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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Waiting for a complicated man who might be my deadbeat father to wake was bothering me.

Alyssa’s voice cut into my awareness as I let my thoughts splatter all over the surrounding brick. “Janine, you’re pacing.” 

I stopped right there in the stone corridor, making one of the green skull candles flicker. “I know I am, since it was a crazy escape from the facility.”

Alyssa flicked a strand of her dark hair back to rest behind her shoulder. Her eyes narrowed not with anger, but with concern, and that flash of guilt she still carried over Turning me by mistake. “But you’re pacing more than you would. Was the torture there that bad? I know Bathory is one scary woman, but last time you escaped from something, you brushed it off like it was no problem.”

She meant my jumping three stories out of the ATC Tower and surviving the fall, healing a bunch of broken bones in seconds. I got up and walked away. 

The escape from the actual treatment facility took longer, but with no less pain and torture. Still, I had to admit that Alyssa had a point. Despite my enhanced senses that might never go away, I was doing a poor job of keeping a poker face.

I thought of who we’d left in Trish’s infirmary, and I shuddered.

“I keep thinking of all those soldiers trapped in there.” It was a partial truth. “And how slow the Mother will Turn them. It’s going to hurt bad, according to what Brendan said.”

Alyssa frowned, and she grabbed her neck, as if she remembered the bite she sustained at two. “There’s nothing we can do about it right now except get up to the surface and watch the news. We need to see what’s going on out there, and trust me, they’ll have something about the facility being under attack.”

At least Alyssa didn’t suspect the truth about the ATC leader, Richard Grimes, the lucky soul now lying in Trish’s office. The guy was still in a coma, and Trish wasn’t sure if he’d wake again. 

My stomach turned. That might be good and bad. 

What would I say to him?

I had braved jumping out of windows and dodging bullets, but every inch of me wanted to run from Grimes now that he was no longer under the risk of drowning or getting murdered. 

In the office, Trish shuffled around, opening her leather doctor bags and pulling out old-fashioned equipment. Even though I couldn’t see her, my enhanced hearing told me everything. Xavier hung with her, not saying a word. Maybe he wanted to make sure she didn’t kill Grimes when no one was there. He was the ultimate Imposter, a Supernatural trying to be Normal, and he headed the organization that swore to erase us from existence.

Trish hated Imposters, and during the past several minutes, I came to believe she was jealous of them. It was something in her mannerisms.

“Janine?” Alyssa asked.

I turned away from her. “I just need to think for a bit.” 

Since Turning two weeks ago, I’d known my mystery father must have given me the dormant vampire blood that allowed it to happen. It couldn’t have been my mother, who got bit once and stayed Normal.

I’d never seen or spoken to the guy. 

Maybe now I had.

Richard Grimes would have Turned about the time my father left if his conversation with the Mother hadn’t been a lie.

Could that be the reason he left? 

The more my mind spun, the more I didn’t want to know the truth, and drama was the last thing I needed. 

So, I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “What time is it?”

Alyssa checked her watch and not her phone, which she was using less and less since the incident at the school.

“My new house might be a good place for you to go for now, so you can get out of here and breathe. I don’t think you’ve been there yet, and it’s going on two A.M.”

I’d made things difficult for Alyssa, but she still stuck up for me. “No, I haven’t been there yet.”

“From there, you can go to school if you need to,” Alyssa said.

“Why are you talking about school?” I knew what she was doing. Alyssa wanted me occupied so I wouldn’t pull any more stunts like turning myself in to the ATC. “Stop feeling responsible for me. I’m not a little kid that needs babysitting.”

Alyssa frowned. “You need to keep making your mom think you’re Normal, and I don’t want you to have to deal with any more drama.”

She knew something was wrong, but didn’t suspect what it was. Grimes still didn’t wake, as Trish hadn’t yet found any blood to feed him. He’d transfused himself with so much human blood, trying to cure vampirism, that his body might not even accept it or heal from the drowning damage.

I wondered if Bathory had Turned him. She had no problem with biting people—but she usually killed her victims before anyone could Turn. And Grimes was on a first name basis with her, which was extra creepy.

