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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

The world burned.

The sky, the buildings, and the landscape all carried a horrifying orange glow.

Cumberland was an apocalypse. Flames lashed at the heavens, jutting from the blackened, skeletal remains of buildings. The streets below jammed with broken cars and shattered glass. 

I could detect things no one should ever experience. A man begged for his life, and a werewolf growled in response. The guttural voices of demons, speaking in tongues older than history, permeated the air. Few Normals down there would survive for long, and those who did would endure a life of misery.

I looked straight down, and found I wasn’t on the hill I expected, but the top balcony of the ATC building. Blackish-green clouds that reminded me of Death’s underworld rolled overhead. A dark form drifted through the clouds in the vague shape of a dragon. A warning siren wailed, one of the few things that were still working.

And through the clouds, the sky was the color of bricks.

It was the color of the Infernal Dimension, which meant the worlds had become one.

“Alyssa,” he said next to me. “You have done well.”

I looked to the side.

Mayor Cazio rocked on his feet next to me, his hands behind his back, his black suit untouched in the chaos. The mayor stood in his full demon form, his true form, with red skin, black claws, and inky eyes filled with merciless flames. His black wings remained folded, and he studied his new domain like a king made of hardened lava. A pair of short horns protruded from his forehead.

This world belonged to the Dark Council now, and by extension, to him.

The mayor smiled at me. “Thank you, Alyssa, for making this possible.” He was saying this to torture me because he knew it would cause me pain.

The source of my anguish was him.

He could be... he could be my—

I turned away from Cazio to avoid looking at him, to prevent my horrible thought from finishing itself. 

“Where’s Xavier?” He had to be alive if I still stood here.

The mayor didn’t answer, and I entered the ATC building and ran into the room with the portal. The water had evaporated because there was no need for portals anymore.

Xavier stood against the wall with his arms chained above his head as he hung between two of the demon face pillars. Torch light cast horrible shadows on his face, and dark bruises formed rings around his eyes. He hung close to the wooden double doors that lead to Cazio’s office, and he stared down at the floor. 

I didn’t understand why the chains held him. Xavier should have been able to Transpose out of there since we both had the strength.

My battle partner looked at me with agonized sadness and cast his gaze down again.

“Xavier!” I raced to him and away from the horrific scene outside. “What’s he done to you?”

But he wouldn’t look at me. He just told me he loved me, and now he wouldn’t face me.

“He’s too strong.” Xavier’s voice came out hoarse and defeated. “We’re his slaves. All of us War Mages are nothing but his sparks.”

The chains binding his wrists to the wall glowed with a bright magenta. War Magic. Why was it betraying him?

“Xavier. Hold on. Let me get those off,” I said, reaching up for the shackles.

I stopped, arm in midair, while Cazio walked inside the building behind me.

My skin was red, the same shade as Cazio’s, and my fingernails were just as black and deadly sharp.

“No!”

I opened my eyes, and the stars winked overhead through tree branches and thin clouds. A waxing moon shined overhead, casting silvery light on the leaves and the lake that spread out beyond the beach. I kicked something dark off me, something with white runes sewn along with edges. Mack’s altar cloth, which Xavier used to cover me from the sun, flew to the sand.

“Alyssa!” Xavier sat up next to me, and he grabbed onto my arms to steady me.

I blinked again and realized I’d just woken from the worst nightmare I ever had.

“What’s wrong?” Xavier asked, blinking sleep out of his eyes. His leather jacket squeaked as he shifted and checked the beach for any potential threats, as if he could see that well with his human eyes.

I let out a breath and relaxed a little. “Let’s just say that I’m glad I don’t have to sleep that much. I’m sorry I woke you up.” We had fallen asleep late in the day underneath this tree. 

I struggled to remember what happened after we got back from the bunker. Mack had driven our two captive ATC agents to his junkyard and suggested that we stay here for a bit to hide out from the ATC. I was still the most wanted Supernatural in all of Cumberland.

“My jaw would drop if you didn’t have them,” Xavier said. 

