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PROLOGUE

 

 

“Honey, I'm sure the highway is only a couple more miles up this road.” Alyssa's father sipped a lime green liquid from a plastic bottle. It made the car smell of sickly sweetness and the lights from the dashboard shimmered through it. Alyssa imagined monsters made of glowing red, glaring at her. 

“We've been driving for who knows how long. Face it, Craig—we're lost, it’s late, and we have a two-year-old in the car. My parents will understand if we go back. You put more spin on your directional ability than the news.” Her mother looked back at her with wide eyes. She worked her lips. But she offered no soothing words of comfort.

Something was wrong.

They’d left Grandma and Grandpa's new house that day, but now it was late. The glowing clock said it was past midnight, way past Alyssa’s bedtime. Only her parents’ nerves kept her awake.

The car crunched gravel. Her father let out a breath. “If it weren’t for that blockade making us take this detour, we’d be there already. I swear it wasn’t there when we came through earlier.”

“That’s why we should go back.” Was she scared? “We should have taken the long way around.”

“Honey, there’s only a slim chance of them finding us. They mostly stalk the cities. We’re in more danger once we get back to Cumberland.”

“They've been reporting more vampire attacks lately and even some werewolf ones. One woman got drained so much she died before they got her to the hospital. That Russell Fox guy bites as many people as he can."

Alyssa yawned, and her mother faced her. She plastered on a fake smile. “You're awake. Alyssa, honey, go back to sleep. We'll be home in an hour."

She yawned again. Her eyelids drooped, and she imagined her brightly colored bed back home. 

“Wow. No one’s out here.” Her father muttered under his breath.

“Craig!”

Her dad slammed the brakes.

Alyssa lurched forward, but the belts of her car seat held her in place.

Standing in front of the car was a tall man.

A short, pale man in a white T-shirt. He stood still in the headlights, staring in at them. The car had stopped just feet from him.

Terror bloomed in Alyssa’s chest. 

Streaks of red filled the man’s eyes, where brown or blue might otherwise be.

“Back up,” her mother ordered as the locks all clicked. “That's him!"

Her father said some terrible words and seized the gearshift.

But before the car could move, his door opened from outside, as if an enormous force had grasped it from the other side and pulled. It came open with a great screech.

A woman’s hand with deadly, pointed fingernails seized her father's arm and pulled him out of the car. He cried out as his seatbelt snapped.

Alyssa screamed. 

The red demons laughed in silence. 

Her father had vanished.

Then her mother’s door squealed open.

The red-eyed man had vanished. Sounds of struggling followed as another hand seized her and pulled her out of her seat belt. It fell to the now-empty seat with a thunk. 

Alyssa shrieked, shouting for her parents, but something thumped against the car as bodies struggled. There were more of them. A group of the scary people. Her mother stood outside the door. Alyssa recognized her curly hair, but she had never seen the man before. Only a bearded chin and the leather vest of a man stood out against the pale light. The rest was trees.

“Momma!” Alyssa fumbled with the straps of her car seat. Her parents yelled at her often for that. Alyssa! Put on your seat belt! Keep it on! But Momma needed help. What about Daddy? 

He grunted somewhere, as if in pain.

The bad people had—

She undid herself. 

Pushed herself out of the seat.

But the man pulled her mother closer to the trees.

Then he opened his mouth. 

He had the teeth of a monster. Two came to points, making Alyssa freeze halfway out of her car seat.

And then he bit her between her shoulder and her neck.

Alyssa's heart stopped.

Her mother screamed again. A tiny stream of blood, crimson in the car’s light, ran down her shoulder.

These people were hurting her parents!

Alyssa beat on the window. “Stop!”

The bearded man released her mother, who fell against a tree and grabbed her neck.

The man turned to her.

Ripped open the door with another screech, breaking the lock.

He stared down at her as the short, pale man came into view. 

Alyssa beat on the man's legs. She should run, but she was too angry. Who were these people and why would they want to hurt her parents?

The man seized the back of her shirt.

Lifted her up and out of the car. Cold and darkness wrapped around Alyssa. 

Her throat tightened as her shirt cut into it. Slowly, she rose to the man's eye level. He had a pointed beard and the same pale skin as the man in front of the car. Even though it was dark here—almost too dark to see—she could make out the red, jagged lines in his eyes. They held no mercy.

“No!”

The man shook his head and said something low. "This is the one?"