Maybe leaving the Underground right now was for the best. I’d let Trish and Xavier ask him how he planned to stop Bathory—if he woke. That would spare me awkwardness, but there was always the chance that Grimes would mention me to them—

No. He’d denied everything, so that secret might stay safe.

Alyssa appeared at my side, and in my distraction, I hadn’t seen her move. “Janine, you’re spacing out again.” 

I shook my head. “Let’s head to your house. My schoolbooks got left at the treatment facility, though, so I guess I’ll get dinged for that by the school when I report them missing.”

Alyssa smiled. “Xavier will help you pay for that. He enjoys spending his aunt’s money even more now.”

“He’s staying here?”

“Yes. His parents are due back here any time from some convention they went to, and he needs to tell them what Primrose is doing.”

I’d forgotten that Xavier’s parents were off in Turkey, checking out that ancient library of magical tomes far under some old ruins. “Maybe they’ll find something that will help stop this.”

“That’s my hope, and they’re having the books brought to the Underground for the Mages to use. I guess they’re written in a language that Xavier can understand. They all learn one that the rest of us can’t know.” She looked at my borrowed Beatles T-shirt and jeans that were too big around my waist. “Come on. Let’s get you some clothes that are a little more modern.”

 

* * * * *

 

Alyssa gathered not just me to go to the surface, but Brendan, too, but it wasn’t as if I could ask her why she did that, since he walked beside us. Xavier wanted to stay behind with Trish, so I had no way of telling if Alyssa had spilled the truth about his powers yet.

It turned out that Alyssa’s father had just rented a new house only a few blocks from my apartment. She explained to me that their new fake last names were Reynolds, and she was now taking the identity of Charity, not Roslyn, thanks to some lawyers who worked in the Underground.

“Charity.” I couldn’t get a grasp on that name, as it wasn’t fitting.

“That’s the reality for me and my dad,” Alyssa said as we walked down the dark, suburban sidewalk. “We move a lot, and we change our names. Roslyn worked for a long time.”

“Is your dad going to be mad about you bringing a guy home?” Brendan asked.

Slowly, he slipped his hand into mine, and he was shaking.

He hadn’t done that before, and I almost froze at the touch, despite the tingles it gave me. 

“I don’t think he will, unless it’s Xavier, and it’s while he’s at work.” Alyssa winked at me.

“Oooh,” I said, and my voice came out higher than normal as Brendan’s unsure grasp loosened.

Just do it, I thought, glancing at him. He still wore his hoodie pulled partially down his face, though it was night. I knew what he wanted, but he kept his hand at his side. 

What was I supposed to say? 

The new rental house had no car out front. Alyssa’s father took public transport to work, where the guy was an insurance agent. Like Alyssa, he’d gotten Turned fourteen years ago. That he went to work every day like the most Normal person possible was amazing, but Alyssa and her father had learned tricks to keep themselves out of too much painful sun exposure. 

The guy was awake when Alyssa unlocked the door, and we stepped inside as Brendan put distance between himself and me and stayed quiet.

I hadn’t spoken to Alyssa’s father much at all. He sat on the couch, scrolling through a news story on a tablet. He turned his gaze up at us, with eyes as reddish as our own. At home, he disguised nothing.

“Friends?” he asked, just like a Normal dad.

Alyssa motioned to Brendan and me. “Friends.” 

“That’s the first time you’ve brought them to his house,” he said, gazing at the unpacked boxes. That was another part of Alyssa’s reality: moving all the time, and now her father was talking about home schooling her.

“I would have brought a housewarming gift, like an oven mitt or something, but I don’t think you guys ever use the stove.” I shrugged and looked at Brendan, silently urging him to join in. 

“Maybe if Xavier comes over and he needs to eat? We’ve cooked nothing, ever. Dad, did you get any, um, nourishment from your buddy at the Red Cross?”

Then I noticed that Alyssa’s father was shaking, and that he was hungry. My best friend hadn’t noticed it.

“I talked to him right after sunset.” His tone of voice told me that no, he had secured no blood bags. Like Alyssa, her father did everything he could to avoid biting people and to live a Normal life. He was another one of those Imposters that Trish didn’t like, though not as bad as Grimes. “There’s nothing right now, so they’re having a bad dry spell. I’ve never seen one this bad. I think I can hold out, but how are you feeling?”