This time, I could tell that he was telling the truth. Ever since I had bitten him, I gained a much better sense of his emotions, even though I could detect them before. “I wish there was something I could do. A Seer Mage might help with your dreams, but you know I’m only good at fighting, and maybe not even that.”

“I think we fought well at the bunker, even when we didn’t have our abilities,” I said.

“We should have killed Cazio again.” Xavier’s eyes filled with sadness and regret. Even after all this time, he still didn’t have his honor, but the guilt of indirectly killing his grandfather was dissolving. That was one thing I was very glad to sense.

“Yes, we should have,” I said, getting up. Now that it was full night—maybe only ten, judging from the position of the moon—I no longer had to hide in the shadows. “We should get out of here.”

“I agree since this might be someone’s property. Mack’s supposed to be back soon, and we need to meet him by the road.”

I was one more step from becoming the Dark Pentagram, the being who would help Cazio merge the worlds. He didn’t want to talk about the obvious, so I got up and looked away, pretending to eye the road.

“Alyssa,” Xavier said from behind me, as if he felt the sudden wave of disgust that rose inside me.

“Leave me alone,” I said. “I need to go into the lake and scrub myself off.”

“You don’t have to do that.” Despite everything, I could sense his excitement at the thought of watching me bathe. I knew how he felt about me now that I had bitten him, but how long would that last, especially since—

“You didn’t just have the worst demon baron of all time say that he’s your grandfather.” 

Xavier remained silent as we walked towards the road. Staying on this beach wouldn’t help us, and the more I stayed in this silent place, the more I would think.

Xavier kicked a pebble down the narrow drive, and it skittered into the weeds. “I’d want to do the same thing, since I know what it’s like to look at your grandfather and feel disgusted. I mean, no, I take that back.” He face-palmed. “Leon doesn’t hold a candle to Cazio. No, wait, I take that back too, only I don’t.” Xavier sighed and lifted his face from his hand. “What I mean is, we don’t even know if Cazio is your grandfather. He could have said that just to back you into a corner and get you to bite me.”

“He could have, but there’s no way to know for sure. It’s not as if we can just stroll in and ask—wait.” I made it to the dirt road and looked down the length, but no one approached, and I only smelled some musty deer. “I wonder if my grandmother is still alive.”

Xavier stood there with me and let a pause drag out. “Well, we need to know for sure, because whether you can ever afford to go into the Infernal Dimension to get your father depends on it.”

Cazio told me I would change if I went there, but in what way, he didn’t mention.

My stomach lurched, and I pulled out the phone Janine had let me borrow. It was time to do what anyone would do in this bizarre situation, since ordering one of those home DNA tests would take too long. 

Hit the Internet.

“What are you doing?” Xavier asked.

I scrolled through the phone. “I need to see if my grandmother is still alive and if we can visit her. She’ll be able to tell us the truth if we press her enough.”

“You might not want to know the answer.” Xavier rubbed my back, and I welcomed his touch since already, I felt less disgusting. 

“So, you think Cazio was right.” I faced him, but he didn’t release my pale hand that was free of black claws and red skin. His fear leaked into me, and my nightmare roared back. “If I’m some quarter-demon—”

“You are not a demon,” Xavier said, gripping my other hand. “The Infernal thing is true, and you’re not alone. Lots of people have a demon parent or grandparent, but they come out fully human if they’re born in this world. It would take the Infernal Dimension to switch your nature, and the demon potential always goes away after three or four generations.”

My mind warped at the mechanics of it, and I wasn’t sure what to believe. “How many people, exactly?” 

“I don’t know for sure, but it’s usually from an incubus or succubus having children with Normals. If the child’s born in the Infernal, you get another incubus or succubus, and the same thing happens if a human born of that union goes to the Infernal. Apparently, demons can’t breed with each other, and that’s why they like to hook up with Normals and other humans, and sometimes the fae, too.”

“Nice.” I gulped as I thought of Allunna and Leon. They easily could have—ugh, never mind that train of thought. I eyed my phone. “I need to remember my grandmother’s name.”

