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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

Being dead just might suck.

Well, sort of, because I wasn’t dead dead, and maybe I wasn’t even in some gray zone between life and death, because society hadn’t yet figured out where to put vampires on the spectrum. Not, of course, that anyone would bother to do that. 

But that I couldn’t feel my heart rate anymore and that my mom would make me dead if she found out about this was hitting me like a freight train. Mostly, it was the second thing that got to me now that the shock of Turning was wearing off.

Alyssa warned me that would probably happen, and I figured my mind was protecting me with a nice, soft blanket of numbness as I slowly realized my new situation. Just a few nights ago, we were dealing with other, far more horrible things, anyway. Alyssa had dubbed it the Week We Would Not Talk About.

Now reality hit. My stomach rumbled with hunger, and my throat felt so dry that I wanted to scream. 

To top it off, my best friend, Alyssa, held open the freezer that contained the sight that made it all real: enough blood bags to keep an army alive in World War Two. 

I wanted to look away and leave the walk-in fridge and the hospital basement behind, but I couldn’t. This was my first time trying out this new diet, and my body wanted the contents of those bags. My stomach roared, no matter what I told it, and I knew I couldn’t hold this off much longer.

“Janine, I know this has to be rough.” Alyssa frowned at me with nothing but regret in her eyes.

“Can’t we go to the mall first? These highlights need to get re-done.” I grabbed onto my curly hair to make my point. “The purple is fading, and I’d like to go before the next demon tries taking over the world.”

Alyssa held me in her gaze, and she’d put in brown contacts to hide her reddish eyes. I now leaned on sunglasses to hide mine. I’d only been this way for a few days, since the night the former mayor tried to merge Earth with the Infernal Dimension.

“It’s best if you get this done before we do anything else, so you’re not dwelling on it all night.” Alyssa kept her voice low in case any hospital employees wandered down. “You’re weak, and I can tell because you’re shaking.” She cast her gaze to the floor. “If you don’t do this now, your hunger will get worse later.”

I knew what she was thinking about. When Alyssa and her boyfriend, Xavier, were kicking demon butt and running from the police a few nights ago, Alyssa never got the chance to, um, feed. 

The result was her sinking her teeth into my shoulder in a craze. Biting her boyfriend at the time would have helped the demon mayor’s plan. Sure, I got in the way to stop her from doing that, so it was my fault, but I could tell that she still felt like crap about it.

“I don’t know if I can.” I prayed Xavier was still standing guard outside the walk-in fridge, out in the hospital basement itself. If the elevator dinged, he would knock on the door for us to get out. No such luck.

“It’s been almost three days. You need to,” Alyssa said. Her lip twitched like she wanted to apologize. “It’ll be tasteless, probably like thick water, because the donated stuff always is, but it’ll stop you from hurting anyone.”

I cast my gaze to the fridge and its contents again.

My stomach roared and threatened to eat its way out of my body, and I did not want to see that. “I’ve never done this before.” Here I was, at least five times stronger than I had been before and capable of smashing every soccer record on the planet, and I sounded like a chipmunk. “You’ve been doing this since you were two. It’s worse for me.” Or was it? The Week We Would Not Talk About hung between us, making me feel like a jerk for saying it.

“Close your eyes, and it won’t be so bad if you do that. You won’t catch any diseases.”

I eyed the blood bags again, because I wanted them, and I hated it. “Can we do this tomorrow?”

“You might not last until tomorrow. Do you remember what I did?” She grimaced as she spoke.

She was right. I listened for Xavier again, but he made no motion to knock on the door. Instead, I heard him shifting from leg to leg with my new hearing. “Alyssa, my chances of turning were one in five hundred, so you took a small gamble and lost against all odds.” It was why the world wasn’t full of vampires. People got bitten all the time, but most recovered and went on with their lives.

Only those whose ancestors received blood from the first vampire could turn when bitten. 

I hadn’t thought I was one of them.

Or that I’d ever be anything other than Normal, destined for some boring nine to five after graduating high school and going to regular college. Now that I was here, a growing part of me wanted to crawl back, at least for a moment.

