fresh, so Grimes had an emergency way out.

He pressed on when I said nothing. “How did you get past my receptionists?”

The elevator dinged again as it passed the fifteenth floor.
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