“We need to go, Russell,” a woman said. “Do it and don’t take too much. He needs her to survive this.”

Somewhere, her father groaned.

The man opened his mouth, revealing wicked teeth.

Alyssa screamed and closed her eyes.

He bit.

Horrendous pain exploded where her neck met her shoulder. Alyssa screamed. 

The man sucked at her neck, and pressure built and built. 

He was drinking her blood.

Alyssa ground her teeth together as tears shot into her vision. Someone shouted, and after what felt like an eternity, the monster dropped her.

She hit the ground, barely feeling it. Weeds rose to eat her. The scary woman shouted something again. Alyssa grabbed her wound, holding in her blood. Pain screamed and every time Alyssa blinked, lights exploded in her vision.

The woman’s words came through the ringing in her head. "We've done enough. Let’s go.”

Darkness swallowed her. 

 

* * * * *

 

Alyssa swam through oblivion until she opened her eyes sometime later. Her neck still hurt, and she was lying in a bed under a ceiling light that hurt her eyes. Her mother sat next to her, along with her father. They both wore white bandages on their necks and her father hung his head. A man in a white coat stood behind them, frowning. He was a gentle, older man who reminded Alyssa of her grandpa, and she had to blink to make sure it wasn’t him. But her grandparents were nowhere. The rest of the pastel-colored hospital room was empty. 

Momma clasped her hand, shaking.

She could barely groan.

"But it's so rare," her mother said. "My daughter can't be turning."

"It's my fault.” Her father held back sobs. “I gave her the gene. Now if she doesn’t end up in a cage, she’s going to grow up with—" He didn’t finish the sentence. 

"One in five hundred people turns after being bitten. I believe it's genetic and rare. I'm sorry, but your husband and daughter are both in that one in five hundred." The doctor frowned, then looked at his laptop. 

Her mother let go of Alyssa’s hand. "What are my parents going to think?" She rose and paced around the pastel-colored room, stopping at the marker board.

Alyssa felt too weak to lift her head or try to understand what the adults were saying. Sickness filled her tummy. Her arms and legs tingled, and the light hurt her eyes.

Her father rose and faced the doctor. "Please don't tell the authorities. I’m begging you. If you call them, only tell them about me."

The doctor hesitated. “I won’t call them.”

Alyssa tried to speak. 

But she held back. 

Why did she feel so strange? 

But then her father left, checked the door to the hospital room, and returned. He scooped Alyssa up and pulled out an IV she didn't know was there. "Come on, Cindy. We're going into hiding."




CHAPTER ONE

Present Day

 

 

My day was going great. First, I had probably bombed my algebra test and there would be hell to pay when Dad found out. Second, the sun was out in full force which meant I had to fake a migraine and stand in the doorway of Cumberland High School while my friends, Maisha and Janine, enjoyed soccer practice with all the other Normal girls. And third, a creepy guy stood at the gate of the football field, silently watching me. 

I didn't notice the weirdo at first because I was busy stewing about my plummeting grade in math (again) and about the fact that I couldn't stand being out in the sun for over five to ten seconds without wishing I were dead. Thank you, other creepy people who bit me and my family years ago. And I had a special thanks to the rare gene that let their disease take hold.

Janine kicked a killer goal and Coach Lancey blew her whistle and shouted something. She stared into my shadowy sanctuary. I drew back, as Lancey gave off an aura of terror twenty-four seven. Apparently, she’d spent her earlier years chewing out recruits at some military base and now she took out her power trips on young athletes. Especially athletes who got migraines. But that still beat letting my secret get out.

 That was when I saw the guy, a kid who had to be around sixteen, like me. He stood there, silent, leaning against the fence like he was totally comfortable in his leather trench coat, brimmed hat, and sunglasses. Typical creeper gear. He was only about fifty feet away, not close enough to make me uncomfortable, but close enough for me to know he was studying me hard. My vision was better than Normal eyesight, even during normal daylight hours, but those sunglasses were so dark they looked like black pits.

I did not like it when people studied me. 

I took precautions, like filing down my teeth each morning and pretending to eat Normal food, but they caught people like me all the time who were just trying to hide. And most of us, I knew, wanted none of that. 

Coach Lancey blew her whistle again. Over on the soccer field, she brandished her fist at two girls who chatted on the perimeter. I adjusted my own sunglasses to block out the unbearable light and checked the guy again.