I dropped my shoulders, knowing there was no going back, so I’d have to use this to my advantage and enjoy the parts of Supernatural life I’d always dreamed about. 

Alyssa seized a blood bag and held it in both hands, refusing to meet my gaze. “Close your eyes.”

My phone buzzed, and I was glad for the distraction. I pulled it out and eyed it.

And then a pool of dread gathered in my chest as I realized it was Mom. Janine, be careful out there.

I texted her back the next second. I will, Mom. 

Enjoy the mall and monitor Alyssa and that magic boyfriend of hers.

Magic boyfriend? I held back a laugh as Alyssa crept up beside me and looked at my phone. Mom hated my friendship with Alyssa after she found out the truth about her, and tried to break it up, but thanks to Alyssa’s attitude, we got to stay friends. That Alyssa helped rescue my mother from another vampire had helped.

Are you grabbing dinner? I haven’t seen you eating lately.

Oh. That wasn’t an awkward question at all. I held the phone to Alyssa as my shoulders once again climbed to my ears, which drew a frown from Alyssa. 

Yes, we’re looking for a place right now, I typed, hating how true that was. My gaze went back to the open refrigeration unit, and I looked right into Alyssa’s contacts. “She’ll make me very dead when she finds out about this.”

“Which is why we need to hurry, because the contact store closes at nine with the rest of the mall. You can’t walk around with sunglasses on forever, or people are going to suspect something’s off.”

She was right, and though I couldn’t do this, I had to learn. I’d take Alyssa’s word that this would help stop the awful hunger in my gut.

“Look,” she said. “Do it fast and don’t think about it, and if it makes you feel better, I’ve never gotten used to it, either. It’s best if you tear one corner, so it doesn’t go all over the place.”

That made me feel better. I took the bag from Alyssa, which reminded me of my mother’s old waterbed, except chilled. I turned my thoughts to that instead, lifting the bag and keeping my eyes squeezed shut. Just water. That was all this was. I’d tear a small hole and drink the contents and then feel better as we went to the mall.

Xavier banged on the door and burst into the room. 

His leather jacket flowed around him, and his messy hair stuck out from under his matching leather hat, the one Alyssa called the pervert hat. His scent—like incense mixed with wood smoke—filled the space as I dropped the bag back into the unit. I turned away from it, staring right into the magenta irises of his magical eyes. 

Alyssa squinted her eyes at him, though she didn’t need to do that. “Someone’s coming, right? Don’t tell me it’s the ATC, making fresh rounds.”

ATC stood for Abnormal Treatment Centers, rumored to help supernatural beings become Normal. It was a front for the former demon mayor and owner of the ATC, Cazio, to gather his army. Now he was dead, but the ATC still existed because some rich hospital owner just bought them.

Xavier adjusted his leather coat and looked at each of us as the air carried the tingle of his magic. “They’re coming through the underground passage, not the elevator.”

I had been so busy trying to turn my thoughts away from what I had been about to do to listen. The walk-in fridge allowed little sound in, but even with the door now shut behind Xavier, I could hear the footsteps approaching. I wasn’t used to my elevated hearing yet, but I guessed that four or five people were on their way.

I’d heard enough footsteps in the past few days to know what Normal people sounded like. Their footsteps were usually sloppy and heavy, but these were graceful and coordinated. They sounded like Alyssa’s. 

“Hide,” she said, tugging on my arm.

The only option was the walk-in freezer, the next door inside this place. If the people coming down the passage were vampires, they might only want an easy meal. 

I closed the unit and followed her into the walk-in freezer and thanked the stars that the door was thick enough to mask any sounds we’d make. Alyssa and I gave off no scent, at least according to my werewolf cousin, George. That helped, but Xavier, like all Mages, smelled like a New Age shop.

He followed us into the freezer and closed the door.

The chill wrapped around me, and I could feel it, but it didn’t grow painful as it had before.

