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      Most people probably have a pretty good idea how their life is going to go. At sixteen, there may be more than one path ahead, several options to choose from, but most kids my age are thinking about finishing high school and then going on to college or a trade school, getting a job, getting married, living the life. Some more ambitious people might be thinking about making it big in one industry or another. I have friends at Shenandoah High who still dream of being rock stars. That’s cool—I wish them well. But chances are, they will eventually succumb to the reality of a 9:00 to 5:00 job where the most exciting day of the week is Taco Tuesday. It’s not a bad way to live, mind you. It’s predictable—unless fate has some messed up screwball to throw you and something tragic happens. That will probably never be the case for most people.

      It seems like it’s a daily occurrence for me.

      I know, I know. Whiney Teenage Girl, Party of One. I’m not trying to be dramatic, but when a Vampire Queen wants you dead, your parents want to lock you in your room, and you don’t know from one day to the next if someone you love is gonna get killed in the line of duty, life is a little more interesting than deciding where we’re going to hang out after school or whether or not the new boy was staring at you in Chemistry class.

      Things actually died down a little bit on the Vampire front after we took out all the major cells that night in April. That was the night I had to take things into my own hands at the amusement park and literally stood Elliott up with my new levitational powers so he could battle Sam, the same Hunter who had killed him the year before, now in Vampire form.

      I thought maybe hearing about my ability to catch and drop bullets before they could hurt me or anyone else would make my parents a little more comfortable, but relaying that episode to them had almost given my mother a heart attack.

      Anywho... other than a few Vampires we’d missed, and a few Compliants suddenly turned Noncompliant after we slew their brethren, for the most part, there wasn’t much going on. This was great for ending the school year on a high note and having a chance to catch up with my friends, but it left me restless. I knew it wasn’t over, not by a long shot, especially when Holland disappeared off of my radar sometime in June.

      That’s right, the Vampire Queen was MIA.

      It took me a few days to tell my sister I couldn’t see her anymore. I felt like that, “You had one job!” meme was coming to life. I mean, basically all I had to do was make sure I knew what “her highness” was up to, and then one day, I reached out to her, and she was gone. I couldn’t find Holland, Hines, the demon baby—none of them.

      I kept searching for days, trying to figure out what was going on. I reached out to every other Vampire I could find to see if maybe I could read her location in their minds, but no one seemed to know anything. Holland wasn’t communicating with her own people anymore either, which was good for us because it meant it was easier to kill Vampires, and we didn’t have to worry about shapeshifting, etc. But eventually, I had to tell Cadence that Holland was gone from my mind.

      My sister sent a team in to the last known location, an old castle in Hungary, to see if they were still there but just masked. Unfortunately, there was no sign of Holland there and not a clue as to where she might’ve gone. It was more than a little unsettling not to have any idea where she was, but the general consensus among the team members was that she was using all of her power to hide herself and those closest to her, which meant she couldn’t be up to too much trouble.

      But we also knew she hadn’t just rolled over and died, either. There was no way in the world she would just give up. Holland had to be planning something, and when she reappeared, I had a feeling it would be a fight to the death. I remembered catching a few words in Hines’s head about something happening in the late summer, and while he was doing his best to keep it from me, the words “passage” and “Guardians” had come through loud and clear every time he thought about whatever it was on the horizon. So I did my best to snoop around in other Vampires’ heads to see if any of them had any idea what it might be that Hines was planning on pulling off, but no one seemed to have any sort of useful information whatsoever.

      And since June wasn’t late summer, I did my best to keep it in mind but focus on other things, like the fact that my best friend, Lucy, was undergoing her Transformation process, and I needed to be there for her as much as I could.

      The day she’d undergone the procedure, a day after she’d turned seventeen, Lucy’s mom and my other friend, Emma, had come up to visit. It was nice seeing them, especially Emma because FaceTime just isn’t the same as a face-to-face conversation. Lucy’s mom, Annie, looked like she was still struggling with her husband’s death. And who could blame her? But she spent time with my mom, which was good for both of them. Mom needed to talk to a human for a little while, especially one her own age.

      Lucy’s recruiting class was the smallest in ages because there didn’t seem a need to keep up with the enlisting after we’d basically annihilated the majority of bad Vampires and even taken out some of the good ones along the way. Crime was up because of that last decision Aaron had approved before Holland started messing with his mind. We’d been killing off a lot of Compliant Vampires, too, which left a lot of bad guys on the street. Now, the Vampires who were still around seemed to be lashing out, no longer caring about who was an Innocent and who wasn’t, so for that reason, we’d take anyone who wanted to Transform, even if they didn’t end up combatting many Vampires. It was just safer that way—make as many people less vulnerable as possible.

      Before we’d wiped out most of the violent cells, my sister had been actively recruiting anyone capable of Transforming. That fell off, and when Lucy started her program on July 1, only five other new recruits began with her. There were a couple leftovers from the March cycle who hadn’t finished for whatever reason, but not enough to keep all three trainers busy. So Aurora and Shane were handling all of the training, only bringing Meagan in when they needed a different point of view.

