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  Prologue


I crouch behind the cluster of trees at the side of the road and wait for the headlights to pass. There it goes, the fifth car I’ve watched disappear into the night. Damn, I’m never getting out of here. But it’s me, I’m the problem. I need to ditch the hiding spot and plant myself on the road with my thumb out, but it’s not as simple as needing a ride. I don’t want just any car to stop and pick me up. I need one that… . I need the one least likely to result in bloodshed. 
No, not my blood.
You assumed I meant risk to me, the lone female hitchhiker, right?
Wrong.
I’m worried about the person who stops to pick up a young woman in the middle of nowhere, late at night. Because unless it happens to be that rare good Samaritan traversing this lonely stretch of road, it’s gonna be the other kind. The type who likes to pick a fight or take what isn’t theirs, and then things could be… bad. I know this because it’s already happened. Someone came at me and I lost control and less than a minute later my bodycount had doubled to two.
But I have to get off this road and the longer I wait the more likely my escape will be noticed and I’ll get caught and I’m only five steps away from proper freedom. Not literal steps. Let’s call them hurdles. But I sucked at track so maybe not. Whatever, the point is there are five things I have to do. First, get myself close to the border. Second, find the North Edge Motel. I already have a contact set up so once there all I have to do is lie low for 24-hours. Third, assuming Becky-the-friendly-but-also-kind-of-corrupt-nurse wasn’t fucking with me and makes good on that favor, there’ll be a knock on the door. The guy will be called Chris—or maybe Kris—and he’ll give me my new identity. Fourth, I cross the border into Canada. Finally, step five, I get to Toronto and start my new life.
Another set of headlights. Is this the one? Is this the car that will transport me to my new existence? Only one way to find out. I lurch out from behind my leafy coverage and stick out my thumb. It only now occurs to me to check my clothes for blood. A quick sweep reveals no splashes of red so maybe my luck is finally changing. I smile to myself. Not bad considering I had to knock out one nurse and two security guards to get here. Don’t worry, they’re fine. Probably. And I could have done a lot worse because, like I said, I had to get out of there. Not just for my sanity. Ha. Pun intended. Escaping a mental facility because it’s making you insane. Actually maybe that’s not funny. A lot of girls in there would do better elsewhere, that’s for sure. But I can’t worry about that or them right now, because the only thing I could do was get out of there. Safer for everyone.
I could feel the growing unease, a cloud of smoke billowing wider as fire gobbled up oxygen. A pulsing black fog of escalating fear. And not just my own, but the people in charge. The ones who know what I’m capable of. Because my mere existence tipped the balance of power; shook their foundation of control. They didn’t want a threat like me hanging around and I wouldn’t be surprised if they knew I planned to escape. Hell, they probably encouraged it. 
On the outside I’m someone else’s problem.
I raise my hand to wave down the car but it sweeps past. I guess I’m not picking the car, its picking me. Makes things simpler, in a way. God, I can’t believe this is my life. I mean it’s already better than it was a few hours ago because I now get to decide where I go and who I spend time with but in an alternate reality I’m studying for finals and wondering whether I should try out a different look for my second year of college. But my life has been messed up for two years now so why I’m still hanging on to what the old me could be doing I have no clue.
Two more cars go past, either ignoring or not seeing me but finally, a car slows then pulls onto the verge. The weak light from the half-moon above shows me there’s only one person inside. Good. I step closer as the window slides open and a face appears. A man. Not so good. But maybe I’m being prejudiced. Maybe a woman has just as much potential for badness as a man. The statistics say differently though.
I lean down. “Heading north?”
I find myself hoping he says no.
He lights a cigarette, as if to let me know I’ll be breathing smoke for the four-hour ride, then nods. “All the way. Hop in.”
I hesitate, then nod, one definitive drop of my chin. I get in and pull on my seatbelt. Safety first. He guns the engine and swerves back onto the road.