“It’s best if we just stay out of sight, especially after what happened.” Alyssa kept her tone in a whisper. “Too many of our enemies got away that night after we killed the mayor, and they’re still out there.”

There was one vampire I did not want to see again.

I pressed my ear up to the door, and Alyssa reached for the sword she hadn’t worn on our trip, as we meant to go to the mall. 

Instead, she swore and held Xavier’s hand. 

The two of them could fight if they had to since they shared Xavier’s War Magic, but I had nothing. I searched the freezer for any weapon, but nothing but boxes that smelled of gross hospital food surrounded me. There were also coolers that might hold internal organs ready for transplant, but I didn’t want to think about that, either. Maybe the people coming were Dark Mages who wanted those organs for magical rites or demons who also might be interested.

Ironic. I wasn’t much better now.

The footsteps got louder until they sounded like they were outside the walk-in fridge, and then the door opened.

“Hurry.” Sickly sweetness dripped off the woman’s voice as she stood just feet away from us. “Feed and grab our equipment.”

I held back a curse, because it was Bathory herself, and perhaps four others. She fit perfectly into the enemy column that Alyssa and Xavier compiled, and once worked with Cazio.

Alyssa frowned at me, and the air heated slightly as Xavier’s magic threatened to burst free. She shook her head at him. 

The blood bag unit banged open, making the wall tremble. The sounds of tearing and sucking followed as her friends did what I had almost done… and still had to do.

“There are plenty of blood bags above us, and the warm, living ones, too.” The man who spoke carried a strange accent I couldn’t place, and I imagined he’d already lived hundreds or thousands of years.

“I know that there are.” I imagined her in that black veil and her dainty features. “We do not want to get caught, lest the new ATC finds us, and you understand they are no longer on our side.”

“But can they stop us before we get away?” This man was talking about attacking people in hospital beds, and I balled my fists as I listened. I wasn’t like that, and neither was Alyssa, who only attacked people who deserved it or out of desperation.

The thought turned my stomach. Bathory would do it—and she would kill for the fun of it. That classy voice and ladylike personality was a mask to hide the real evil within, an evil almost as bad as Cazio himself. Even though feeding on a human wasn’t supposed to be fatal, she enjoyed looking at blood and spilling it everywhere. Alyssa told me that story in graphic detail, and everyone knew her history. 

“Perhaps, before we get the battery for our plan,” Bathory said. “After that, we will not need to fear the ATC or anyone else ever again.”

The man cleared his throat. “But a hospital is like a candy store.” Another tearing sound followed, along with more slurping that made me want to die inside.

“The equipment,” Bathory said. “You’ve had enough. We’ll have our own candy store soon enough.”

Xavier faced us and mouthed, “I can’t hear.” 

Alyssa shushed him by holding her finger to her lips, and I heard her grip tighten on his arm with a very faint squishing sound. I couldn’t believe how many things had noise attached to them. 

Bathory let a hint of an enraged, controlling woman slip through her perfect manners. “Hurry, as they won’t like us taking the equipment.”

“Yes, my Mother.”

The four of them shuffled out of the room, letting the fridge door close behind them with a soft thump. I peeled my ear from the door as silence fell.

Only then could I dare to speak. “They’re stealing equipment.” 

“Who is?” Xavier asked.

I had to remember that compared to us, he was almost deaf. Mages were human, though the color change in Xavier’s eyes showed that something had changed since Cazio made him replace the god Mars in his ritual.

“Our favorite veiled lady just arrived with three others. Should we attack them?” I asked. Alyssa had told me enough to make me hate Bathory for life, and anyone allied with her wouldn’t be much better, if any.

And she was the first vampire who gave our ancestors her blood to turn them. It didn’t work at first, but then the descendants of those lucky people turned after being bitten. Mom got bit before, and she hadn’t turned, so it wasn’t her who passed this down to me. The trouble was, I couldn’t ask my dad about it, since he left me and my mother when I was five, probably to pursue a life that didn’t involve staying in the same place and raising a kid.