We couldn’t mess around anymore because I was potentially a worse monster than I ever imagined.

I already had the touch of Death and the fire of a dragon. I could use War Magic, and above all, I had to drink blood to survive. It was a nice, fuzzy, warm combination. It was no wonder I had no family that wanted me for any good reason.

“Okay,” Xavier said. “As soon as Mack gets here, we tell him the deal, and I’m with you every step of the way.” 

He kissed me on my cheek, and for a moment, I thought everything would be all right.

 

* * * * *

 

Mack picked us up in his old beater a few minutes later. He had taken the captured agents to his junkyard, where they waited, and the search for us had calmed down, according to him. We were safe to go back if we didn’t make a scene.

Biting Xavier was keeping me sated, even though I did it yesterday. No trace of thirst rose inside of me yet. It was as if something in his blood calmed down the monster inside.

“So, you want to visit your grandmother?” Mack asked as we merged onto the expressway. Dread rose in me, since he sounded more disgruntled than I’d ever heard him.

I scrolled through my phone. “I have to find her first, and I think her last name is Silas. Her first name started with an E, I think.”

Mack snorted as he clicked on his turn signal. “You don’t know your grandmother’s name for sure?” 

That sure made me feel better. “My family is screwed up more than you know, okay?”

Xavier raised his voice. “She doesn’t want to talk about it. Have there been any news reports about the missing ATC agents that Bathory murdered for fun?”

“No, and I think the mayor controls the media myself.”

“I’m not shocked,” Xavier said.

I was glad he’d changed the subject. Xavier wouldn’t tell anyone about the great news I got without my permission.

I shuddered as I thought of Cazio, first in his human form and then in his demon form, with a voice that sounded like it echoed from some infinitely deep pit. Even in his human form, he had black eyes with flames dancing inside. It was why he wore sunglasses.

My grandmother must have been blind, and her husband must have been clueless.

My mother must have nearly died from the shock and horror when Cazio introduced himself to her, just as she almost died from insanity back in the basement of that house.

I used the phone to look up the name Silas. I found an Emily Silas, but she was too young, but then, after about half an hour of using a people search site, I came across an Emmy Silas, age eighty-five.

The name rang a bell, and I realized I’d seen it before.

“I think I found her.” I held up the phone as dread curled in my gut. “Her first name is Emmy. I remember now.”

“It’s funny how those childhood memories come back,” Xavier said.

“She’s… living alone.” The grandfather I’d known had died, in that case, or divorced her. Sadness spread through my chest at the lack of connection I felt not just with Emmy Silas, but with that friendly man in my earliest memories. I was looking at a stranger’s name.

“Where?” Xavier leaned close, wrapping his arm around me.

I saw the address for a town about twenty miles to the west of Cumberland, called Oaktown. “I think her husband’s dead by now since he’s not listed with her.”

“I’m sorry, and well, she is eighty-five,” Xavier said. “I’m curious to meet her, since you’ve never introduced me to anyone in your family.”

I tensed at the thought, since I wasn’t sure how it was going to go. Would Grandma even recognize me after all these years? Did she even know that I Turned in the first place? 

I wondered if Mom told her any lies or if Grandma only thought we vanished when I was two. Did Mom ever speak on the phone with her or send cards? Maybe Mom hated her after she found out about her infidelity.

If Emmy Silas was an ATC supporter, she might not take to my showing up on her doorstep very well. Mom always said her family came from nobility and got into the whole image thing—just not in those words. And she’d turned out to be right, just not in the way she hoped.

Mack mashed the accelerator with impatience. “I can’t be driving you out to your grandmother’s house for a picnic. Why do you need to see her right now, anyway?”

“Because I have an important question that might affect whether we can rescue our people,” I said. “Only she can answer it for us. If you don’t want to drive us, we can always Transpose, but I have to warn you we’re still not very precise.”

Xavier leaned close and whispered in my ear. “I could get us there, and you still need me to Transpose, by the way. You can’t do it by yourself.”