      Sometimes I went with Lucy to training just because I was bored. My mom still made me practice math every day, but not having homework helped. I was finally ungrounded from seeing Brandon at the end of May—my grounding was stretched a bit longer because of my “fresh mouth”—but sticking around the apartment wasn’t an option. Five seconds in the same room with Liz Findley and I was ready to levitate her right on out the door.

      “You know, you really should see if there’s any way she’d just let you move out,” Lucy said one day as we were walking back from training to her apartment. She and Tara had been moved over to the “permanent residents” apartment building in May because it was obvious they were both staying. They were no longer roommates, and Dax had his own room, too. All of them were on the fifth floor, the same as the apartment Brandon and Elliott shared. Brandon had been given the option of having his own space or even rooming with Dax but decided to stay with his dad, which I thought was kinda cool. I wish I had that sort of relationship with my parents.

      “There’s no way in the world Mom would let me move out,” I replied without even giving it a second thought. “I will be a prisoner in my room until I’m eighteen.”

      “It’s really too bad. My mom tried talking to her when she was here, but I guess she didn’t get anywhere either, then. You’re just as much a grown up as I am. Now that I’ve Transformed, I totally get what Aaron always says about age not mattering anymore. I don’t feel like a seventeen-year-old kid. I feel like an adult.”

      “Yeah, well, you haven’t deliberately disobeyed your mom and put yourself in a situation where you could’ve been killed—or gone behind her back to strengthen your powers ‘in such a way that was dangerous and inconsiderate to your friends and coworkers.’” I said that last part in a mocking voice, like I was trying to impersonate my mom as if she were a prude or a strict librarian or something.

      “True, I haven’t done either of those things, but can’t your mom see how beneficial it is that you did? I mean, look at all of the things you can do that no one else can. Why would she want you to go back to the way you were before?”

      We entered the lobby, and before I could answer, I saw my friend Juan Diego, the head custodian, across the way and gave him a big wave. My face instantly lit up, and the fact that I’d just been trying to explain why my mom was justified in caging me like an animal left my thoughts. He took a few steps in my direction, but I was able to rush over to him in the blink of an eye. Lucy isn’t quite as fast as me since she’s only had one dose of Transformation serum, but she came over, too, her blonde ponytail trailing her like a comet’s tail.

      “Miss Cassidy! How are you today? You sure are quick.” Juan Diego laughed, and I gave him a tight hug.

      “I’m good. Lucy and I were just headed up to her place to grab some lunch. You sure did a nice job on the paint in there.”

      “Yeah, I love the teal in the bedroom,” Lucy agreed.

      Juan Diego’s already bright smile somehow grew larger. “So glad you like it. It was a lot of fun.” I imagined he meant being in charge of the reconfiguration and finishing out the new apartments on five. His English isn’t great—but it’s much better than my Spanish.

      “I didn’t even know you knew how to put up walls and stuff,” I said taking a step back and thinking over what part of that I might’ve been able to say in Spanish. Probably only the part about not knowing.

      “Oh, yes. I love construction. Much better than cleaning up. I love that, too, though. I am just so happy to be here. You know, Miss Cassidy, there’s another apartment down the hall from your amiga. When you going to move on your own?”

      My eyes doubled in size as I thought about a suitable answer. Juan and I are friends, but not the sort that chit chats about our families in great detail. “Yo no se,” I finally said. I thought about how to say, “I want to move,” but all I knew was, “Yo quiero,” and not move. So I said that.

      He understood and fixed it for me. “Quiero mudarme,” he said, nodding with a smile. “You should. If your amigas can, why not you, no?” He laughed heartily and gave me a pat on the shoulder. “I must go. Tengo a lot of work to do today.” He thought for a second, realized part of that was in Spanish, and said, “I have a lot of work to do today.”

      “We understood,” Lucy said with a nod. It was great having someone to practice our Spanish with who never laughed at us. “Hasta luego.”

      “Have a nice day,” Juan said as I called, “Buenos dias,” and Lucy and I headed for the elevator. We had a feeling he appreciated being able to practice his English, too.

      “He’s the nicest,” Lucy said, calling the elevator with her IAC. It was so cool that she had one now so I could talk to her even after my curfew. “It was awesome of him to let me pick out my own paint.”

      “Yeah, he’s really great.” I thought about all the people I’d met since this new world had opened up to me and how I would’ve never gotten to meet any of them if it weren’t for my sister going to that Eidolon Festival almost two years ago. Unfortunately, Drew had died because of it, and I guess so had Jack—he’d become a Vampire, anyway—but all of this would still be a secret from me if I hadn’t overheard what Cadence was saying and figured out what was happening.

      “Are you really coming over for lunch?” Lucy asked. “That would be great.”

      “Yeah, why not?” I replied. She’d pressed floor five with her IAC, but I hadn’t hit the button for four yet. I pulled out my phone to text my mom that I’d be home a little later than previously planned. She did not have an IAC. “Do you even have food?”