Alyssa shook her head at me. “I don’t think so. You haven’t seen her in action, Janine, and she almost ripped Xavier’s arm off once.”

I wanted to say something about how Xavier might be immortal now, with godlike powers, but Alyssa hadn’t told him that yet. He could destroy Bathory and her henchmen, but Alyssa made me swear not to tell Xavier that, for reasons I didn’t understand.

“Maybe we can take them,” I said. “We’re not weaklings.”

Alyssa leaned close to me. “But they outnumber us, and one of them is powerful. Let’s save our strength for soccer, and besides, you’ve never taken martial arts.”

Soccer sounded underpowered. I was stronger, I could hear things a mile away, and I moved with grace. I’d spent the last several weeks being the girl who looked up maps and directions for my friends. Alyssa and I could be real friends now, and they didn’t have an excuse to ditch me anymore.

Alyssa and Xavier needed all the help they could get, because bad things still took place in Cumberland.

Alyssa glared at me, though. “I mean it, and we don’t want to mess with those guys because Bathory will want to kill us.”

Outside, equipment clanged and rattled. The basement was full of spare beds, cleaning supplies, syringes, and everything else that belonged in hospitals. I shuddered when I thought of what Bathory and the crew were taking, since it would have to do with blood.

The shuffling noises continued, and at last, they stopped as footsteps left the basement and headed back into the passageways. I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Xavier swallowed and unclenched his hand, which I realized had a magenta glow around it. “Are they gone?”

“I think so, so they must not have needed any gross hospital food.” The fact might have just saved our lives. Well, me and Alyssa’s, as we still weren’t sure what Xavier had become during that horrible night.

“Nobody needs gross hospital food,” Alyssa said. 

“Hey, at least neither of us will ever be a patient in one,” I said, careful not to include Xavier in that statement. 

Alyssa waved me away from the door. “I envy your ability to be positive, but I see your point.” Her gaze flicked over to Xavier, and she shot me a warning look. I was still getting too close to revealing the truth.

Xavier poked her and grinned. “You need to be more positive.”

“Shut up,” she said. “I’m working on it, and you haven’t been through what I’ve been through.”

Xavier squared off with her and crossed his arms, as if he wouldn’t move until Alyssa gave in. “Say it.” 

“I’m good, and I’m not a monster, so you should be happy now.” She rolled her eyes.

“I will be as soon as we’re sure those goons have left. We should wait a few more minutes to be sure.” Xavier waved his hands in the cold air. “It’s not too bad in here, because before, I would have shivered to death. I was never one to tolerate cold well, so I’m glad my new level of magic is hot enough to heat the room.” He flexed an arm, grinning.

Alyssa and I dared to exchange another glance. 

Gods couldn’t get cold, right? A fire god might have trouble, but not a new War God. I hated keeping this from Xavier, since I now counted him as my friend.

We waited a few more minutes before Alyssa opened the freezer door and peered into the walk-in fridge. “Why didn’t I bring my sword?”

“Because we’re to be having fun tonight.” I wasn’t sure what Bathory was planning, but it didn’t sound good, and I felt like a bigger jerk for talking about having fun. But we still needed to shop for contact lenses, and maybe changing our looks again was a good idea if she was still hanging around the city.

“Note to self,” Alyssa said. “Never leave home without my sword again.”

Xavier waved his hands as he spoke. “I can always put an Illusion on it again. I should have enough magic now to do something better than that Hello Kitty cane. Whatever the mayor did was like giving me magic steroids.”

“I like my Hello Kitty cane,” Alyssa said. “Janine, do you hear them anymore?”

Silence fell, and I listened again. Silence out in the basement dragged out, and not even that television the maintenance crew had on all the time droned. No janitors had been on break when Bathory broke in, or we would see a body or two on the way out.

I shuddered, thinking of how the news showed my burned apartment building before. Cazio had done that, too, and I’d just been dead weight, serving as bait for Alyssa and Xavier.