“Makes sense,” I said, even though it didn’t. I had joined Xavier in throwing War Magic charges and summoning the killing fire. Why couldn’t I Transpose by myself? It didn’t seem fair. “I guess getting to hug you every time is a plus.”

Xavier grinned. For the first time in the last twelve hours, I didn’t feel disgusting. Things were looking up in that department, and I had to make sure they stayed that way.

“Good. Why don’t you Transpose?” Mack asked, pulling onto the side of the freeway and putting his hazard lights on. “It would be faster.”

“Because I don’t know what the house looks like, and I have limits on what I can do. And can’t you Transpose, too?”

“With a rite, I can. It’s different with Dark Mages, as we’re not about the flashy magic.”

Xavier flushed. “We’re not all a bunch of peacocks, you know.”

“Leave him alone,” I said. Mack was developing an attitude. “It’s no wonder you have to live in a junkyard.”

“So, you need to ask Death to make me a Normal.” Mack glared back at me. “I get like this and I’m not a nice person, as you’re finding out.”

Xavier undid his seat belt and motioned for me to get out on the side of the freeway. “We’ll get out, and we’ll Transpose to Oaktown. I’ve never been there, but I’m sure we can find a picture of the downtown area on the Internet and go from there.” I could tell that he just wanted to be away from Mack, and so did I. Time was running out to ask Death to get rid of his Dark Magic and if the world ended, that probably would not happen at all.

We got out of the back of the car. “What are you going to do to the ATC agents?” I asked. For the first time, I was concerned about them.

“I’m not sure.” The black specks in his eyes were darker than ever, as if the Dark Magic inside of him wanted to break free. He wanted to do something evil. “I have them in my shack for now and I’ll think of something.”

I didn’t like the sounds of that. We’d kept the agents to do an Illusion as them, but now that they didn’t serve that use anymore, there was no telling what might happen. I imagined them both tied up in that junkyard shack, unable to cry for help. They must fear what had happened to their colleagues at the bunker. They were right to be afraid.

Cazio had killed them, not us. He no longer cared about his own employees. The ATC was expendable now, just like everyone else.

Mack drove off, leaving us on the side of the road before I could drill him anymore. The passenger doors in the back both remained open like he couldn’t wait to get away from us. Then Mack stopped, got out of the car, and slammed both doors. Mack didn’t look back at us as he drove off.

“He’s sick of being our chauffeur,” Xavier said.

“I think he’s sick of waiting for me to cure him. It’s how I’m tired of discovering worse branches in my family tree.”

“Well,” Xavier said. “You’re not related to whoever started War Magic, since you got that from me.”

“I’m related to three out of five Dark Council members and linked to the two others, so I don’t think my record’s very good.”

“We still don’t know just how truthful Cazio was,” Xavier said.

A semi drove past, ignoring us as I pulled up an image of downtown Oakland for him to study, and the wind snapped against our faces.

I gulped. “That’s what we’re going to find out. Ready to meet my grandmother?”

Xavier swallowed hard, too. He had seen enough of my family, and a Normal member terrified him no less. “Well,” he said, opening his arms. “Let’s get this done.”

We embraced and fell through violet magic.


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

Oaktown wasn’t that far from Cumberland. Even in the dark, I could see the distant towers of downtown, rising above the landscape. 

Oaktown was a medium-sized place, and it hadn’t seen great times. We stood on the main street of the town, in the same place as the Internet picture. There were subtle marks on the road and on the curbs where water once flowed. Even some of the old downtown buildings had faint flood marks on their sides. The stores were old, and all made of brick.

Distant Cumberland shined in the night, and I could see the faint lights of the skyscrapers in the distance. Compared to the city, my grandmother’s town was quaint.

“So, this is Oaktown.” Xavier turned on his heels to eye the streetlights and the dead street. Somewhere, someone laughed and exited the back of a store. “Have you been here before?”

My memory tickled at me, and I eyed an ice cream parlor across the street. “Something about it looks familiar. If my grandmother never moved, then I visited this town before I got bit. I think this might be the town my family was driving home from when Russell Fox did his worst to all of us.”