Already, he had moved closer.

Much closer.

Mr. Creeper now leaned against a traffic pillar only ten feet away. He slowly folded his arms across his chest. He stood a full head taller than me. His face was smooth and young, unshaven. His hair, long and scraggly. 

I hadn't heard him take a step. I should have with my senses.

We stared at each other. 

No Normal could pull that off.

He couldn’t be—

I hadn't met another Supernatural other than Dad since I was two, and the fateful bite happened on that country road. And if I had, I hadn’t known.

We, no, they were out there. Schools taught kids to avoid shifters, magic users, fae, and the rest from the start. The human ones who had magic were okay sometimes, but it was the ones like me, the ones capable of preying on Normals or worse, infecting them—who were guilty without a trial. Lost jobs, family disownments, and becoming society's punching bag were only the beginning. 

The guy stared some more.

You should leave.

For all you know, he’s an agent here to get your trust. Then he can report you.

I hated Miss Paranoid, that voice in my head, but she had a good point sometimes. The tension built and I could no longer focus on the soccer practice. Clearly, Creepy Dude was waiting for me to react. 

Maybe he thought I was Normal, and he was messing with me? For all I knew, I’d wound up on the wrong end of a prank. But Miss Paranoid didn’t think so. She kept beating at the inside of my head.

And sadly, I didn’t like to flee. 

Killer instincts came with the disease Russell Fox had passed to me fourteen years ago. I’d never killed or attacked anyone, but now might be the time. It beat getting caught. Going into a cell for just existing. If I got into the shadows enough, my strength would return, and I might fight the guy. But if he dragged me into the sun, I’d become too useless to slap someone. 

And I’d get caught by Coach Lancey, of all people.

I was stronger than the Normal girls, a fact I had to hide during practice, but I wasn't sure what I was doing here. I could fence, but my equipment was at Thorne's Fencing School and that foil might tickle the guy. And my actual swords were at home. 

I’d had it with Miss Paranoid.

I turned to the guy and leaned against the doorframe. "Do you have a problem?” I licked my teeth. Yes. I’d filed them earlier. They were sharpening again like they always did later in the day, but not that bad yet. “Or are you a pervert? You're even dressed for the part.”

The guy smiled at me and patted his trench coat. “Oh. You mean this. Would you like a flash?” He had a deep voice, a scrumptious voice even. But he’d branded himself a jerk in five seconds. That was almost worse than a possible ATC agent.

Before I could respond, he forced a nervous laugh. “Okay. That was a terrible impression. But it's best if we hide, you know? I’ve got a few parks I want to hit after this.”

We hide. 

We.

I took a breath. Calm down, Alyssa. But that would be stupid. Even if this guy was an Supernatural of some sort—probably a human Mage of some sort—the ATC hired them sometimes to track down the rest of us.

I looked around to make sure no one else was standing there. All clear. Coach Lancey had everyone going with the practice. They were so far away, across a forbidden field of light. Until Janine gave me a ride home and gave me my Official Migraine Blanket to hide under, I couldn’t leave. I just had to deal with it, knowing that Janine could never know the nightmare I dealt with every day.

“Okay. Next try. Are you trying to do some cosplay thing? What character are you?” I scrambled for anything and to not sound all freaked out. "I had a friend at my old school who loved cosplay." I had to steer this conversation in another direction, and fast. 

The guy stepped forward, keeping his sunglasses trained on me. The wind blew, and the air got warm, almost crackling as he approached. 

Yes. He had magic.

And then he said one word that shook me to my core.

“Alyssa.”

The world dropped out from under me.

I hadn't heard my real name spoken in years, since Dad moved me here to Washington State after our bites. The sun didn’t shine here much. It was hundreds of miles from our old home in Northern California. And the legal loopholes here let him buy us new identities on the black market. Even he called me Roslyn now and the last time someone spoke my name was when Mom called us to check in a couple of years ago.

It was then, as I stood there in stunned silence, that I scented Mr. Creeper’s blood.

Most people gave off whatever they’d eaten last—I endured the afternoons in a cloud of greasy pizza, Mountain Dew and Cheetos—but this guy gave off the scent of wood smoke and something I couldn't identify. He was human, but I had never encountered anything like it.

“Alyssa,” he repeated, like he was trying to make it sink in.