Alyssa exited the freezer, and I saw the mess on the floor. Several of the blood bags sat there, torn and drained, while others remained in the still-open unit. My stomach rumbled again, and I remembered what I still had to do before leaving. I wanted to get it over with. I didn’t want to spend one more minute in this basement, especially if those guys could come back.

“Janine,” Alyssa said. “Do it while Xavier and I check out the basement and see what’s gone missing. The Underground will want to hear the news.”

The two of them crept out into the basement, leaving me with the mess. I stood among the ripped blood bags and watched a small stain dry on the floor. If someone else walked in like a hospital employee, I’d take the blame for this.

I had to do this fast.

I closed my eyes and lifted a still-full bag out of the unit.


CHAPTER TWO

 

 

The Awful Thing I Had to Do wasn’t that bad.

It felt like drinking thick water, as it was tasteless when it came from a bag, as Alyssa had promised. Kind of like steamed vegetables, only without the bitterness they carried. 

Strength flowed back into my limbs, and the awful hunger vanished. I turned my thoughts to what we’d do at the mall afterwards—if we would even go to the mall. Once finished a few minutes later, I dropped the bag on the floor with the others. Then I thought better of myself, picked up the bag, and tossed it in the garbage can outside the walk-in door. I wouldn’t be inconsiderate like Bathory’s people.

I stood there like a little kid, trying not to think about what I’d done. “Can we go now?”

Alyssa and Xavier stood in the center of the basement, as if trying to take inventory. Bathory’s crew had moved a bed out of the way and shuffled around equipment on the shelves. IV bags, syringes, and boxes full of tiny medication bottles looked decimated.

“It’s hard to tell what they stole,” Alyssa said. “There was so much stuff here in the first place I never paid attention. They took a lot, whoever they were.”

Xavier swallowed. “If we’re lucky, they just wanted stuff to sell on the black market. But we’re not lucky, or at least, we haven’t been yet.”

“They want blood,” Alyssa said. “And equipment to get blood.”

I wished she hadn’t used that word because I felt like I would throw up. Once again, the blanket of denial was coming off, and I brought my hand up to my face as my thoughts turned back to what I had just done. 

Alyssa noticed. “Let’s get out of here before they come back, because we still need to go to the mall, and there’s nothing more we can do here right now.”

“The mall?” Xavier tucked his hands into his leather pockets. “We uncovered a new evil plot by our favorite lady.”

“Janine,” Alyssa told him, staring hard. “She needs contacts.”

“Yes.” I turned my thoughts to those, because I still wore my sunglasses, and it looked stupid at night. My mom and I were between apartments thanks to the fire Cazio started, and about to move into a new one. Once that distraction ended, Mom would ask more questions than I could handle.

After that, she’d want me back in school.

I’d have to go, rain or shine. The closer it got, the bigger of a problem it became. I knew school was possible, so long as I got there before the sun got too high in the sky and sat far away from windows and sunlight. Alyssa had done it all her life and could give me advice. I was sure that things would get better once I figured this out, and then I could enjoy only needing an hour or two of sleep every day, plus my new athleticism.

“Then let’s go contact shopping,” Xavier said. “That’s more important than figuring out what Bathory is planning.”

“Janine needs them.” Alyssa trained her reddish gaze on him. “I do, too, and she’s going to need a new tooth file, so we don’t have to share the one we have. Janine’s going back to her classes, and I need to go with her.”

Xavier widened his eyes as they got into it, leaving me out. “Regular classes in a regular high school? That’s not safe.” 

“Guys,” I said as a sound hit me. “Footsteps.”

Faint footsteps sounded from the underground corridors that connected the city of Cumberland. Again, they were graceful and inhuman, and only a few minutes away. Bathory and her people were returning, either for more blood bags, more equipment, or both.

We left the basement and bolted down the concrete passageway in the opposite direction of the footsteps. We didn’t stop until we rounded a couple of corners and passed the underground entrances to several downtown stores. The footsteps continued, and I heard the door to the walk-in burst open again. Yes, Bathory’s people intended to take all the blood in the freezer, regardless of whether people needed it for transfusions. I had only used one.