“Travelling light?” he asks, looking at my lap as if I should be holding a purse.
“Always,” I reply, casting my attention pointedly out the window as if there’s something interesting in the inky darkness.
“Floyd’s the name.” He thumbs his chest to clarify. As if he could possibly mean someone else.
"Jenny," I lie. Giving him my name feels like a mistake. Even my new fake name.
“From around here?”
Small talk. Great. He didn’t look chatty when I got in. Is there a way I can politely shut down the conversation?
“How about some music?” I say brightly.
He grunts. “Not much of a talker, huh?” he says easily.
I relax a little. Find a smile, even. “No, I guess not.”
“Tough shit. I picked you up for the company.”
My head whips to him. He’s gone from zero to sixty. Will he take it to a hundred? Will we soon be hurtling out of control down the Veronica highway? I take in the mean set of his jaw and his glittery beady eyes. Yeah, possibly. Shit. Come on dude, push away your sketchy tendencies, just this once. Please. I’m not asking for my sake. Trust me on this.
He grunts again, as if satisfied he’s asserted his dominance, then flicks his cigarette out the window. Almost immediately, I become aware of his smell. The aroma of unwashed body and… something else. Something underneath. It’s familiar but hard to pin down. And no, we’re not talking what brand of deodorant he used yesterday. (Or the day before.) This is a different kind of smell. Courtesy of newly acquired skills that I don’t know if I’ll ever become fully accustomed.
Damn, I think it’s excitement I can smell. He’s excited I’m here, trapped in his car.
I take a slow breath, looking out the window as I try to calm my accelerating heart, thinking through my options. I could jump out. It would hurt, but I would heal. What’s the point in having the abilities I have if you don’t use them for this kind of thing?
“I asked if you’re from around here,” he repeats, his voice dropping, sharpening.
“Yes and no,” I say, my jaw tight. I breathe in and out through my nose, clenching my fists in my lap. I can feel his eyes on me.
“So what are you running away from, huh?”
He sounds pleased with himself, as if it took a genius to figure out the young woman hitchhiking toward the border in the middle of the night is trying to escape .
“Just had to get away,” I reply truthfully.
Maybe I should tell him I’ve broken out of a mental facility. Maybe he’ll stop the car and eject this faulty package onto the side of the road. I’ll be back at square one but at least I won’t have a bloodbath lurking in my future.
We lapse into an uneasy silence. Him sneaking looks at me, me staring out the window, monitoring him in the reflection of the glass. When the quiet continues, slides into comfortable stillness, I start to relax. Maybe my instincts were wrong. Maybe my heightened senses are on the fritz or a little hyped up because of the adrenaline tapdancing around my body.
The car suddenly swerves. I grab at the door. “What are you doing?”
“Quick detour.”
I look through the windshield, trying to get my bearings. He’s taken an exit off the highway. “To where?”
He doesn’t respond. When he turns off to take another, smaller road, my stomach clenches. He drives another hundred or so feet, then stops the car.
Fuck.
“If you can’t give me a ride, no worries.” I attempt a casual tone. “But can you take me to a bus stop?”
A cold laugh erupts from his mouth. “Sure.” Sarcasm drips from his voice.
My fingers curl around the door handle. What a shock, it’s locked. Okay, I gotta bust this open. It’s either that or… him.
I swivel in my seat and lean back, raising my leg to prepare to kick, when he mutters, “I got quotas.”
I turn.
“Quotas?”
He laughs again, his lip curling into a sneer. “Yeah. This is how the world works, honey, no point in tryin’ to fight.” His hand, stained with nicotine and who knows what else, suddenly snakes over to grip my thigh. I throw it off. He growls and grabs at me again. “This will go easier if you just relax. Get the first one over and done with and then the rest aren’t so bad.”
My nostrils flare as I try to quell the hastening of particles, the quickening of breath, the readying of muscles.
“You don’t want….” I grit my teeth as power floods my veins. It’s happening. Fuck. It’s happening.