Alyssa shifted as she prepared to tell a lie. “I got some in the Underground because Xavier could hook me up, but there’s not much there, either.”

Alyssa hadn’t bitten him again, and I knew why. She still hadn’t told him about his new nature, and if she gained more enhanced powers, he’d get closer to figuring it out… and going against Primrose. 

“Good, because I don’t want you biting people anymore. It’s dangerous both for you and for them.” The guy wouldn’t look at me. 

He knew what Alyssa had done to me, then. 

She had a father she could confide in.

“But what about you?” Alyssa asked.

He went back to reading his news story, trying to hide his expression from us. “Don’t worry about me.”

Brendan lifted an eye at me, and he frowned.

“But the ATC is capturing people like crazy. If you do it, you might get reported and then they will catch you. The last thing you need is to be a prisoner again.” Alyssa sounded years younger. 

Her father turned back to his tablet. “According to the news, they have their hands full because of an attack on one of their facilities.”

Brendan flinched, took my hand, squeezed, and then released me again.

We had to know what happened at the facility after we got out just as much as we needed intel out of Grimes. The thought of him made my chest ache. Alyssa had a father who wouldn’t disown her.

I might not have that from either parent. 

If he woke, Grimes would try to “fix” me and make me the useless human again. Maybe that was what I needed to get back to my life. Turning hadn’t fixed many of my problems, just as it hadn’t fixed Bathory’s.

Alyssa made more small talk with her dad and waved us down the hall to her room. It, too, was full of fresh moving boxes.

She closed her bedroom door. “I have a laptop, and we can check out the news on that. Let’s keep things quiet if we talk, since my dad hears as well as we do.”

I sat down beside Brendan on the floor, and this time, he made no motion to scoot away. That was progress, right? 

She opened it up, but I could tell that her thoughts were on her father and what he might have to do. But he remained on the couch, reading on the tablet. “I’m worried about him.”

“Maybe your dad is good at holding out?” Brendan asked. “You said he’s done it for fourteen years.”

Alyssa turned her gaze downward. “We’ve never dealt with this before.” 

She left that hanging, and I knew, without asking, it was my job to listen to Alyssa’s dad to make sure he didn’t leave the house. 

When we checked the news, it wasn’t bad, but worse.

Headlines on the Internet talked about a military standoff at the Richard Grimes Abnormal Treatment Center right outside Cumberland. Soldiers could not get inside the building because of a powerful, unknown magic user inside. Several vampires were holding two dozen other soldiers hostage inside the place. They weren’t sure if it was the patients who got loose or others who had gotten inside. The media seemed to think it was the patients who had broken out because Richard Grimes wasn’t available for comment and wasn’t answering his calls. His co-workers feared him dead or believed he might be a hostage.

“That’s what I thought would happen.” Brendan leaned over me to look at the screen, which showed an aerial view of the treatment center. The large, flat building had no one outside, but military jeeps surrounded the place, and the helicopter on the video kept circling, keeping a spotlight on the front entrance.

My body tingled having him that close to me, but now wasn’t the time for anything like that. Sure, we held hands, but we hadn’t kissed yet or anything. Life wasn’t allowing us any time for that.

That was another thing denied me by Turning.

It was supposed to open a whole new world, but all it had done was take my life.

Mine, and Brendan’s.

“How long did it take the Mother to Turn you with transfusions?” Alyssa asked him.

“I don’t know, but it took one or two days, maybe? I was unconscious through a lot.”

I gulped. “And now she’s captured two dozen soldiers. If all of them survive Turning and they have their guns, she’ll turn them on their comrades. They won’t have a choice if they want to live, because all she has to do is threaten their families—”

I choked and jumped off the bed. 

Brendan tried to grab my arm, but he missed. “Janine?”

“My mom,” I said. “I didn’t go back home when I was supposed to, and Bathory knows which building we’re in.”


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Brendan spoke as I got up and ran to Alyssa’s bedroom door. “Bathory is still in that facility.”

“What if she sends someone?” I stopped and whirled, finding Brendan standing just a foot behind me.