Xavier paused, and when he spoke again, his tone dropped to a serious one. “Well, you got revenge on him.”

“Fox sought me out on purpose to bite me. Cazio knew where my grandmother lived, then. He would have needed to if he sent Russell after me like that. That doesn’t bode well for what he told me.”

“I agree,” Xavier said.

At least he wasn’t lying or skirting around this anymore. I needed honesty right now, and I would wonder for the rest of my life if I didn’t get it. I had never stopped to think how convenient it was that Russell Fox, Cazio’s vampire servant, was on the road that my parents and I took home from Grandma’s house that fateful night.

“Thanks,” I said with sarcasm, turning in a circle right there in the middle of the street. I vaguely remembered the little ice cream place, right across from a park with a bubbling fountain. A memory flooded back. I had a heaping green cone there the day of the bite, and I loved it. Mom and Dad were smiling, and Grandma and Grandpa were taking pictures of me with a purple camera.

It had been the last time we’d all been together, and my last ice cream come. 

I wondered if Grandma still had that picture.

Xavier gulped. “Well, it’s a good point, and I think Cazio’s been tracking you for a long time. We both saw that enormous family tree in those ruins back in Turkey. The Dark Council’s been working on this for a long time.”

“I feel like an experiment,” I said, turning away from the ice cream place and letting my memory rain like glass to the pavement.

“Look, Alyssa, I don’t think you’re one.” Xavier took my arms. “Cazio wants you to feel broken, Alyssa, and it’s all part of his plan. I’ll tell you that until I take my last breath if I have to.”

“I know you will.” I wanted to hear him say that, over and over. So far, I had had little say in my identity and in what I’d become. “Let’s find my grandmother and see if she’s still awake.” I doubted that, but I’d wake her up if I had to. I just hoped she was one of those old people who barely slept at all.

Xavier and I had to walk the streets to find the right one, Everly. This part of Oaktown hadn’t seen floods, and it was a street full of big, wealthy houses that made even Xavier wrinkle his nose. All the lawns were neat and manicured, with hedges trimmed into geometric shapes. We passed mailbox after mailbox, all encased in stone bricks, until we arrived at the right number.

I stared at the house. “I remember this.”

My grandmother’s house was old brick and looked like a castle with its vines and mini towers. Mom and Dad brought me here once, and I recalled staring at the towers, wondering if a king sat inside. 

Me and Xavier stood there in the street, alone, with only a streetlight shining down on us. The neighborhood was silent, and most lights inside of houses were off. We stood in a place of rich, older people and children long gone. The house next to my grandmother’s had two Hummers in the driveway, and the one on the opposite side had a BMW.

“Does this make me a snob, too?” I poked Xavier in the ribs.

Xavier slapped me on the arm. “Hey, fair’s fair.”

A single light shone inside of Grandma’s house—the living room light. Grandma was apparently still awake because I detected the low drone of a television inside. A coffee pot sizzled and dripped, so Grandma was a night person. That was good because I was one, too.

“I guess we should knock,” I said.

“Won’t she lock up and call some security company?” Xavier asked.

“Probably, but if what Cazio said is true, she’s used to creepy people.”

I wasn’t looking forward to this, not just because of the potential answer about Cazio. It was the thought of learning what she thought of me, and I regretted not using another Illusion. Maybe the ATC visited this place already, asking about me.

I tensed and walked up to the door. I half-expected an alarm to go off, but none did. There was a home security sticker on the door like there must be with these homes, but nothing else. Knocking wouldn’t set it off, would it?

I knocked.

“Hang on!” A leather chair squeaked inside as she got up and shuffled to the door. She smelled of coffee and hard candies. Not only was Grandma a night person, but she was also brave. I couldn’t think of any other old women who would answer their doors at past eleven at night.

She opened the door.

My memory exploded with an image of a younger Grandma, one only in her upper sixties with gray hair instead of white, but the woman standing here was the same one. She had the same mole right above her right eyebrow, the same scar near her lip, and the same necklace with the coat of arms charm. The nobility thing was still here, all right.