I shrunk back. I needed all my fighting skills. “Are you from a therapy center?” I'd heard too many stories about Supernaturals forced into special therapy to become more “normal” and none about them ever coming back. “How do you know my real name? And by the way, it's still rude to stare.”

“I...” the guy said, wavering for a bit. He was nervous as he stepped closer. “You can't hide much longer, Alyssa."

I tried to come up with something to say to blow this whole creepy thing out of the water, but there was nothing this time. I felt naked, like this guy could see every flaw that was me. My disease. My secret that I hadn't dared utter to even myself for years. 

So, I did the last thing I should have done. I backed away, searching around for a weapon. There was a dust bunny on the floor and someone's cell phone case smashed into pieces. If he attacked, I'd have to use my fists. And if it came down to that—

I didn’t want to go to prison for murder. 

“Look. I don't know how you know my real name, but please. Someone could see you dressed all weird like this. You're standing out. And I'm not hiding."

"You are. Every day." The guy looked up and down my body, checking out my legs and the shorts I had thrown on because I'd been too dumb to check the forecast this morning. “You know,” he said, flashing me a grin. “For such a hot girl, you're really missing a good tan. And not to mention, you should be skin and bones since you eat nothing at lunch. Or all muscle. You fence all the time. You're not on a liquid diet by any chance?"

I lunged at the guy and grabbed the front of his trench coat. Now that I was more out of the sun, I was strong enough to pull him towards me. I held him there with my left hand, pulling him closer and closer until I could feel his breath against my face. The wood smoke smell grew so strong that my stomach rumbled. 

But I could hold my hunger back. I always managed until I got to the refrigerator.

“You've been watching me. I suppose you peek in my windows and watch me undress, too?” That was impossible—or maybe not if he was a Mage who could teleport. Could they do that? I always kept my blinds shut to keep out the sun. Maybe he teleported into my closet every night and watched the show from there.

I really, really wanted to kill him. 

No. 

Save it for training.

The guy grinned. “I've thought about it, but—no, you don't have to hit me.” He held up his hands in response to my raised fist. “I was just joking.”

I had no time for this. “How much do you know?"

"Well, I know now that you file your teeth. I was wondering how you blended in. You must really hate sunny days, though."

He knew everything.

A stranger knew my secret.

Why? How?

Agent, Miss Paranoid said. She smiled at me, and her teeth had that awful ting only found in commercials. Ugh. I needed answers and punching him wouldn't get me there.

“If you’ll let go of me, I’ll tell you why I’m here.” 

I checked up and down the hall for any other agents who might be ready to jump out and cuff me. But I spotted no one and smelled nothing but the cleaner and heard nothing but a mop sloshing around the corner.

“You’re not here to turn me in?” I kept my voice to a whisper.

Mr. Creeper molded his face into disgust. “Are you kidding? I hate the ATC as much as I hate the mayor of this town.”

He seemed so genuine that I did something stupid.

I released his coat. I wanted to believe that my life hadn’t fallen apart in the space of five minutes.

“Thanks,” he said, brushing himself off. “Business. Is there a room around here that's a little more private than this? I’ll let you pick, just to prove I don’t have goons waiting.” He gestured to the hallway, which remained empty except for the janitor lady rolling a trash can out of one of the foreign language classes.

The whistle blew from outside again and Coach Lancey yelled something else. Practice was still in session, but not for much longer. “Okay,” I said. “Explain how you know what I am. I meet my friend after practice, and she needs to drive me home. Then I need to finish my Lit homework.”

The guy looked at me like I was a freak. "Your Lit homework? Most Supernaturals don't have that problem."

Time was ticking. If Janine found him with me or worse, caught him teleporting, she'd wonder why the heck I'd been talking to an Supernatural.

“In the conference room.” I pulled open a door nearby.

The light was off in here, which was a welcome relief. I guided Mr. Trench Coat inside and closed the door, leaving us in almost pitch darkness. I expected him to freak out, since he was in my element now, but he stayed calm. My eyes adjusted quickly, and I could make out the conference table within two seconds, and then the phone on the table, and then the shelf with all the stuffy old books on the walls. Everything was gray in my night vision. I couldn't remember a time I'd feared the dark.

Except for that fateful night, of course.

Mr. Trench Coat banged right into one chair that I could clearly see. “Can we turn on the lights?”

“I’m fine. Now spill.” 