His eyes narrow into slits. “Yeah, I do.” He grabs at me again, his fingers groping, almost at my crotch.
And here she is.
Hello, Veronica.
My hand shoots out to grab the back of his head. I slam his face against the steering wheel. Once, twice, third time I get a satisfying crunch. He lets out a grunt and blood gushes from his nose. Stunned, he wobbles in his seat as I use my right hand to grip his throat. I can feel the tendons in his neck and the cartilage of his larynx. I can smell the fear streaming from his body and I can see the panic in his eyes. They bulge as my grip tightens. His blood drips down my hand as his windpipe dissolves under my fingers and a painful croak slithers from his mouth like a sigh. I look into his glassy eyes as adrenaline screams, then squeeze once more. Short and sharp, a jerk to the right. His head drops and lolls on his shoulder.
“You can’t say I didn’t warn you,” I hiss.






  
  1


Demon venom runs through my veins. 
No, I’m not a demon, I have a demonic… influence. Demonic… attributes? The terminology is anyone’s guess. I don’t know how it’s possible but it’s the only explanation for what happened. And it’s not because it’s who I am, or who I’m supposed to become. It’s not some cool legacy handed down to me with an exciting prophecy to look forward to. No, the bitch bit me. She actually bit me. But it wasn’t her fault, not really. She didn’t ask to be possessed by a demon. Some assholes from my hometown decided she’d make a tasty sacrifice and then shit went south.
Maybe I should have moved on by now—it happened nearly two years ago—but I can’t. Because of the bite and the demon poison released inside me, my life will never be the same. I now have… let’s call them special skills. And in some ways they’re pretty cool. I wouldn’t have survived whatever that sex-trafficking creep Floyd—I’m just guessing here—had planned for me without superhuman abilities, for one. And it’s not as if anyone can tell—I don’t have horns or a tail or anything. On the outside, I look totally normal. Maybe a little more pissed off than your average chick, but nothing to make anyone suspicious.
But I’m not normal. I have powers. Powers and… something else. Kind of like an unwelcome guest. The kind who shows up and makes a mess and then won’t leave.
I call her Veronica.
Because giving her a different name helps. Because how can I be capable of the things I’ve done? Because I’m not. Not really. She is. She’s like my alter ego but she’s always there. Coursing through my body, riding my blood like the goddam train. Pushing, pulsing, probing me everywhere. My temples, my loins, even my goddam fingers. And she’s deadly. As if rage and lust had a baby. Like… horny for violence. You saw what happened to Floyd. At least, you got the gist. And no, I didn’t just stroll away from that shitshow with a hop in my step. I’m not a psychopath. I didn’t stop shaking for two days. When Veronica takes over, it’s a problem. I mean, I’m still here, it’s not like I transform into another creature or Hulk-out or anything. But I do lose control. Lucky for me, for everyone, it’s only happened a couple of times. Are you keeping count? I am. Current bodycount equals three. And I’m hoping that’s where it’ll stop. It would be best for everyone if I kept Veronica at bay.
So yeah, powers are great and all but a horny-for-violence demonic presence nagging at you? Harder to deal with. And there’s literally nothing I can do. Except damage control. And forward planning. I like to be organized—the old me was a bit of a nerd—so that works out fine. Over the past month, since I emerged into the wild—or, I guess, society—I’ve spent most of my time trying to figure out how to keep everything chill and Veronica under control.  So far, the best approach is to avoid people as much as possible. Especially situations that involve getting het-up in any way, because Veronica sure enjoys that. 
Damn, I’m lonely.
Sometimes, it’s a distant throb. A vague reminder pulsing away, keeping time with my heartbeat. Other times it’s so acute it feels like someone has reached into my chest and pierced my lungs.
“Nicki?”
“Yeah?”
“You all good?” Jackson leans back. “Your body’s gone tense again.”
