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Chapter 1

“A witch named Clover?”

Crystal glanced around the lunchroom to make sure no one was paying attention and then nodded. “She’s in the swamp.”

Beth gawked at her and then recovered. “The swamp? You mean, downriver?”

“Yes.”

“And her name is Clover?”

“Beth!” Crystal hissed.

“Sorry, it just doesn’t sound like a witchy name.”

Crystal smirked in spite of herself. “Witchy?”

Her friend shrugged and opened her mouth to say more. Her eyes flicked up and she clamped her mouth shut. Crystal turned her head and saw Stephanie approaching wearing a tight-fitting black miniskirt and a pink scoop neck shirt with silver sparkles on it. The sparkles matched her smile as she walked towards them.

“Hi,” Stephanie said before she slid into the chair at the round table next to Crystal. “I looked for you guys this morning. You should really get here a little earlier so we can hang out.”

“Hang out?” Beth asked.

Stephanie turned and smiled at her. The smile reached her eyes when she saw Beth was wearing the silver necklace she’d given her the day before. “Yes, that’s part of everything. You have to be seen and it’s important who you’re seen with.”

“This is giving me a headache.” Beth groaned.

Stephanie laughed and turned as Rachel, another of the elite, walked up to them and took the chair at the table opposite her. Crystal leaned back, surprised at Rachel’s confidence, and looked at Beth. The four-person table seemed very full all of a sudden.

“Hey,” Rachel said to Crystal and Beth. She grinned and said, “Has anyone seen Chad today?”

Stephanie burst into giggles. Beth looked back and forth. “No, why? I don’t get it.”

Rachel laughed harder while Stephanie explained. “No way to hide those scratches on his face. He probably figured it was better to stay home than face everyone.”

“Or maybe he figured you’d slap the other side,” Rachel whispered.

Crystal smiled with them and wondered if that was really it. She’d been embarrassed tons of times at school—most often by the blond sitting next to her. She’d never taken a day off because of it. Could there be more to it? Had she made him sick? Like what the Beast had done to her when he staked his claim on her with a bite? Except she hadn’t bitten him. He should be safe.

“Ow!” Rachel hissed as she chewed on a vegetable. She made a face and rolled her eyes before she reached up and put her finger between her lips and then pulled it out. “I don’t believe it! I just bit my lip!”

Crystal stared at the red on Rachel’s finger. Blood. She realized she was sniffing after doing it and forced herself to stop. Blood. Her friends had told her the curse or gift or whatever they called it was in the blood. The Beast had poisoned her with his bites, but she was changing because she’d gotten their blood mixed with hers. And she’d had a nosebleed in Chad’s car and probably gotten some on his seat.

“What are you doing?” Beth asked as Crystal rose to her feet.

Crystal hesitated and glanced around.

“Are you all right?” Stephanie asked.

Beth’s eyes went to Rachel and then back to Crystal.

“Yeah, uh...” Crystal paused. “No, I’m feeling a little weird. I’m going to go splash some water on my face.”

“I’ve got some emergency makeup in my purse. I’ll help,” Stephanie offered.

“No—I’m okay. I mean, I’ll be okay. It’s waterproof.”

Stephanie relaxed back into her seat and nodded. “Okay, well, let us know how you’re doing. If you need a ride home, I can give you a ride if Beth can’t.”

“Um, yeah, me too,” Rachel offered.

Crystal nodded and offered a weak smile. Beth stared at her, her eyes boring into Crystal’s. Crystal tried to look apologetic without giving anything away and then turned and headed out of the lunchroom.

She stopped by the girls’ restroom and stared into the mirror for a long moment. Her eyes always caught her attention first. They seemed brighter, with more and more gold flecks every day. Her cheeks had thinned out as though her baby fat was melting away. She was hardly a baby, but she couldn’t think of any other way to describe it.

Her neck was thinner too. She could make out the tendons and muscles where before her neck looked round and smooth. Her collarbones where visible and the hollow at the base of her throat was more pronounced than it had ever been. Her weight was down twenty-four pounds this morning. 

Crystal bowed her head and took a deep breath. She fought back the pressure in her chest and struggled to breathe. Crystal squeezed her eyes shut, willing the tears to go away. She heard the door to the restroom open, making her gasp and grab her purse. She spun to head for a stall.

“Crys, wait!” Beth said.

Crystal stopped and stared at her friend. Beth looked at her for a long moment and then rushed over and hugged her. Crystal stood strong for a moment and then the trembling in her soul spread to her arms and legs, and she all but fell onto her smaller friend.

“Oof,” Beth said, her voice muffled by Crystal’s shoulder. “For losing so much weight you sure are heavy.”

Crystal sniffed and laughed. “Still a water-retaining sea cow.”

“Stop it,” Beth said. She stepped back from Crystal and smiled. “You’re more beautiful than ever.”

“My best friend, the lesbian.”

“I am not!”

“You said you’re in love with me,” Crystal reminded her. She waved it away. “That’s cool, I don’t care. I mean I do care. I just don’t—”

“Crys, shut up,” Beth said. “I know what you mean. And you know I don’t want to sleep with you. I just love you like a sister. More than a sister.”

Crystal nodded. “I’m worried about Chad.”

“What? That asshole wanted to rape you!”

“Well, I’m not worried about that.”

“You should be!”