“Greedy jerks,” Alyssa said, gripping a cardboard box. Stores used these passages to move merchandise around without having to go through the city, which was lucky for us.

“What are they doing?” Xavier stood there and cupped his ear, though he had no hope of hearing from a quarter mile away. 

“Shh.” Alyssa leaned close to him. “If Bathory is with them, who knows how well she can hear? In fact, let’s go.”

“I agree.” Alyssa had a point. Bathory was powerful, which meant her senses might be, too. 

But it was as if neither of them heard me as we moved. The three of us continued to walk, and I kept my ears peeled. Other vampires could sneak up on us, right? And Xavier’s footsteps were still loud and sloppy, like a human’s, as his changes hadn’t altered that. Could they hear us from the hospital basement?

I listened as we walked, but I heard no signs of anyone following us. We passed double doors that got more frequent as we got closer to the mall, and Xavier led the way in a hurry. 

He must think he was still mortal, then. Either way, he knew these tunnels, having used them all his life, and it was better than traveling through the sewers. We’d done that enough times, and I didn’t want to swim in water laced with garbage again.

“Contacts.” Xavier shook his head and snorted.

I wanted to defend myself, but Alyssa beat me to it. “They’re a necessity, and Janine will have problems with her mother if she doesn’t make her eyes look brown, and fast.”

There was a lot more meaning in Alyssa’s words. Her own mother had left her after she bit a classmate in the second grade. Sure, the girl asked her to do it, and didn’t turn afterwards, but it didn’t matter.

My stomach turned again, thinking of how my mother would freak if she found out about my Turning. We were both staying at the home of Alyssa’s grandmother, sleeping in one of the spare basement rooms. I’d had to pretend to sleep like a Normal for the past few nights.

“Okay, I get it, and I forgot because my family doesn’t hate Supernaturals.”

“That’s because they are Supernaturals.” I was glad to be part of the conversation again. 

“My father’s Normal.” Xavier forced a smile, though stress lines formed around his eyes. 

“But he’s accepting, or he wouldn’t have married a War Mage.” At last, Alyssa let her shoulders drop, because we were putting enough distance between us and Bathory’s people. 

“You’ve made your point,” Xavier said. “Maybe we can have Trish or Thorne meet us at the mall?”

Alyssa grimaced at Xavier, and once again, I felt like I wasn’t there. “Or your aunt, since she’s the leader now.”

“My mother should have taken over the Underground,” Xavier said.

“It is what it is, so we need to have her meet us there and then you can tell her what happened. That’ll make this go faster, and we can do the food court.” Alyssa motioned to the surface as she finished.

“Will Primrose want to sit among the unwashed masses?” I asked. 

Xavier paused in the corridor. “I don’t know if the authorities are still looking for us.”

Alyssa frowned, as if I hadn’t said a thing. “They’ve been quieter.”

She didn’t have to say why. People still obsessed over the horrible events that had taken place at Cumberland’s Water Adventure and with the death toll. And most of all, with the fact that the Infernal had bled onto Earth for a short time. 

Before that, Alyssa and Xavier had been the two most wanted Supernaturals in the city. People had forgotten about them since the disaster, since big events tended to do that.

The walk to the mall took about half an hour since it wasn’t far from the hospital. We let Xavier lead the whole time. At last, we came to some double doors labeled with the name of a department store I recognized as part of the mall. 

Now we could do some fun stuff, even if we were handling this serious news at the same time. My spirits rose and I could push what I had just done farther behind me. The rest of the night would be a good shopping trip with friends.

The door to the department store stood locked, and boxes lay in the hall, waiting for employees to come out and take the deliveries. The air smelled of new clothing, shoes, and leather. I also smelled the hint of something else: fast food, leaking through the doors. An employee had picked up a quick dinner on the way in, and their blood had taken on that scent.

I put my hands on the door. “Do we pull this open? I don’t like the thought of breaking the locks, but if we have to, we have to.” The idea was thrilling. I could snap any lock I wanted, according to Alyssa.

“That’s how we have to do things in Supernatural land, and people hate us for it,” Xavier said.