Brendan stood, his reddish eyes showing nothing but softness and concern for me. “How can she? Primrose blew out the transformers to that place, so there’s no power or any way for her to get a phone call out. Unless she gets a radio from a soldier, or Grimes had some emergency communications room, then she won’t.” As he spoke, his confidence deflated, and that didn’t make me feel better.

My mouth dried out, and I could barely speak. “The ATC would track the call, but it might be too late.”

At that moment, I hated I had stomped on my phone before allowing my capture. Alyssa, as if sensing my need, took hers from her pocket. “Your mom’s awake if you didn’t go home yesterday like you meant to, so try to call her. Tell her you lost your phone, and you had to go with Maisha to the hospital or something. Any excuse will have to work.”

I thought. “She’s going to fact check that.”

Alyssa shifted on her bed. “Maybe, but you have to try, because if she thinks you were in that facility—”

“I get that I’m at risk of getting disowned.” 

Pure terror swept over me, as I feared for my mother, but I also feared for myself. Dialing her number took me several tries. My fingers shook, and at last, a ring went through. 

Mom picked up two seconds later. She’d been waiting by the phone all night, helpless.

“Who is this? If you’re telling me that my daughter is—”

“It’s me,” I said before she could finish the sentence. “Maisha had an emergency, and I lost my phone, so I’m using the one I borrowed from a nurse. Maisha got a call that her grandmother was in the hospital and wasn’t doing well, and she wanted someone to go with her, so I did. That’s what friends do, right?”

My mother took a breath that told me she would bust me later. “Maisha is right here, and she’s been worried sick about you. She said you didn’t show up at school yesterday or today, either. Get home, Janine, because we need to talk.”

Those last four words were the most terrifying known to humankind, and to everyone else, too. They made my knees weak, and terror explode in my gut. Next to me, Alyssa’s eyes opened wider, and so did Brendan’s. They could hear the entire conversation with their advanced hearing, even if their senses weren’t as good as mine.

I went into full chipmunk mode. “About what?”

“Get home, right now. I bet you’re with Alyssa, and I knew she would be trouble.”

If my knees didn’t shake before, they did now. The chances of Mom having figured out my secret were as high as eighty percent. 

Maisha might have outed me, too.

Out of fear for my life, she had gone to the only person she could think of: my mom. I should have never hinted to her I was even thinking of going to the ATC after George. Did that mean that his secret was out, too?

Mom ended the call, and dead silence fell.

I stood there, eyeing the screen of Alyssa’s phone since speaking was impossible. 

“Do you want me to go with you?” Alyssa asked.

“I’m in for the worst confrontation of my life.” Translation: yes. It would not matter, because Mom already knew the worst. With my enhanced hearing, people couldn’t hide much, and even without it, things were obvious.

I, a super powerful creature that could almost rival the Mother of Vampires, trembled.

Alyssa rose from the bed. “Maisha shouldn’t have gone to your mom, and I’ll have a talk with her.”

“Janine.” Brendan reached out and wrapped his arm around my shoulders, as if he wasn’t sure what to do. I nodded to him, letting him know it was all right, and I let him rest his arm there.

“Don’t confront her,” I said to Alyssa. It was my stupid fault I’d blurted out my plans to her. After seeing the military attack at the facility I might be in, she had freaked and done the only thing she could.

“I’ll go with you, too. I don’t know if that will make things better, but it might help to have us there.” He tightened his side hug, and I was glad to have him there, even if he was awkward.

Mom would love having me take Alyssa and Brendan home, but this would suck no matter what I did. I might as well have them along. They could help me pack the things I’d left in my room when it was all done. Mom had already stated that she wouldn’t have a vampire under her roof.

The worst part was that things had been getting better between us. I’d been doing better in school and making her happier. My Turning had just shattered that, too.

For the first time, I felt like I had nothing left.

Nothing, except for my so-called Abnormal friends.

On the walk back, the streets were empty. No one came out at this hour, which was part of the reason the ATC had captured so many of the vampires after they ran out of their food supply in the Underground. There was no one out to help us blend in, and Primrose had helped with that, too.