      The doors opened and we popped out into the hallway. “Yeah, of course I do. I just order it online, and it shows up in my refrigerator and cabinets.”

      I looked at her like she was crazy. “What are you talking about?”

      “Yeah, it’s a new service the grocery downstairs added a few weeks ago. It’s pretty cool. You should tell your mom.”

      “The only time my mom ever leaves campus is to go to the store,” I replied, following Lucy into her apartment. It was always tidy, which didn’t fit with the Lucy I knew either. “Do you have a maid service, too?”

      She dropped her gym bag by the door. “Sure do. But she only comes once a week.”

      “Dang. Brandon and Elliott need to get on that.” My boyfriend and his dad tend to live a little bit more like pigs than humans, not that they’re either.

      “I’m pretty sure what you’re seeing is after the maid has cleaned their place up,” Lucy replied, pulling the refrigerator door open.

      “I don’t know. It smells worse in their apartment than it does in the locker room most days.”

      I surveyed what she had over her shoulder, and we decided on a frozen entrée that she could heat up quickly. I let Lucy handle that. Since she’s been on her own, her domestic skills have really picked up. My mom does basically everything for me except for making my protein shake in the morning, so I’m lucky if I can even figure out how to get water to boil.

      It wasn’t long before Brandon, Dax, and Tara made their way over, too, and the five of us sat around Lucy’s living room chatting while we ate pasta and chicken, though Dax and Brandon had already eaten, thank goodness. There wouldn’t have been enough for all five of us.

      “How was Shane today?” Lucy asked between bites. “Roar said we weren’t switching off because he had some protocol he wanted to follow with you guys.”

      Tara made a noise. “He was a jerk as usual,” she replied, stabbing a piece of chicken with her fork. “You’re lucky you’re not in the Advanced Class. I swear, I need to go back to Beginners.”

      Rather than a girls group and a boys group, since the recruiting class was so small now, the trainers had split the trainees into advanced and beginner groups. I agreed that Tara probably shouldn’t be in Advanced yet, even though she’d been doing this months longer than Lucy and had had her second round of Transformation serum. She still struggled a lot. Dax, on the other hand, should’ve probably been promoted out of training already. He still had two more observations before his release, but he didn’t need them. There weren’t a lot of hunts these days, what with the Vampire population so much smaller than before our recent raids. So he was sort of stuck.

      “How frustrated are you about not being finished?” Brandon asked him, reading my mind. My boyfriend and I tend to think similarly, one of the many reasons we make such a good couple.

      “Beyond frustrated,” Dax admitted, leaning back against Lucy’s beige sofa. “Aaron says as soon as he has a hunt he can take me on, he’ll let me know, but there just hasn’t been anything close by.”

      “He doesn’t even have a timeline, though,” Tara added. She helped herself to the rest of the food Lucy and I weren’t going to eat even though she’d already had one bowl full. “He said it might be fall.”

      “Crazy,” I said, standing to go put my bowl in the dishwasher. “Anyone need anything while I’m up?”

      “Grab me another soda, please?” Dax called.

      “Uh, only if you say it right,” I chided. This was a debate we’d been having for months.

      “I will not call it that!” he shouted back. “Pop is the sound a Vampire’s head makes when your bullet hits it just right.”

      I laughed. “Okay, with an explanation like that, I will get you a carbonated beverage.” I grabbed a can of Coke out of the fridge and brought it to him before I realized my phone was ringing. It was on silent so I hadn’t noticed it, but when I pulled it out, I had four missed calls from my mom.

      I took a deep breath and stepped back into the kitchen. “Hello?”

      “Cassidy! Where are you? I’ve been calling your phone for hours.”

      I glanced down, pretty sure that wasn’t true. It was only 1:30, so I hadn’t even been at Lucy’s an hour yet. “I’m at Lucy’s. I sent you a text.”

      “No, you didn’t. I need to know where you are all the time, young lady.”

      “Mom, I did. I sent it on the elevator ride up here. Check again.”

      “Don’t you take that attitude with me! You know very well that after that last stunt you pulled you are not to go anywhere without my permission. So if I didn’t text you back that it was okay, you did not have permission to go there. I need you home right now.”

      Frustrated, I growled at her, “I’m above your head and twenty yards to the right!”

      “Now, Cassidy! Right now!”

      I hung up my phone and slammed it back into my pocket. I hadn’t noticed Brandon beside me but was glad when he wrapped his arms around me. “Maybe it didn’t go through because you sent it on the elevator?” he offered.

      I hadn’t even checked to see if it sent, but I wanted to blame my mom because she is not exactly technologically savvy. “Maybe.” I was just so frustrated. Thoughts of what Juan Diego had mentioned earlier, the room down the hall, entered my mind, and I couldn’t help but wish I was as independent as my friends. Brandon let me go, and I stalked back through the living room.

      “Sorry, Cass,” Lucy said, her voice soft with concern. “I didn’t mean to get you in trouble.”

