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        “Hey… you.” The man looked him over again. “You fight? Right?” His lips thinned, his eyes on Nick’s chest and arms. “…You look like you do. Frankly, you’re the first vampire I’ve seen in here who’s worth the cost of admission.”

      

        

      
        At Nick’s blank stare, the man shrugged.

      

        

      
        “A hundred thousand to fight. Twice that, if you win.”

      

      

      

      Nick gets pulled into the world of underground boxing, first to support a friend, and then to help one of the homicide detectives in his precinct solve a case.

      

      Things get personal, fast, when Nick gets drawn into the game himself, and into the sights of the killers, who appear to be targeting vampires, first draining them for blood and venom before extracting their hearts and tossing them outside the dome.

      

      Nick is technically still suspended, but that doesn’t keep him out of the crosshairs with some of the biggest names in the criminal underground that runs New York Protected Area.

      

      Nor does it reassure his new girlfriend, who by now is convinced he has a death wish, or at the very least will do just about anything to avoid talking to her about what’s going on between the two of them.

      

      VAMPIRE DETECTIVE MIDNIGHT is a new romantic, science fiction and fantasy series set in a futuristic, dystopian New York populated by vampires, humans and psychics trying to rebuild their world after a devastating race war nearly obliterates the previous one.

      

      A spinoff of the Quentin Black Mystery series, it features vampire with a past and homicide detective, Naoko “Nick” Tanaka, who gets transferred to the NYPD after a bad incident in Los Angeles forces him to start a new life. Nick works as a “Midnight,” or vampire in the employ of the human police department, but when he arrives in New York, he really just wants to be left alone to work, surf, and deal with his immortality in peace.

      

      Life, and the residents of New York, clearly have other ideas.
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      He stood over the body, smelling the blood.

      It filled his nostrils, nearly making him dizzy, somehow sweeter than the coppery smell of his own blood.

      “Candy blood,” he muttered.

      He said it soft, under his breath, but the woman standing next to him let out a low laugh.

      Her pupils were dilated.

      She’d been dipping into the stock again.

      He frowned at her, fighting to hide the disgust that rose in him at the spaced-out, sloppy grin on her face. He had nothing but contempt for product suppliers who grew dependent on their own product. Not only was it stupid, it was dangerous, and not just to her.

      If he didn’t need her right now, he would have cut her out totally.

      Patience, a voice whispered in his mind.

      Michael inhaled a heavy breath.

      Patience, Michael, the voice murmured. Patience. All is going as it should.

      The voice calmed him.

      It always calmed him.

      Family.

      Family was what mattered.

      Family was the only thing that mattered.

      This woman wasn’t family; she was an employee. He wasn’t tied to her. They could get rid of her any time he chose. The family could simply dispose of her when they no longer required her services. There was nothing to worry about in that. There was nothing to be distressed in any of it. He had control over the situation.

      Michael exhaled tension he hadn’t known he held.

      The muscles in his shoulders, arms and neck softened, allowing him to breathe easier with the next breath… and the next.

      There you go, brother… everything is good…

      Michael focused back on the job at hand.

      He stared down at the increasingly pale face of the vampire locked down on the stainless-steel table.

      He wondered what would happen if they just kept draining it.

      What would the corpse look like, if they took all the blood… all the venom? If they just kept going? Would the whole thing just collapse into itself, like the fantastical vampires from old horror movies, leaving a desiccated pile of bone dust? Perhaps covered in a loose pile of skin? Or perhaps all of it, skin and all, nothing more than a chalky powder?

      After all, it wasn’t alive.

      Vampires looked alive, but they weren’t.

      Feeling a slight pain in his temple, he closed his eyes, rotating his head and neck sideways in a circle. Blinking down at the vampire on the table, he focused on the task at hand.

      “How many more?” he said.

      No answer.

      He turned, looking at the woman, who was staring down adoringly at the vampire’s face.

      “Melissa,” he said, sharper. “How many?” He checked his watch. “We have to be out of here in five hours. We’re not even halfway to quota. Not to mention, anything we don’t drain, we still have to carry out of here… only it weighs about three times as much.”