But the ATC wasn’t out, either. They were dealing with the nightmare at the facility. I didn’t spot, or hear, a single one of those black vans out on patrol. Once, I spotted a police car cruising down another street, but the cop didn’t notice us out so late and continued going. 

I was less worried about the police than my mother.

Then I stopped in front of my apartment building and took a breath. I eyed the fifth floor, which was where Bathory said we lived. How did she know? Perhaps she’d had one of her old vampires follow me and waited until the right moment to spring the threat. Perhaps she feared I’d show up again and spill her secret to everyone. The woman might be vain, but she was smart. Being around for thousands of years would do that for anyone.

Brendan slipped his hand into mine, shaking. “I’m going up there with you.”

He was shaking, and I realized confrontations like this terrified him. The scars on his back clued me in why. 

Unlike me, Brendan hadn’t slipped in any contacts to hide his reddish eyes. He hadn’t filed his teeth. Heck, I hadn’t, either, and Alyssa had done nothing to disguise herself. We all were worried about other things until now. 

Alyssa wore a sad expression. This was torture for her, even though she was trying to hide it. “I’m going up there, too.”

I wanted to tell her she didn’t have to do it, but I held back. A big part of me wanted the backup, and Alyssa had an attitude that might come in handy.

I opened the door and walked through the empty lobby, listening for any intruders. Nothing came except for one poor guy groaning and hitting his super early morning alarm. He did that every morning up on the second floor. 

We boarded the elevator in silence. What else was there to say?

Brendan didn’t let go of my hand, despite his terror.

“Hey, you don’t have to be nervous.” I thought of the scars on his back, inflicted by his father. Brendan had gone through his share of confrontations, and his father had guilt tripped him into staying and not reporting him to the police for years. Then Brendan couldn’t take the abuse anymore and had to face his father in court, leaving him with a bucket of guilt he didn’t deserve.

It filled me, too, since I couldn’t shake the feeling I’d betrayed my mom.

She opened the door for me before I even reached it. Mom had bags under her eyes, which were bloodshot, and Maisha sat on the couch behind her. The entire apartment smelled of metallic nerves. 

Mom paused, taking in Alyssa and Brendan. Brendan released my hand, but it was too late. Mom’s mouth fell open as she took in Brendan’s reddish eyes. Then her gaze shifted to Alyssa, and she let go of the door frame in shock. It was as if she couldn’t believe I had invited her.

Mom averted her gaze from me and motioned me inside. “Janine, get in here.”

“Ma’am,” Alyssa said. “I’m here to take responsibility for this.”

Mom glared at her so hard I wondered if Alyssa would burst into flames. “I’m not talking to you!” 

Alyssa didn’t back down, and instead, she stepped forward. “Yes, you are, and you just did. I take responsibility for all of this. It’s my fault, and if there’s anyone you should yell at, it’s me.”

“Alyssa!” I should have known she’d do this.

Mom leaned forward and glared into Alyssa’s eyes, not caring about her nature. “You need to leave, because this is between Janine and I.”

Alyssa stood up taller than before as Brendan stayed by my side, his throat paralyzed with fear. “I’m not leaving her alone with you.”

Mom paused, thinking, and behind her, Maisha shifted on the couch out of guilt, which dragged down her body language. She had done something unforgivable and knew she wouldn’t get out of this unscathed. Even if I forgave her—and I planned to—we wouldn’t be friends after this. How could I be with someone who outed me to a parent about to kick me out of her life?

I had to take over, because this wasn’t Alyssa’s fight or Brendan’s, either. “Mom, you’re in danger. I have to tell you some things and then you need to find another place to live, and in a hurry. I know you won’t want me to come, but I don’t want something bad to happen to you.” It killed me to say it, but I wanted to get that part out of the way.

She eyed me for a few terrible seconds as a tremor came over her, as I had just confirmed her worst fear. “Are you wearing contacts?”

“Yes.” There was no sense in lying anymore.

Mom turned away from me and gripped the door like she wanted to slam it in my face. But I reached out and held it back, preventing her. “You need to get out of here, because the first vampire knows where we—where you—live, and she threatened to come after you to get to me. It’s a long story, but we’ll tell it to you if—”

Mom raised her voice, and her words snapped into me. “Don’t mention that woman!”