      “No, it’s okay. I should’ve known better than to think I would get away with sending a text rather than speaking to her.” I shook my head. Sometimes, I was able to come up to one of my friends’ places after training with only a text, but most days I stopped by first, did some math, ate lunch, and then came up. I headed for the door.

      “Maybe we’ll see you later?” Tara called, optimistically.

      “Yeah right,” I replied. “She’ll lock me in my room for the next week over this.” I sighed and tried not to be so negative, but the idea of walking into my apartment and listening to my mom yell for an hour was not appealing at all.

      Brandon walked with me to the elevator and gave me another hug. “Let me know how it goes.” He was sympathetic, and I appreciated that, but he’d gone from an abusive mother who didn’t care to a dad who understood he was an adult, so he’d never dealt with this particular problem before—not that I was willing to trade him on the first one, despite the fact that his mom, Amanda, had really gotten her act together recently.

      I took a deep breath and signaled the elevator to transport me down a floor where I was certain Liz Findley would be waiting to chew off my head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      I did check my phone again before I got off the elevator, and my mom was right. The message hadn’t sent. I was irritated because there was no reason why it shouldn’t have, but I assumed Brandon was correct, and the signal hadn’t gotten through on the elevator. Rather than trying again automatically, it waited for me to try to send it again, a flaw in the default settings for my particular not-so-smartphone. I fixed it so that any time I sent a message that didn’t initially go through, my phone would keep trying until it went.

      That didn’t fix the problem with my mom.

      She was literally standing a foot inside of the door with her arms crossed as I opened it. She had to move aside to keep from getting hit with it. “I’m sorry,” I said, hoping my voice sounded more apologetic than I actually felt. “It didn’t go through.” I flashed my phone in front of her face, but she didn’t care to look at it.

      “This is unacceptable, Cassidy.” Her voice was as quiet and even as I had heard it in a while when she was mad, which made me wonder if she was about to lose it completely. “You cannot just go wherever you want to, whenever you want to. We have rules, and you are not through being punished for your last incident.”

      I stormed around her, headed toward my room. I also tried to keep my voice calm but it was hard when all I really wanted to do was shout, grab my stuff, and leave. “Why am I not through being punished? I didn’t get hurt. It turned out to work in our favor.” I stopped in the doorway to my room. “I was right, you know?”

      “You were not right!” My mom had already swiveled around to look at me while I was walking, but she made a grand gesture of finishing the quarter turn. “You could’ve been killed!”

      “Nothing can kill me!” I retorted. “It’s a proven, scientific fact!”

      “I am your mother, and no amount of scientific proving is going to convince me that there’s not something out there that can do it!”

      “Well, it isn’t Transformation serum! Mom, I was one floor up. One! In the same building. Eating chicken and pasta with my best friend, who, by the way, lives by herself! Her mom isn’t even in the same state!”

      “Lucy didn’t take a bus across the country to get bitten by a Vampire!”

      “Neither did I!” It was a technicality—I’d been scratched, not bitten.

      “Cassidy Elizabeth! We are not having this discussion again. You are grounded! You do not leave this apartment unless it’s work related, and then I want a text confirming it from Aaron! Not your sister!”

      “Aaron’s not the boss of me!” At this point I was so mad, I started sounding like a five-year-old. “Cadence is my boss!”

      “I’m your boss!”

      I slammed my door hard enough the entire wall shook. It didn’t stop my mother from continuing her rant. So I turned the radio on, loud, hoping it would drown her out. Instead, I heard her stomp off toward the other side of the apartment, and a few seconds later, the electricity went out in my room. She’d flipped the breaker. Growling, I used my new powers to turn just the radio back on. I should be able to power that for a while. I heard her shout my name again, this time in exasperation more than anger, I think. She realized she couldn’t handle me, and there was little anyone could do about it.

      I was an emotional wreck. I was angry at both of my parents for being so strict, even though I could empathize with their positions. Yes, I had done some dangerous, stupid things. But it had been for the good of the team in the long run. No one else could do what I could do! I was embarrassed that my mom had yelled at me in front of my friends and continued to treat me like I’m a child when I’m just a few months younger than Lucy. And I was jealous. It seemed ridiculous to be jealous of my friend whose dad had just been killed by Vampires, but I wished I had her freedom, her ability to come and go as she pleased.

      But most of all, I was just sad. For a few moments, I wanted my old life back. I wanted to be the girl I had been before Vampires. Back then, I never did anything wrong, never gave my parents any reason whatsoever to think I might be in danger or up to no good. I’d never gotten in trouble for anything more serious than arguing with my sister in the back seat of the car on a long trip. That’s it. Now, well, all I did was get myself into trouble.

      There had to be a way to convince my mom that this wasn’t worth it, that she would be better off letting me go than continuing to try to hold onto a wild horse with no reins. I thought about the apartment Juan Diego had mentioned. The idea of moving in there, of coming and going as I pleased, was so appealing, it made my mouth water the same way Elliott’s does when he’s got a fresh bag of Cheetos in front of him.