Crystal shook her head. “I have a feeling he’d be a lot worse off if he’d tried any harder. I mean, I don’t know what I can do, but I’m afraid to find out.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

Crystal sighed. “Tell me about it. Even Adrian doesn’t know what to make of me.”

“Adrian, that’s the guy who doesn’t like you?”

“I don’t think it’s like that. I think he just doesn’t like not knowing what’s going on. Apparently whatever is going on with me they’ve never heard of before.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I thought it was either you were sick and going to die, you were going to turn into something like whatever it was that attacked you—in which case you’ll die because they’ll kill you—or you were going to turn into a werewolf, which means you might die if you can’t handle it.”

“You have a great way of cheering me up,” Crystal muttered.

Beth shrugged. “Any way it happens, I’m with you. But with all this scary shit going on, why are you worried about that creep?”

“You heard them tell me about how all this paranormal crap is in the blood, right?”

“So? You’re not a vampire.” Beth stopped and stared at her. “Holy shit! Werewolves are real—do you think that means vampires are too? That could be so cool!”

Crystal frowned. “I don’t know. I hope not. I’ve got enough to worry about.”

“Oh, right. Sorry. Still—”

“Beth, enough, okay?”

Beth pressed her lips together and pulled her finger across them as though she was zipping them shut.

Crystal rolled her eyes. “Anyhow, when I had a nosebleed in Chad’s car, I bled on his seat. Probably his dash too. What if he got some of that blood in a cut or something?”

Beth blinked and then her eyes darted around the room as she considered what Crystal had said. “Can you change somebody? I mean, you’re not even changed yet yourself, right? I thought—no, never mind. I guess I don’t know what to think. You know more than I do and if you’re confused, then what good am I?”

Crystal smiled and gave her a quick hug. “You’re the best,” she said.

“Thanks, but warn me if you’re getting hungry.”

“A few minutes ago you were hoping I’d eat you—now you’re afraid?”

Beth gasped. “That’s wrong!”

Crystal nodded but couldn’t stop herself from smiling at her own joke. “It is, but I’ll take what I can get.”

“All right, Wolf-girl, so what do we do about Chad?”

“You? Nothing. Last thing I could deal with is if you got hurt because of all this.”

“You’re in it up to your ponytail, so I am too.”

“I’m not wearing a ponytail.”

“Don’t get catty with me. Ooh, can I even say that? Catty?”

Crystal glared at her and shook her head. “Whatever. Look, I need to talk to my friends about this. I’m going to—”

“To finish school. You’ve missed too much lately and you’re going to get in trouble.”

“Really? Like that matters? If I’m going to die, are a few skipped classes a big deal?”

“It is if you don’t. You always expect the worst. Try planning for the best sometime.”

Crystal frowned and then nodded. “All right, but after school I have to go and see them.”

“I’ll drop you off,” Beth promised.

Crystal gave her another quick hug. “You’re the best.”

“Took you long enough to realize it!”


Chapter 2

“They’re not going to let me go with you to the swamp, are they?” Beth asked as she stopped her car at the biker’s camp.

“I won’t let you go with me,” Crystal said. She saw the hurt look in Beth’s eyes and quickly added, “I don’t know what’s going to happen, but there’s no way I’m going to let you risk getting hurt. The world’s nothing like we thought it was. It’s not safe! I’m not even safe.”

“Safe enough,” Beth insisted. “And I’m willing to risk it.”

Crystal shook her head and leaned over to hug her friend. It was awkward in the car, making the gesture quick. “Get to work.”

Beth nodded. “Yeah, I know. Hey, real quick—Stephanie said something the other day that I’ve been wondering about.”

“Oh God, what?”

“She said if we wanted to get together and mess around sometime to give her a call. What do you think she meant, ‘mess around’?”

Crystal chuckled. “I don’t think I want to know! I’m hoping it was innocent.”

“Yeah, but that was her big speech about how you rocked her world with that public mauling you gave her. I bet she meant something else.”

Crystal shuddered. “You don’t have to remind me about that.” She groaned. “But maybe. She’s always kind of done what was fun and didn’t worry about anything else. Why, you want to mess around with her?”

Beth grimaced. “Oh my God! No! You’re the only girl I’d ever go down on!”

“Dyke,” Crystal teased.

“That’s not what I meant!” Beth slapped her steering wheel. “I meant if I—”

Crystal laughed and leaned over to give her another hug. It shut her friend up and made her relax in her arms. “I know. I’m just giving you a hard time. Now get out of here. I can see that Adrian’s giving me the evil eye already.”

Beth glanced out the window at the wiry biker who was watching them from the open door of his trailer. “What’s his problem?”

“I don’t know. Probably hasn’t figured out that it’s going to hurt if he ever catches his tail when he chases it,” Crystal said while getting out of the passenger seat.

Beth laughed and waved before putting her car in reverse to turn around and head back out. Crystal watched her go and turned to see that Adrian’s and Ember’s bikes were the only ones there, other than the motorcycle that belonged to Caden, the man who had died fighting off the Beast when it first attacked her.

Crystal forced that thought out of her head. She’d never met Caden and didn’t know him. It seemed to upset Ember and Adrian the most, but the aloof redhead seemed to get over it fast enough. Adrian still treated her like something he wanted to wipe off his shoe. Whether that was because of Caden or not, she didn’t know.
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