I jumped back, and the three of us exchanged shocked glances.

“You know about Bathory?” My thoughts turned to Grimes and how he knew her as well. Some terrifying puzzle was coming together in front of my eyes.

Mom trembled like she wanted to burst, and after a few seconds, she did. “Your rotten father left me for her!”

I took a step back into the hall and accidentally shook of Brendan’s grasp. “He what?” 

The world crashed and broke into pieces. A part of me had suspected it, but I’d pushed that thought down, and now it flew out of a dark cave, screaming.

Mom choked back a sob. “I will not talk about it, and you had better come in and get your things. You remember my rule.”

I felt like vomiting, but that was something I couldn’t afford to do. It would make me hungry all over again, and that was dangerous. Stomach heaving, I stepped into the apartment to the tune of silence.

Mom’s words had shocked all three of us, and they weren’t what I expected.

“That wasn’t a long talk.” Now rage filled my chest, and I shook as I crossed the living room. “You could have told me to come pack up over the phone. Thanks for taking out your frustration with my father out on me over all these years!”

I stormed into my room and slammed the door. Until now, I hadn’t dared a full-on argument with Mom. Sure, we had spats, but it was nothing close to this.

The door opened, and I turned to tell Mom to leave me alone, but Alyssa and Brendan stepped through the door. I glimpsed Maisha getting off the couch as if unsure whether now was a good time to flee, but she sat back down. Mom paced around the living room and grabbed a tissue, sniffling.

Alyssa shut the door. “Don’t let her make you feel bad, because she’s playing games.”

“She hates me because she hates my dad.” I grabbed some shirts and stuffed them into a bag.

“And that’s not fair,” Alyssa said.

I eyed Brendan for his input, and now he stood against the wall like he wasn’t sure what to do. “This sucks, and I know how bad this sucks. She’s doing this to you because of something that’s not your fault. It’s just like… it’s just like how my father was cruel to me because he thought the entire world cheated him.” Brendan’s eyes widened, and I knew he’d just made a realization that he hadn’t before.

I yanked open my closet door, and it squealed from the force. “I was almost good enough for her.”

Alyssa sighed. “Some people, you can never be good enough for, and there’s nothing you can do about it. None of us have heard from my mother at all in forever.”

I yanked a few shirts off the hangers and stuffed them into a tote bag, since my duffel was still back at the ATC facility. Escape became the only thing on my mind until Brendan took my arm. Though I was stronger than him, his gentle grasp stopped me.

I faced him. His reddish eyes, though fierce, had gone soft.

“Listen, Janine, you’re worth it, and I mean it. You’re smart, you’re funny, and you’re tough, and if some people can’t see that, that’s their problem.”

I wanted to tell him he didn’t understand, but that wouldn’t work because he did.

“But this is my mom, and my dad cheated on her with Bathory and then she Turned him. Or maybe he Turned first and then he cheated with her. I can’t go to him, either, because I’ll throw up.”

Brendan released my arm and backed away, hands up, but I didn’t lose the contents of my stomach, and he drew close again as I stuffed two pairs of jeans into my tote bag. Alyssa helped me pack underwear into a plastic grocery sack on the other side of the room, out of Brendan’s view. 

He followed me, though. “That crap’s between your parents, and it has nothing to do with you.”

“Mom’s making it have to do with me.”

“And that’s not fair, because you didn’t ask to inherit your dad’s blood.”

“I bet Mom thinks I made this choice, the way my father chose to leave.”

“She’s not thinking, and trust me, people like that don’t.”

I crammed a few more things into my bag. “Brendan, I wish I felt like you were telling me the truth. I know you are, but I can’t feel it.”

He flashed me a weak grin. Brendan and Alyssa were the only things keeping me together. Mom didn’t want me anymore. She’d leave, and this might be the last time I saw her. We wouldn’t even part on good terms.

I’d have to retreat to the Underground, just as Brendan had. I used to love the place, but the more time I spent there, the more it felt like a prison or a dumping ground for the unwanted.

Now Grimes was there.

How could I face the guy, knowing the truth?