I turn toward him, sitting on his stool a little behind me. Jackson. The only thing I have in my life remotely resembling a friend. My tattoo artist. He’s the one in charge of my nonviolent release. And no, not in that way. He’s a hottie, but I’m still too scared to go down any sort of sexy route. Plus, Jackson’s nudging thirty and I’m pretty sure I’m too young for him because, well I am, but also because I’ve seen Jackson flirt-with-intent a couple of times, and the women were both in their forties. No, by getting inked. This is my fourth session in three weeks. I’m already addicted. You would be too if it helped you stop murdering people. Harming yourself so you don’t harm others, right?
“Nicki? What’s up?”
Nicki is not my real name, by the way. Neither is Veronica, obv. But if anyone asks, I’m Nicola Jones, twenty years old, and hoping to go to college at some point. Two truths, one lie.
“Stressed, I guess.”
“I got something.”
The air behind me is displaced as Jackson stands up. I crane my neck to see where he’s going, at least, as far as I can from my reclined position on his chair, but he’s disappeared into the back.
When he returns he brings a waft of jasmine and vanilla.
“A studio I visited in New York does this,” he says, placing the scented candle on the shelf to my left. “Boosting the overall experience. Holistic styles, you know. Worth a shot, right?”
I smile. “Sure. Why not.”
“Supposed to help with stress,” he adds noncommittally. He returns to his chair, wheels himself closer, and the buzzing recommences.
I look up at the large flatscreen Jackson has mounted on the wall. I’ve noticed he keeps a news channel on all the time. When he looks up from his work his eyes always go there first. To the news. It’s almost as if he’s waiting for a Breaking Alert to cross the screen. But for what? I asked him about the TV and he said he likes the background noise. Ever heard of music, Jackson? But maybe this is why I feel at ease with him. We have something in common because I’m constantly waiting for an alert, too. About me. I check online every day and nothing so far. My escape from the facility and what I did to Floyd occurred in another country though, so I’m hoping it doesn’t make it over here.
“All good?” he asks.
“All good.”
Jackson is also the most chill person I’ve ever met. He’s like if a sunset met a bunny. Anyone who says auras are not a real thing, you’re wrong. Since getting bitten, I’ve learned that lesson clearly and repeatedly. And Jackson’s aura is like a warm bath.
“Hey, what do you think about red,” I say.
“Red?”
“My hair.”
To stay on the downlow—I’m being cautious and assuming people are still interested—I cut my hair and dyed it dark brown. I kind of like it. It’s edgier than my normal vibe but everything about me is edgier now. And the less I look like my old self the better.
“What do you think?” I turn a couple of inches toward Jackson, trying to gauge his reaction.
He pulls back the needle and rests the heel of his palm on my shoulder then narrows his eyes. “Why not. You got a hairdresser yet? I can hook you up. Tess. She’s nearby.”
“Sweet.”
Jackson knows I haven’t been in the city long and I’m still finding my places. His was the first I found. I’d never even thought about getting a tattoo before, but when I walked past his studio I stopped, instantly drawn to the sight of Jackson, visible through the window, leaning over his client as he gave them their latest body art. I swear I could feel the needle on my skin. I’d opened the door, powerless to resist and not at all interested in trying to, and gone inside. Even as a tattoo virgin, I somehow knew it would help.
When I hear the whir of the needle start up again I close my eyes to enjoy the sensation. The hum on my skin. The spikes of pain hitting that sweet spot in the brain. Pain or pleasure. Or both. I read up on it just last week. Pain is processed in two parts of your brain. One tells you it’s there, like, alert—something is happening you should know about. And a different part tells you whether the sensation is good or bad. Interesting, right? Maybe it’s why the line between pain and pleasure can be so blurry.
It feels like only a few minutes pass before he’s dabbing at my shoulder, finishing up. “How does she look?” I ask. He wheels his chair back a foot or so to examine his work. I turn my head.
“Pretty
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