She faced us, confident and not willing to back down. There was a hardness in her eyes that made me proud. Grandma wasn’t the type of woman to get pushed around, but I could read decades of pain around those wrinkled eyes.

“Who are you?” she asked.

I opened my mouth, and I struggled for words, so Xavier finished for me. “This is Alyssa Choy, your long-lost granddaughter. I’m her battle partner, Xavier. We just have some questions if you don’t call the police on us first.”

Then I blurted out the rest. “After that, we’ll leave you alone and never come back if that’s what you want.” I wanted this to be over because, despite my pride, I knew what to expect.

A tiny part of me hoped for warmth and love.

Grandma’s mouth fell open as she studied me up and down, locking her gaze with mine.

I wasn’t wearing any contact lenses since I’d forgotten to put them back in after the Illusion faded. Other things took up my thoughts after we got back to the beach. My reddish eyes were there for her to see.

Grandma still didn’t back away. “Alyssa?” she asked, hard as ever.

“Yes.” I was careful not to open my mouth too wide. My eyes were bad enough, and I couldn’t scare Grandma too badly.

She moved her hand to the door, ready to slam it in my face. The tiny, hopeful part of me screamed before it got crushed.

I turned into ice inside, since that was what I expected. Then I reached out, and I held the door open before she could slam it in my face. Grandma turned her gaze to the coffee table, where a cell phone waited. She was thinking of calling the authorities on me.

“Don’t. We will not hurt you, and we need to ask you some questions to save our families from the Infernal Dimension. Don’t believe all that crap you’ve seen on the news about me going on a murdering rampage. The Cumberland government controls the media, and it’s nothing but a campaign to make me look bad.”

Grandma’s jaw trembled as a pause dragged out. “I think you need to go.” 

“I think you had better answer some questions first.” Then I took a bold step into the house, and Xavier entered right behind me. I was so angry that I didn’t care about being polite. “Sit down, and Xavier will even bring you some coffee. We need to have a serious chat.”

“About what?” Grandma hardened her gaze, and I sensed a wall going up. 

“I have a feeling, you know. Sit down and make yourself comfortable, please.”

At last, she gave in and sat on the couch, hand on the coffee table and inches from her cell phone. Grandma twisted around from what might be back pain and rubbed her spine, but she wasn’t shaking. I had never met such a brave Normal in my life, and at least she wasn’t screaming the way Mom did.

Xavier grabbed two mugs of coffee from the kitchen and came back, handing one to Grandma. With a nod, she accepted it. I was glad someone could be polite here because it sure wasn’t me. 

Grandma set the coffee down on the table and faced me with those hard, unforgiving eyes. “So, what is it you want to ask?”

“I’ll cut right to it.” I didn’t want to give Grandma any ideas on how to dodge the answer we needed. “Who is my mother’s father?”

I studied her face for any sign of distress, and I found one. Grandma might be confident, but she didn’t have a good poker face. She frowned a bit and shifted, making the chair squeak.

“William Silas, my late husband. Now, can you please leave?”

I leaned forward as a snake of dread curled around in my gut. “You’re lying. Tell me the truth, and then we’ll leave, and I’ll even repeat my question. Who is my mother’s biological father?”

Grandma hesitated, and that gave me a bit of time to look around the room. There were the usual knickknacks in glass cases. She owned an entire glass case full of metal coats of arms. They were of different types, and I even glimpsed the ATC one, with the schoolhouse, the sun, and the tree. It was a bronze copy that sat right in between two other coats of arms, one with the Silas family name. 

Next to the glass case was a box stuffed with romance novels. With my vision, I could tell they were those from decades ago that all had the same cover. Countless dukes, earls, and other noblemen held onto women with flowing, low-cut dresses. 

Grandma had a type, then. 

“I’m waiting,” I said.

“You need to go.” Genuine fear came over her face, and her eyes widened.

“Not until you give me the truth, because my fate rides on this and what happens to this entire world depends on your answer. Your daughter could suffer if we don’t get the truth.” If the world got merged with the Infernal Dimension, Mom might not be so Normal anymore. She was going to try her worst nightmare on for size, and I didn’t blame her for wanting to avoid it.