      I couldn’t fathom there being a chance in you-know-where that my parents would ever just let me move out. My dad, maybe. But he never stood up to my mom about anything, so the chances he would pick now to be my savior were slim. I wondered if there was a way I could get in there without my mom even realizing what I was up to....

      It would be hard. And I’d need my sister, even if she didn’t realize what I was doing. I might need Aaron’s help, too, in the long run. And he owed me. Chances were, he wouldn’t like to go back to letting Holland control his thoughts.

      But first, I’d need some help from my good buddy Juan Diego—whether he recognized it or not. Would it be possible to trick my parents into thinking I’d moved in with my sister without her knowing what I was up to? It was a long shot, but then, the fact that I’d managed to give myself a second dose of Transformation serum without anyone noticing what I was doing was also a one in a million, and look where that had gotten me.

      I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling, trying to come up with the perfect plan. One thing was sure, I had to get out of that apartment before my mom drove me insane, even if that meant more lies and manipulation. It wasn’t something I enjoyed, but sometimes evil was necessary to survival.
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      The next morning, I was allowed to accompany Lucy to training because my sister spoke to my mother on my behalf and said it was good for the other new recruits to have me there. It seemed ironic that I’d been fighting tooth and nail to get out of practice only for practice to be the one place I was allowed to go. I was also allowed to go to the gym in the evenings so long as either Cadence, Aurora, or Ashley, the “grown up” Hunters, were with me, but that was it. No going to my friends’ apartments. No hanging out with Brandon. It was the stupidest thing ever—except for the fact that it gave me an opportunity.

      Lucy and I were walking back into the apartment building when I noticed Juan across the way again, and I decided it was now or never. “I need to talk to Juan Diego,” I said to Lucy who had been relatively quiet, likely matching my somber mood. “Just go along with it, okay?”

      She scrunched her forehead up at me like she had a million questions but didn’t even bother to use the IAC to ask me what I was talking about, and we shot across the lobby to tell him hello. After a greeting in broken Spanish on my part, I said, “Great news! I’m going to go ahead and move into that open apartment on five!”

      “That is wonderful, Cassidy!” Juan Diego gushed as I felt Lucy’s eyes boring into the side of my face. “I haven’t seen any orders come through yet, but when they do, I can repaint it if you like. I will reset the lock on the door and get the furniture in there, too.”

      “Oh, I’m sure there’s no need to paint it,” I said, trying to keep him as uninvolved as possible. “But it would be great if I could go up there and look around, just sort of get the layout down.”

      “Good idea. You can check the paint colors while you’re there.”

      “Awesome. Could you tell me the door code? It’s the one on the end, right? On the left? That’s what I was told.” I sort of giggled, trying to make sure he wasn’t suspicious, but I’d actually already determined that had to be the right apartment because I knew who lived in all of the others.

      “Oh, uh, I’m not supposed to just tell people the temporary code, Miss Cassidy. Aaron likes to have those changed when someone enters the apartment for the first time as a resident so they can change it however they like.”

      I wasn’t quite sure I was following his explanation. But I had another idea. “That’s okay. Do you think you could run me up really quickly? Show me around for a minute?” It couldn’t be long. If I was more than a few minutes later than what my mom expected, I’d be in huge trouble. Luckily, we had walked sort of fast since we didn’t have much to say.

      I could see Juan thinking about it for a moment before he finally said, “Okay. Let’s go.”

      Hiding my smile, I followed him to the elevator, and Lucy bumped me hard in the arm. “What’s going on?” she asked through the IAC.

      Answering her wasn’t really an option since I hadn’t quite figured it all out myself yet. I just knew that the first step was learning the combination to the door. We took the elevator up to five, and I tried to remain as innocent as possible while we listened to Muzak, and Juan Diego hummed along. The elevator opened, and he walked us all the way down to the very end, just like I thought.

      “Okay,” he said, hunkering over the manual lock a bit as he punched in a four digit code. It would be something I could do with my IAC, but since he didn’t have one, that wasn’t an option. At least it didn’t have an actual key. While he was punching in the numbers I was looking away, but it didn’t matter. I still knew exactly what the code was because I can read minds. I’m not sure my custodial friend knows about this. “Here you go.”

      He opened the door and the scent of fresh paint hit my lungs. It stung a little, but it was also the sweet smell of freedom, so I didn’t mind. The apartment was lovely. Though it was basically the same set up as most of the other apartments on five—a living room in front of a kitchen with a passthrough, an office space on one side and a bedroom with a bath in the back, along with a small pantry with a washer and dryer—it looked like a luxurious penthouse suite to me, one that could rival my sister’s. And since it was an end unit, it had more windows. One in the kitchen and one in the living room, and an extra one in the bedroom besides the one the rest of the units had. It looked like heaven to me.

      “What you think?” Juan asked, standing with his hands on his hips in the living room, admiring his work.

      “I think it’s amazing,” I said with a nod. The walls were a neutral gray color in the living room and office. The kitchen was a yellowish color, but not that annoying cheery, blinding color, and as I wandered down the hallway, I noticed the gray continued until the bedroom, which was more of a steel gray color. “I love it!”