“This is good enough, I suppose. I'm Xavier,” he said. “I'm a War Mage from Supernaturals Underground.” He spoke like I should have known what that organization was.

“Excuse me. From where?” I asked, letting my shoulders drop with relief. War Mages were some of the stronger ones. They were known to shoot fireballs and roast their opponents, and the media made them look like monsters waiting to happen. They definitely got thrown into cages when caught and would never sell anyone else out to a therapy center. A Nature Mage would have scared me more.

“You know.” He rubbed his elbow a few feet away. “Supernaturals Underground.”

“I've never heard of your group.”

“That's because we're underground. Your dad never told you about us?”

“My dad mostly just talks about work. He's an insurance agent.”

Xavier burst out laughing, leaning over the table. “Sorry. I can't help it,” he said. “A vampire insurance agent. That's the most Normal career I've heard of one taking."

Why was he laughing about this? I grasped the chair. “That's the point. We want to be Normal. That's all we want.” I felt the familiar pain rising in my chest, constricting my heart like a snake. Mom wouldn't have left us if we were Normal. I wouldn't have screwed up so badly when I was eight—

“But you're not Normal,” Xavier said, catching a breath and facing me. “Neither one of you are. You never will be. Question. Are you happy right now?”

“Where is this going?” I asked. “Of course, I'm happy. If you're looking to have us join your club, we're not interested. Sorry.” Practice was getting close to ending. It must be. It went until four and the clock on the wall told me it was three fifty. Sometimes Coach Lancey wrapped up early if she needed to pick up her daughter from daycare.

Xavier took a step closer. His eyes were adjusting. I could tell because he was facing me and not bumping into the chairs. “Supernaturals Underground is here to protect those of us in hiding from the government, from the treatment centers, and from persecution. I know it sounds like a mission statement because it is.” 

“That’s great and all, but—”

“We also fight those Normals who rip us out of our lives and make us disappear. The ATC is doing just that right now. They’ve got a plan to—”

“No. Ugh.”

“We need fighters with skills.”

“I fence. That’s hardly scary.” 

“You do more than that, Alyssa. What about those high-level sword fighting classes you do? We can train you further. You can become one of our agents. It’s better than what might happen if they capture you.”

“No, no, no. Are you like one of those telemarketers who has a policy of having to be told no three times before you give up?”

Xavier finally shut up. He eyed the table and then looked back at me.

“Your father registered with us years ago. We helped you both get your new identities and move place to place. They sent me here to represent us. We protect people like you so that they can have regular lives, if that’s what they want. But the ATC is getting worse lately. They’re snatching us up like crazy. It won’t last too much longer. It’s time for us to recruit new agents. We’re getting low on warriors."

Now it was my turn to pause.

“The Abnormal Treatment Centers?”

“Yes. Them.”

“That company owned by Mayor Cazio?”

Xavier nodded. “Unfortunately. Most people don’t know what a real hypocrite he is. You see, he’s—”

This was getting to me. “We've been doing fine for now. I'll keep you in mind, though, if things are getting bad.” I wanted Xavier and these words away from me. I moved back towards the door and put my hand on the knob. But I remembered that he probably couldn't see the cue.

“Alyssa,” he said. “You’re a powerful fighter. You have a reason to fight. This city’s not a good place to be right now.”

I started opening the door, but stopped when what he said sunk in.

“Just how much have you spied on me?”

Xavier let out a breath. “Though your kendo classes? And your Iaido lessons? And before you kill me, I’m going to guess that you have a sword collection in your house.”

“I do that to vent, so I don’t kill people. I’ve killed no one. My dad has a friend who gets us rejected blood bags from the Red Cross—”

I had told no one that before. In fact, I'd never even said it out loud.

“You know,” Xavier said, leaning against the table and looking all cool. “You're going to have to deal with this, eventually. We both know you'll stop aging in just a few years and people are going to notice. You can't carry on like this forever.”

“Then we'll move. We always do. I'm used to it. Dad already moves because of that. Thorne can find me more classes in another state. He's got connections with all the instructors. Now I need to get back to practice.”

“But you'll get sick out there.”

Ugh, could he ever leave me alone? “I’ll talk to my dad before deciding on anything.”

Xavier lowered his voice, dropping the smooth talk for a moment. “You must hate Supernaturals. I know one did this to you, and that sucks, but trust me, we're not all like that.”