I wanted to pull on that door and see how much stronger I’d become, but I held back. Vandalism was vandalism and so was breaking and entering. “We should be able to go through the front door.”

“You’re right that we should take the front door,” Alyssa said. “We just need to stay away from the one by the attached theater, since one employee might remember us a little too well.”

“And the bathrooms.” Xavier frowned as he paled.

I laughed and released the handle, and a bit of disappointment washed over me, but also a bit of relief. “Should we run?” I hadn’t gotten to test that new skill yet.

“I might not keep up,” Xavier said.

I paused, as I wasn’t sure how fast gods could run, and for all we knew, Xavier could fly and command entire armies. He was supposed to be the new center of War Magic, which seemed important, and I didn’t get why Alyssa hadn’t told him yet.

Alyssa shook her head. “Maybe we should just walk, because if someone sees a pair of blurs going past, they might call the ATC or try to, anyway.” She reached into her pocket and put her sunglasses on, covering the red of her eyes. “We match now.”

I smiled. “Okay. Let’s do the boring thing and just walk.”

I knew why she’d changed her mind, and it had everything to do with Xavier. He walked beside us, carrying that charged air with him. My hair stood on the back of my neck. Alyssa and I never mentioned it when he was around, and I didn’t think he noticed it, even though he questioned why his eyes went from blue and violet to full violet.

So, we walked until we found a stairwell that led to some closed double doors meant to let employees load stuff from trucks outside. Alyssa climbed first, pushing them open. We emerged into the night air, surrounded by trucks and trailers that shipped stuff into the mall. A dumpster nearby gave off every gross smell I could imagine. That was one thing I didn’t like about my enhanced senses, because now I missed nothing.

It was easy to get inside the mall since we walked in through the front entrance and underneath the hanging lights. I hadn’t been here since the night that the three of us got our hair done. 

“You know, we might want to do the dye thing again. A new color, maybe.” I held up a strand of hair that still had a hint of purple highlight in it. “Just in case.”

“That might be a good idea,” Alyssa said. The pink in her hair had faded by now. “Maybe you should try blond highlights, or blue, or maybe even copper.”

I cringed as I remembered the night I had to help Alyssa and Xavier with disguising themselves. “My mom hated the purple, and I used her credit card. I’m still paying that off with my savings.”

Xavier stood in the echoing entryway of the mall and let out a sigh as a pause dragged out. “I’ve got money.” He wasn’t a snob, and he didn’t like to advertise his wealth, unlike a huge chunk of his family. 

The smells from the food court—or maybe it was from the crowds themselves tonight—filled the air. I caught whiffs of everything from pizza to fancy salmon dinners. A family walked past, smelling of cookies, and Xavier looked away to hide his violet eyes. At least his hat cast a shadow over his face and helped to hide it.

Alyssa tapped me on the arm. “Should we go shopping while Xavier meets with his aunt?”

Xavier cleared his throat, and I read the dread there. “Maybe we should meet with her first, and then we can go shopping. We’ll tackle the greater of the two evils first.” 

“Stop acting like a guy,” I said.

Then he grinned, and I was glad to offer the comic relief. “Why don’t you two go shopping while I meet with Primrose?” He pulled out his wallet and his cell phone. “This works out the best for both of us, and I’ll call her and tell her what we saw, so she can get people on Bathory and whatever she’s got planned. Maybe this time, we won’t have to do the dirty work.”

“We have a really high chance of that.” Frustration built in Alyssa’s voice, and I didn’t blame her for being tired of it all. If anyone deserved a break in all this, it was her, and I could give her one. 

“Well, I still have to tell her,” Xavier said. “I’m not as bad as I used to be in her eyes, so she might listen. Go shop.”

Xavier handed Alyssa a few hundred-dollar bills, and I tried not to stare, though tingles of excitement gathered under my skin. Then Xavier reached into his wallet again and drew out more bills, handing them to me almost absently. “Use some of it to pay off your mom and get her off your back as much as you can.”
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