      “Great. Well, as soon as I get orders, I will get you some furniture. You need help moving you tings?”

      “Oh, no, I can do it,” I said, thinking I didn’t really have too many tings—things. Cosas. Besides, I’d probably start moving them out a little at a time....

      “Okay,” Juan said again, looking around. “You need anything else, you let me know.”

      “Thank you!” I smiled at him, like this was a done deal, and then followed him back to the door. Giving the apartment one more look, I headed out toward the elevator, but we didn’t get on with Juan Diego. I pretended like I was going to Lucy’s—which was forbidden—and we paused in the hall after the doors closed.

      “What are you doing?” my best friend demanded.

      I wasn’t even sure how to explain it. “I think... maybe... I can bluff my way into that apartment.”

      “Are you nuts? How in the world? Your mom treats you like a rabid pit bull at a dog park. Your leash is, like, four feet long.”

      “I know, I know. I’m working on it. At least I know the code now.”

      “How?” Lucy blurted. “He was standing in front of the door when he punched it in.”

      I practically rolled my eyes at her. “I read his mind, silly.”

      “Oh, right. Well, why didn’t you just read it instead of making him come up here. Surely, he knows the code, right?”

      “Yeah, but it’s easier to find stuff when it’s right in front of your face than digging around in someone’s head. Besides, I’m hoping I can figure out a way to get him to furnish it without Aaron noticing.”

      “Are you kidding?” Lucy sounded exasperated. “You’re talking about the most observant person on the entire planet, Cassidy. There’s no way....”

      “You never know.” I called the elevator and was happy when the door opened almost instantaneously. I stepped in. “I have to try!”

      Lucy held the door open. “I’ll come and visit you when they lock you in the cell where they kept Sam!” She let the door close before I could argue, and I realized she was probably right. But I’d already pulled off two impossible schemes—the third time’s the charm, right?
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      Over the next few days, I slowly started moving my stuff up to the fifth floor. I stowed it in the closet in the bedroom so that no one would open the front door and see a pile of miscellaneous items sitting there and assume that someone was squatting—although that was what was about to happen, if I could figure out how to get permission from my parents to not be home when they wouldn’t let me go basically anywhere else. I knew at some point I’d have to involve my sister, but I hadn’t gotten that far yet. When I did, I’d need to be vague. I also needed help from someone else, and since I wasn’t allowed to go to Brandon’s apartment anymore, catching that person would be hard.

      So I blew off training one morning, even though that’s where my mom thought I was, and went to meet Elliott at the donut shop. All I had to do was mention food, and he was there. I just prayed Aurora would have no reason to talk to my mom for the next few days until she couldn’t remember what day I was at training and which day I wasn’t. I’d have to skip the next morning as well and stay home just to confuse the trainer....

      “What is it you wanna talk to me about?” Elliott asked before the better part of a Long John disappeared into his mouth. I was picking at a glazed donut, not really hungry. The donut shop is in the basement of the apartment building where the new recruits live, and it probably would’ve been pretty empty if it wasn’t also the primary housing for the Roatan Guardians while they were helping us out, so there were a few people milling around. I hoped no one I knew would recognize me. Surely, my mom wouldn’t be talking to any of these people....

      “I need you to talk to my mom,” I said, keeping my voice low but my request very real. “I need your help. As a friend.”

      “Cass... you know I don’t want to get involved in that,” he began, not quite before he swallowed all of his food. “I’ve told you I don’t feel right sticking my nose into your folks’ business.”

      “No, I know that. And I’m not asking you to completely alter her parenting style or anything. I just need you to convince her that it’s a good idea for me to move in with Cadence for a little while, to help us get some perspective. That’s all.” I hoped my request sounded innocent enough.

      He plucked another donut out of the box—yes, we’d gotten a whole box for just the two of us—a chocolate sprinkled, and devoured nearly all of it as he thought. Washing it down with a swig of chocolate milk, he asked, “Why can’t Cadence do that herself?”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat before I admitted, “Because she doesn’t know about it.”

      Elliott cocked his head to the side and studied me for a moment. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean... I haven’t talked to her about it. Not yet. I’m going to. Soon. But I need you to talk to my mom first. You don’t even need to speak to my dad because he’ll go along with whatever my mom says.” I didn’t mention that was half of my problem. “Please, Elliott?” I made my most pathetic puppy dog face. It worked with his son. Maybe it would work with him, too.

      “And then what? If your mom says you can go live with your sister for a while, you’ll just move into Cadence’s apartment and hope she doesn’t notice?”

      “Something like that.” He didn’t need to know all of the details.

      “Won’t your mom think it’s weird that I’m coming by just to talk to her about letting you move out?”

      “My mom won’t think it’s odd if you tell her it’s not.” I tilted my head at him for effect. I knew he could convince her of anything, and honestly, I was a little disappointed in myself for not having thought of this plan before.

      “I don’t know....”