“What does it matter to people like the ATC?” Maybe Dad was the one I should be angry at. He'd betrayed my trust by dealing with these people. Dad had always told me we would keep this whole thing a secret from the outside world, that the Normals would never figure out what we were.

But Xavier wasn't a Normal.

“Don't listen to the crap you hear,” Xavier said. “None of us chose to be what we are. I didn't choose magic. They want us to feel bad, so we'll turn ourselves in.”

"People say those like me chose to turn when they were bitten."

"That's crap."

I often wondered if I really had chosen this when I was two and just forgot. Scientists hadn’t found the bad gene yet.

Xavier waited for my response. Outside, the whistle blew again, but he didn't seem to notice. His wood smoke smell got stronger, and my stomach rumbled. I was shaking and getting hungry. I had to get home soon and have a snack.

“I'm sorry,” I said. “Please. I have homework tonight and a test to study for.”

Xavier kept his cool. I couldn't tell what kind of expression he had behind those sunglasses. He reached into one of his coat pockets. “Take my card, at least. You'll never know when you'll need it.” He produced a cardboard rectangle and handed it to me.

I took it, glad for my impending escape. It was a plain white card, with his shining name sunk into the paper in shimmering letters. XAVIER LOVELLI. His name was beautiful and perfect in the gothic font. Underneath it, more shimmering letters read APPRENTICE MAGE for SUPERNATURALS UNDERGROUND. There was a picture of two flaming, crossed swords in the corner and as I stared, the fire seemed to dance. It was the coolest business card I had ever seen, but I kept my face stony, trying not to show my amazement. Artifacts like this got people in trouble.

And the card was warm, like some life force ran through it.

“You don't know what you're missing,” Xavier said. “That ink? Dragon scale and incubus blood. Powerful stuff.” He paused there. "It’s bound to me with a spell.”

“That's...cool, I guess.”

“Take it out if you're in trouble,” Xavier said. “Rub your thumb over the swords.”

“Okay. Thanks." I'd take this card home and keep it, but using it wasn't something I'd have to do soon. Besides Xavier, I’d skirted along the past couple of years in the city of Cumberland just fine.

I heard footsteps approaching the school, scraping grass and then concrete. Someone was coming. Practice had let out. I had to get back to Janine, get under the Migraine Blanket, and have her take me home. Then I had to figure out how to get to fencing practice tonight. Dad wouldn’t get home until nine and he usually drove me, but he worked late shifts to avoid going out too soon on sunny days.

I went to leave the room, but Xavier brushed past me, and the wood smoke smell got even stronger. He opened the door, oblivious to the fact that someone was coming, and made a left down the hall.

Before I could stop him, the double doors to outside squeaked open.


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

“Roslyn, you will not hide this from me much longer.”

I gulped as Janine’s car rolled over a pothole. The old Buick bounced, making the suspension squeal. 

“Hiding what?” The Migraine Blanket covered the horror on my face. Thick and army green, it blocked out the sun—mostly. But at least I wasn’t lying about the headache. It was the first thing that screamed in with any direct sun exposure.

Had Janine figured it out? We’d been friends for two years. Great. It was about time.

“Who was that guy you were making out with? He just oozed hotness.”

Oh. 

Oh. 

I groaned because of the pinpricks of pain that stabbed through the blanket and into my eyes. That hid my relief. And at least I was in the backseat while Janine drove. She'd seen Xavier running around the corner while I emerged from the conference room, trying to act like sneaking into a forbidden territory with a strange guy was just Tuesday. The problem was, I had never dated.

And Xavier would not make me start.

“In fact, he was leaving a hotness trail behind him as he ran away. Didn't you see it on the floor in puddles? Oh, wait. You were bathing in it.”

I held back a laugh. My secret was still safe. Janine was a fun friend, and a gossip. 

Oh, yeah. She’d tell everyone. Maybe this was a disaster after all. 

“You didn't even see his face,” I said, struggling for a cover story that didn’t sound like I was 1.) making out or 2.) talking to a recruiter for Supernaturals Underground.

“And judging from that dark room, neither did you. Was it more thrilling that way?” The way she spoke guaranteed a wink that I couldn’t see. “I don't think he goes to our school. What was up with that outfit? He looked ready to go to a park and flash some little kids.”