Grandma pointed at the front door. “You both need to get out of here, because I can’t get caught with you.”

I reached up and pinned Grandma’s shoulder to the chair. It was a horrible move, but I had no choice. “Answers.”

Beside me, Xavier waited, and I was glad for his silent support.

Grandma put her face in her hand. “I don’t want my daughter to see my late husband as anything other than her father. The man raised her, and he was a great dad. Neither of them ever knew the truth.”

Cazio had told me that Mom had learned the truth as a teenager. Even with my anger, I didn’t have the heart to tell Grandma that. “You have my promise I won’t say a thing to her.” I couldn’t bear to the say that the two of us no longer spoke, either.

I was shaking.

“The man who fathered your mother.” Grandma took a slow breath. “His name was Frederick Drake. We met at the park, and he told me he was a baron. I didn’t believe him, of course, but he sure acted the part, like a character from a romance novel. He was such a gentleman when my husband went away on business and cheated on me.” Grandma gripped the coffee mug with her free hand and brought it to her lips. She winced at the burn but swallowed it like she was used to drinking pain. “Then your mother came along, and Frederick just disappeared. He just left me with a cheating husband and a baby to raise. Frederick Drake came into my life, filled a void, and then ripped my heart out. I’ve told no one. Are you happy?”

“I’m sorry that happened to you,” Xavier said, shooting me a worried look. “This Frederick Drake. What did he look like?”

Grandma took another painful sip, and I hated I was making her relive heartbreak. “I don’t know why this is so important to you but watching the news disgusts me because Frederick looked just like Cumberland’s mayor. If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that what’s-his-face is him.”

I got up and released her shoulder. “We’re leaving now.” The living room closed in, and the air thickened, crushing my chest as I avoided Xavier’s gaze. “You’re never going to see me again, so don’t worry about that. And by the time you call the authorities, we’ll have plenty of distance between you and us.”

Cazio was my grandfather.

And as I reeled, I almost missed the worried look that came over Grandma’s face as she pointed at the front door. “Go, because if you hurry, you might get away before they get here.”

“What do you mean?” Xavier asked.

Then a familiar sound hit me. Sirens exploded somewhere in the subdivision, and they approached rapidly. “I hear my theme song.” I glared at Grandma. “Are you sitting on a button to call the ATC or something?”

For the first time, genuine regret came over her face. She got up and held up a small black remote with a single red button that still had lint on it from underneath the couch cushion. When Grandma sat down, she shifted to press the button when we first came in.

“They told me the two of you were dangerous, so the ATC left me with this. When I pressed it, I thought the two of you were here to kill me.”

Now I understood why she had told us to leave. I wanted to slap myself for not seeing it sooner.

A vehicle with a loud motor pulled up outside and stopped next to Grandma’s mailbox. The black box of an ATC van reflected the streetlights. And then another, and another parked beside it.

“They camped!” Xavier shook out his hand as if ready to fight.

The ATC had told her that Xavier and I were monsters, probably at Cazio’s order. “It’s not Grandma’s fault, and we don’t need to destroy her house fighting. We just need to leave.”

“Ready for a hug?” Xavier turned to me and spread his arms.

“Ready,” I said, facing Grandma. “Try not to scream.” I made sure my sword was on my belt—check.

She remained on the couch, tense, silently urging us to go. I had some hope for her, after all. It was small, but there.

Xavier and I embraced.

The ATC couldn’t catch us now that I had bitten him.

More magenta light exploded around us, and we fell away once again, but this time I felt like I was going to fall forever until the darkness swallowed me.


CHAPTER THREE

 

 

I punched a junked car that couldn’t get much worse. “Crap!”

Xavier slapped his hand on my back. “Get it out, Alyssa.”

I was glad that Mack’s junkyard was empty this late at night since Xavier just finally lost strength after doing two big Transposing jumps in a row. We both might be stronger now that I’d bitten him, but he wasn’t invincible, and he still had to replenish himself. He leaned against another car and rested from the thirty-mile Transposing adventure.