I finished stuffing my clothes into the bag and left my room. The pain would hit later, and I’d collapse from it, but the numbness ruled for now. Leaving my door open, I faced Mom, who stood over by the window. She peered outside at the dark of the early morning. Somewhere in another apartment, a toilet flushed, and Maisha shifted on the couch and stared at the wall.

“I guess this is it. Have a good life, you two.”

Mom whirled on me, and to my shock, she had calmed down and probably had time to think. 

“Janine,” she said, hope filling her eyes. “There’s another reason I wanted to talk to you. See if you can get this problem fixed, and I’ll forgive you if you can do that. I’ll allow you back under my roof. Become Normal, and things will go back to how they were.”

I let the bag sag in my grasp, and I knew she was playing the game Alyssa mentioned. “Are you kidding?” This was the crap I expected. 

Mom hardened. “Go to the ATC and ask them to fix you. Maybe their technology is getting better. You’ve made a mistake, but there’s a chance for you to turn it around.”

I had to say it. “How much do you know about how my father is trying to cure himself?”

Alyssa came out of my room and stopped right behind me. I was in charge now, and this was my fight.

Mom’s jaw fell and her fists balled. “You know who he is?”

“I might suspect it.”

“Then go to him, because it’s clear you chose him over me, and for years, I knew you took after the man.”

“I don’t understand you since he’s trying to become Normal. He’s trying to stop Bathory from building a vampire army I don’t want to join. Maybe he used to love her, but he doesn’t anymore. And now Bathory knows I’m his kid, so it won’t be easy staying alive out there.”

I did something awful.

Moving as fast as I could, I left the apartment and slammed the door behind me so Mom couldn’t respond to that.

Alyssa and Brendan followed. I tried not to listen, but my superior hearing focused on the apartment. Maisha remained on the couch, frozen, while Mom stood there by the window in shock, making zero effort to stop me from walking to my potential death.

It wasn’t until I reached the elevator and waited until the doors closed did I break down.


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I rode the elevator down alone, staying ahead of Alyssa and Brendan since I needed privacy for my breakdown.

The elevator ride down wasn’t slow enough, although I left them standing in the hallway. Mom didn’t come after me, and even my heightened senses couldn’t tell if she was stunned or just relieved I had left.

The doors opened on the empty lobby, and I sucked down my tears. 

I hoped Mom took my warning and got out of here, and that Maisha did, too. It was what I’d come back to do, and I’d achieved that. Things could have been worse, and I could have lost both to death. 

I wiped my eyes and got off the elevator. Now I’d have to go back to the Underground, where Grimes was waiting. 

I hoped he stayed in that coma forever or for at least the next twenty years. The reason he knew a lot about Bathory was out, and I couldn’t bear it. What had he seen in that creepy woman who was so bad people sealed her in her own castle? 

I wish they hadn’t, because that was probably when she summoned her demon buddy and befriended him, or worse.

I walked over to the trash can near the door in case I threw up. But I was getting talented at keeping it down in the past hour.

It took Alyssa and Brendan another couple of minutes to ride the elevator down to the lobby, and I calmed myself by the time the door opened, and they got off. 

“Hey,” Brendan said, holding up my bulging tote bag of stuff I’d forgotten after fleeing the apartment. “You handled that like a pro.”

I hiccupped, but at least I’d wiped my eyes. “Really? I got disowned, guilt tripped, and almost manipulated, and I handled it like a pro.”

Brendan handed me my stuff. “That took guts to stand up to her, and you might be better off in the long run.”

That was strange, coming from Brendan. After putting his father in prison, he wound up living with his brother, who wasn’t much better, and then on the street. His forced Turning followed, and here he was.

“My options are transfusions until I become Normal or to stay in exile forever,” I said. For the first time, the word forever struck terror in me. This would last that long, at least until I got killed from whatever outside force or disaster came my way.

And that might happen sooner rather than later.

“You did what you could,” Alyssa said. “Your mom will leave. She won’t go to the Underground, and that’s good, and it will take time for Bathory to get out this way. She’s busy, and her plan is more important than anything else right now.”

OEBPS/CoverDesign.jpg