      I was losing him. I didn’t want to be desperate or needy, but I was afraid I’d have to go there. Clearing my throat, I leaned in and said, “Look, I know I’ve made some potentially dangerous decisions in the last year. I get that. But the last one turned out to be beneficial to the team, right? I mean, I was able to save your rear end. And I can catch bullets now. That’s handy, right? How would you have felt if I couldn’t have done that? Sam would’ve shot me right in front of you.”

      Elliott tossed down his napkin and scooted back in his chair. “Had to go there, didn’t you?”

      “Uh huh. Sure, Jamie was on his way. He probably would’ve saved me. Or maybe not. You didn’t have to have that conversation with Liz Findley. So....”

      “Fine!” He slapped his hands down on the table. “But just this once! You cannot use the ‘Elliott almost got me killed’ card again. Ever! Got it?”

      I tried not to smile too widely. “Thank you.” I took another bite of my donut and wasn’t surprised at all when he finished what he had in front of him. He didn’t say anything else, and I felt sort of bad that this might have been a strain on our friendship, but I was pretty sure he’d come around in a day or two. Now... I needed to talk to my sister.

      Once the donuts were gone, I thanked Elliott again. He grumbled but gave me a hug, and I set out across campus, hoping I could find my sister without running into anyone else who might want to chat.

      She was in her apartment working. I could find that information out from grazing the edge of her thoughts. No need to jump all the way in, just skimming the surface. I was glad she wasn’t in the office she shared with Aaron in another building because I definitely didn’t want him to hear anything I was about to say. But the fact that I’d have to go into my own apartment building, where my mother was, and risk being seen, was a challenge.

      Rather than moseying in like I usually do, I decided to full out sprint, hoping no one would see or recognize me. I glanced into the lobby from the glass door and didn’t see anyone in particular who might want to talk to me, but I wasn’t going to linger. With every ounce of speed I could muster, I shot through the glass doors, across the lobby floor to the stairs, and ran all the way up.

      Despite my superhuman speed and stamina, by the time I reached the penthouse, I was out of breath. I waited a second in the hall outside Cadence’s door, trying to catch it again. I didn’t want to panic her, and there was no reason to try to talk when I couldn’t. Once I was able to speak again, I knocked lightly on her apartment door and waited, hoping this conversation went as well as the last one.

      I heard my sister sigh like I’d just interrupted something uber important, but she was at the door in a second. She must’ve looked through the peephole because when she opened the door, she was smiling. I guess of all of the people who could’ve been interrupting whatever critical work she was doing, her little sister wasn’t nearly the worst.

      “Hey, Cass. What’s up? Does Mom know you’re here? Aren’t you supposed to be at training?”

      Four hundred questions and I hadn’t even stepped through the door yet. “Hey. Can I come in?”

      “Oh, yeah. Sure. Don’t mind my mess....”

      There were wedding magazines everywhere—a stack on the coffee table, a pile on the floor, even a couple on the sofa. The rest of the coffee table was cluttered with a three-ring binder spilling its guts everywhere and what I might’ve thought was a vision board if I didn’t know my sister even a little bit. Upon closer inspection, that was exactly what it was. I took a seat on the couch and began to wonder exactly how her fiancé might be rubbing off on her.

      “So no actual work today?” I joked, flipping my hair around to the front of my shoulder.

      “Well, you know, not a lot of Vampires around these days.” She looked at the disarray around her and sighed, running her hand through her hair. “I just wish I was more decisive.”

      “I think I might be indecisive, but I’m really not sure,” I deadpanned. She looked at me for a second before she started to giggle. “I won’t take up too much of your time, but I have some great news to share with you.”

      “What’s that?” She looked at me more skeptically than I would’ve liked.

      “Well, Mom and Dad have agreed to let me move in with you!” I tried to make my voice sound as optimistic as possible, as if this was a good thing. Immediately, my sister’s face fell, like I’d just told her she’d be strapped with babysitting a fleet of kittens for the next twenty years of her life. “Don’t worry—I won’t.”

      “I’m confused,” Cadence replied. Her hair was up in a very messy bun, and when she went to run her hand through it, it wiggled like the whole mass might just fall out.

      “I know, right? Me, too.” That didn’t help alleviate her confusion. I readjusted on the couch. “Listen, here’s the deal. We both know I need out of there. Mom is driving me crazy, and perhaps more importantly, I’m driving her crazy. And let’s be honest, Liz isn’t exactly a young woman anymore. We don’t want any undue stress on her heart....”

      “She’s in her early fifties.” My sister’s skepticism was unwavering.

      “I know, but why make her live in a state of constant worry and anxiety if we can change that? You’d have to agree that it’s not healthy to be stressed out all the time.” I wasn’t just talking about Mom now. I knew what it was like because I lived it every day, too. “Anyway, she’s agreed to let me move in here. But I know how busy you are with the wedding, and I don’t want to be in your way either. So rather than move in here, I’m going to live with Lucy.” I said it like it was a done deal, like all she had to do was agree with me.

      She didn’t. “Cassidy, you can’t tell Mom you’re moving in with me and then move in with Lucy. That wouldn’t be right.”