And I needed to finish freaking out.

I kicked the car door, making it cave in, but it wasn’t like it made much of a difference. The Kia was already dead, judging from the burnt oil smell coming from under the hood. Hadn’t Trish said something about never stealing a Kia?

It didn’t matter, as I was just trying to distract my thoughts from having every happy view of my family ruined, except for my father.

“I want to bury myself and never come out again.” I joined Xavier in leaning on the car, but I added some forehead rubbing to the equation. “Is that better now that I got it out?”

“Yes, and trust me, I get it, too.” 

“Your family isn’t as bad as mine.” I won that competition, hands down.

“Well... I guess you’re right. I wish I could do something about this,” Xavier said.

I straightened and let out a long breath. “We know I cannot go into the Infernal Dimension ever, even if we get rid of you-know-who.” I didn’t even want to say his name anymore. “But we can’t just leave Trish and Thorne and the others there, either, and my father’s still trapped. There are thousands of Supernaturals stuck in the Infernal, Xavier. Didn’t you see through the portal?”

Xavier nodded, the look on his face graver than I’d ever seen. “I saw the barracks and the line. He’s Bound them all. He must have thousands of Supernaturals and Normals there, all ready to wake up and be his unwilling army.” Pain filled his magenta-blue eyes, and I wished I could take it away.

“Thorne and Trish and your Aunt Primrose wouldn’t have given the mayor their blood. I can’t see them doing that, especially your aunt. From what I get, a contract with a demon has to happen with one’s own free will. Right?” I’d heard stories exchanged in school halls from elementary to high school, since all kids talked about how bad it was to get into contracts with demons.

“You have to do it out of your own free will,” Xavier said. “But Cazio has ways to make people do what he wants, as he’s a master manipulator.”

“I know that.”

That monster manipulated me twice, and possibly more times than I knew. He ran my family story behind the scenes for who knew how many generations, shaping me into what he wanted. Now I would never have that Normal life or a Normal family, and I just might become unlovable.

“He might have threatened to kill others in the line if Thorne and Trish and the others didn’t enter his service,” Xavier said. “If I was an evil demon baron, that’s what I would do, or I would threaten to kill puppies.”

“Can we please not talk about this?”

“Okay, but I told you that you are not Cazio.”

“I know I’m not, and I’m freaking out because it’s gross. We can talk about something less gross. Like bodily functions, maybe?”

Xavier smiled. “You’re right, and I guess I should stop lecturing you. Trish and Elsina tell me I’m not Leon all the time. They tell me not to feel responsible for things the Elder War Mages did. It doesn’t make me feel better. The problem is that it is gross to think about being related to someone like that.”

“And no one can tell you it’s not disgusting,” I said.

“Right.” Xavier nodded. “I never thought about it that way. Now we need to go talk to Mack.”

We navigated the junkyard. The waxing moon was almost overhead by now, which meant it must be close to midnight. I wondered what Grandma was telling the ATC. If she had a soul, it was that she had sat on the button by accident. If not, it was that we needed to be caught and apprehended.

I might have misjudged her when we first entered her house.

I hoped.

We found Mack’s beater car still ticking when we reached his shack. The engine was cooling, and I heard no one in the trunk. The pale light fell on the shack, and it was enough for my color vision to return. Mack shuffled around his small kitchen, and I heard the male ATC agent try to speak through a gag. Mack told him he’d be just a minute.

I ran into the shack and didn’t bother to knock.

Mack was just getting into the fridge to grab a beer. The guy had bags under his eyes, and the two ATC agents sat propped up against the wall in the open closet, hands bound behind their backs and gags tied tight around their mouths. They hadn’t been able to so much as talk. I could smell that the two of them were on the verge of needing a shower badly, even though a human might not pick up on that yet. The woman cast her desperate gaze at me. Agent Ellie Sanders. They wore their ATC uniforms again, complete with the bulletproof vests, so Mack had let them change. Xavier and I had happily given them back once we returned from the bunker and changed back into our old clothes.
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