“Yikes. I’d hope not.” I had to come up with some cover story, and fast. I couldn't just tell Janine that some strange guy had handed me a magical business card, and it wasn't just because I feared the exposure. Xavier might have been a jerk, but he didn’t deserve to get caught, either. Did he? If these people wanted their hidden club, that was cool. I knew what that was like. I just didn't want a part. The sooner I got home and found a place to tuck the card away, the sooner I could forget about it and get on with my life.

“Spill. What school does he go to?” Janine asked. 

I wanted to come up with some funny answer, but that was impossible under the Migraine Blanket, suffering and wanting nothing more than to go to bed. Janine didn't know how lucky she was, being able to just sit in the sun and drive. I had to strategize every minute of the day.

“Everly. On the other side of town. Look, I’ll tell you all about it tomorrow. I’m going to throw up soon.” The pain in my head turned from bed, please to I want to die. Even the blanket didn’t help forever. 

Janine made a turn, and I knew we’d reached Cumberland’s East District, where all the houses were small, old, and made from the same mold. It wasn’t too far from downtown, at least, and only a couple of miles from school. The warnings about sun exposure came to mind. Dad got stuck in some company picnic two years ago and the sun came out that day unexpectedly. He barely avoided having a full seizure and getting a forced ride on the Bankruptcy Wagon, otherwise known as the ambulance. I wasn't sure how much longer I had. If I started trembling, Janine would drive me to a hospital.

They’d find me out in no time.

“Oh, no, Rosyln. I’m sorry. Is it that time of the month?” 

I hated to get snippy with her, but that played right into her suspicion. “Please get me home. I'll tell you all the juicy details tomorrow.”

She gave in. “Okay.” Her tone promised a barrage of texts later. I had time to do what I did best: live a lie.

Janine made another right turn down what had to be my street. I’d memorized the route and the way the street dipped right before my house. She stopped. I could smell the lilacs even from inside the car. Yep. It was my house.

Now came the fun part. 

Look natural. Please, Janine, do not let any horror movie thoughts go through your head during my mad dash. Throwing the Migraine Blanket down over the seat, I got out and emerged into the stabbing light. The pain in my head went from a death metal concert to a rocket going off. I bolted to the house, but I could feel Janine's gaze on me.

In. In!

My skin burned by the time I got into the cool darkness of the house and closed—not slammed—the door behind me. People with migraines did not slam doors. They hated sound. 

And I leaned against it and sighed. Already, the pain abated.

“Great day.” I listened as Janine drove away.

The house was empty. Dad would be at work for the next several hours. He always worked late to avoid driving home in the sun. 

I leaned against the closed door and let the cool relief of my dark house and its pulled curtains wash over me. The pain in my head settled minute by minute. My senses, which always took a beating in the day, sharpened again. I listened to Janine drive away, slowly rolling to the corner and turning after waiting for two cars to pass on the other street. The squeaks and squeals of her motor disappeared. 

My stomach still heaved. My skin protested. I held up my arm. Burned. Pink. It would take about a half hour for me to feel good enough to do anything again. I should have a meal since it would help me heal faster. The fridge hummed in the storeroom where we kept the blood bags. I might need two after this. That was bad. Dad said we were getting low, and his friend at the hospital was out sick. 

Now that I was feeling better and able to peel myself from the door, I tensed.

Hey! I’m anxiety, and I’m here to remind you that someone knows your secret.

Someone knew what we were—someone other than Mom and her supernatural-hating side of the family. I hadn't felt this freaked out and unsafe in years, even if it was another Supernatural that approached me. I leaned against the counter and closed my eyes. 

I remembered my parents' panic after the hospital told them Dad and I were turning.

And I didn’t understand why my parents drove me across the country after.

Or why we moved, again and again.

But I understood why Mom left after the Incident when I was eight. And why she hooked up with a Normal guy who had nice Normal children.

I would not think about The Incident. 

I checked my phone. Quarter after four. Fencing practice started at eight. 

“I’ll have to tell Thorne,” I said to the wall, wanting to put a hole in it. 

I just hoped Dad kept us close enough for me to go to his classes after we moved yet again. He'd been my favorite instructor so far and knew every fighting art in existence. The man didn't baby me, and yet he had this laid-back attitude like he’d never rat my secret to anyone, if he found out. 

The darkness of my room was inviting. My blackout curtains stayed shut, holding out the deadly light. I flopped down on my bed and stared at the wall, eyeing my rack of katanas. If I slept for two hours, I could stay up all night and deal with my homework. 
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