      “Cadence, I’m not asking you to lie for me. Not exactly. Just... ease your mother’s mind. If. She. Asks. You know, no reason to go out of your way to tell her anything. You do have to agree that her life will be much calmer if I’m not in the same apartment as her. And quite frankly, you have to know I’m just as capable of taking care of myself as Lucy is. Come on, that girl was a train wreck in high school. Now that she’s on her own, she’s thriving.”

      “But you wouldn’t be on your own. You’d be with her,” Cadence countered suspiciously.

      I had messed up and needed to recover. It only took me a second. “Precisely! Better for both of us. And what’s good for the individual members of the team is good for the team.”

      Cadence just stared at me for a very long time. I kept my cheesy smile glued to my face, wishing I had Elliott’s powers of persuasion. Or even Brandon’s! Why hadn’t I brought him with me? Finally, she said, “Look, Cass. I don’t have time for this. I’m not going to go out of my way to lie to Mom or Dad, but I don’t want to be a part of it either. So as long as they don’t ask me directly, I don’t care what you do.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her, trying to decide whether that was good enough for government work or if I needed to push further. If Elliott hadn’t come over my IAC right then, I probably would’ve pressed on. “Okay. Thanks!” I said, bounding out of my seat and heading for the door. “Do you need any help with anything?” I gestured back at the piles with the crown of my head.

      My sister was back in sighing mode. “No, I’ve got it.”

      “Okay. Well, if you do, let me know.” I prayed she wouldn’t, but then, if she did, I guessed I could help her a little, especially if she didn’t go out of her way to tell Mom what I was up to.

      I waited until I was in the stairwell to respond to Elliott. His IAC message had said, “Well, that wasn’t hard, but I’m never doing your dirty work again. I feel awful tryin’ to tell another parent how to mind their business.”

      “Thank you!” I gushed. I couldn’t believe my nefarious plan was working. “Just one more thing—”

      “NO!” he said before I could even complete my thought. “I’m not lying to anyone else.”

      “No, you don’t have to. You just have to say something to Cadence for me in an overly suggestible fashion. And maybe Aaron—though I think I can get away without him knowing any of this.” He was never home anyway. Would he even notice whether or not I was living in his apartment?

      Elliott seemed to think so. He laughed so loudly I swore he was standing right next to me. “You’re going to pull one over on A-A-Ron?”

      I giggled at the Key and Peele pronunciation of my soon-to-be-brother-in-law’s name. “Listen, just tell Cadence you think it’s great that I’m moving in with Lucy, and we should do everything we can to support this. While you’re staring into her eyes with your magical green ones.”

      “So... trick her? You want me to trick her, too. Listen, Cass, I’m all for Jedi mind tricks when they’re necessary...”

      “Or when they suit you.”

      “Which is always necessary. But I’m not in the practice of lying to my best friends to help with high school hijinks.”

      “Are you in the practice of being left for dead on the dirty floor of a broken down amusement park while Vampires plan to cart you off and run experiments on your unconscious soul?”

      “I told you, you can’t use that excuse again!”

      “This is the same time!” I countered.

      “No, it’s not!” he shot back. “This is a second time! Your mom was the first time.”

      “And that was me dying not you. But it’s all related.”

      “Cassidy Elizabeth!”

      “Elliott Michael!”

      “How do you even....”

      “I can read your mind.” I used the creepiest voice I could muster. “I know everything. Once, when you were in first grade—the second time—”

      “Okay, okay, okay.” I didn’t have visuals, but I could picture him folding his arms in defeat. “I will say something to your sister if it comes up. But I am not going out of my way to stop by her apartment and brainwash her. Got it?”

      “Got it.” I wasn’t sure if that would work exactly as I had hoped, but it was better than nothing. “Thank you.”

      He didn’t say I was welcome, only grumbled before mentioning, “You’re lucky I like you, lil girl.”

      “And you’re lucky I like you. Or else you could still be lying face down....”

      “All right, all right! That’s getting old. You know, I might save your neck one of these days, and if I do, I’m going to rub it in your face for as long as I possibly can.”

      I snickered. “I’m sure you will.” That’s what we did—saved each other’s necks, got each other out of harm’s way, lied to family members on each other’s behalf’s—it was part of being a team. “Thanks again.”

      “Yeah, well, when this whole thing blows up in your face in a day or two, don’t blame me. I already told you it was a bad idea.”

      The deeper into the pit I dug myself, the slimmer I thought the chances of failure were. Things just seemed to be coming together. But I said, “I know. I’ll take the blame.” It couldn’t possibly be any worse than my last shenanigans, could it?

      I checked the time and saw that training was over, and Lucy should be in the locker room now. I needed to let her in on my plan, to make sure if anyone asked, she said I was living with her. I knew she’d buck at the idea as well, but I’d be able to convince her. Maybe I did have a little bit of Elliott and Brandon’s ability to pull the wool over people’s eyes. So far, I’d been convincing everyone to do exactly what I wanted, and it had been working like a charm.
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