      She stared at him blankly.

      “Melissa!” he snapped. “How many?”

      She blinked, thinking.

      “Six,” she said, doubtful. “…I think.”

      “Well, get in there,” he said, once more keeping the distaste from his voice with an effort. “Go prep the next one. This one is almost done.”

      Tearing her gaze off the vampire’s face, she looked up at him, eyes wide.

      “No!” she protested. “You promised! You promised I could do this one!”

      Michael followed her eyes to the long, black metal pole on the table adjacent to the one where the vampire lay. A long-toothed claw adorned one side of the device, with razor-sharp, silver teeth with ragged edges.

      They called it an “alligator.”

      Michael had no idea where the name originated.

      It could just as easily have been called a “shark,” or a “T-Rex.”

      It was designed for one purpose.

      Looking at the alligator, he frowned, then glanced back at Melissa.

      This definitely wasn’t a battle worth fighting.

      Realizing that, he exhaled in annoyance.

      “Fine,” he said. “I’ll go. You finish this one. Do it fast, and get him in the incinerator. We need to be working faster than this.” He checked his watch, scowling. “We should have already had the next one prepped and ready to go before we got to this point. That’s the whole point of having two tables. Prep, drain, dispose. Got it?”

      “We only had one rig tonight,” she mumbled, her voice still spacey, and maddeningly distracted. She played with a long, stringy strand of blond hair, swinging her hips slightly from side to side under the baby-doll shirt that looked two sizes too big. She even moved like a child, as though she were rocking herself for comfort.

      “The tube-thingy on the other one broke,” she complained, pointing to the stainless-steel rig on the table next to the alligator. She still clutched her hair in one hand, swaying her hips. “It’s missing a part. We need a new one.”

      Michael scowled.

      He wanted to yell at her.

      He wanted to ask her why she hadn’t fixed the damned thing before they’d started the harvesting. Like, say, at some point in the twelve hours before they showed up in this part of Queens.

      He knew there was no point at yelling at her though.

      It would only make her more useless.

      She’d go crying to Felix, to his brother––

      “Fine,” he said. “First thing tomorrow.” His voice shifted to a growl. “And you can be the one to tell the boss why we didn’t hit our quota.”

      She looked at him, eyes widening, her full lip jutting in a pout.

      The expression was probably meant to be coy, even flirtatious, but it just made Michael want to punch her in the face.

      Turning away, he walked to the entrance of the walk-in cold storage unit.

      Yanking on the door release, he leaned into it, pulling open the heavy metal door with an effort. Steam plumed out of the opening as he swung it open. Michael was forced to wait for it to clear slightly before he could make out the shapes inside with sufficient detail.

      Once it had, he called out to the woman behind him.

      “Seven,” he corrected. “You have seven in here, Melissa. You forgot about the cop. That Midnight from the club––”

      “Oh.” Her voice remained indifferent. “Yeah. Seven.”

      Michael bit his lip, refraining from calling her an idiot outright.

      Junkies, his mind muttered. Goddamned junkies. All the same.

      His eyes never left the inventory.

      In the end, he grabbed the closest one to the door.

      Gripping the shoulders of the Asian-looking cop, who also looked the heaviest of the bunch, he yanked on the leather jacket the vampire wore with a grunt, dragging him out of the freezer unit, muscles straining. He could barely move the animal at first, even with how Michael had trained his body for this very work.

      It got easier when he got some momentum on the slick floor.

      “Is Felix still outside?” Michael grunted, out of breath. Sweat popped on his forehead, even in the cold, dampening his hair at the back of his neck. He let the muscular vampire drop to the floor once he got him clear of the door.

      Swinging the metal panel shut, he shoved it until the latch clicked, frowning when she still hadn’t answered him.

      “Melissa!” he snapped. “Felix. Is he still out there? I don’t think the two of us are going to be able to get this one up on the table by ourselves. Remember, it’s only us three tonight.”

      Melissa blinked, turning.

      Then she walked over to where Michael stood.

      “Ooh,” she said, smiling. “This one’s cute.”

      “You said that about the last six,” Michael muttered.

      “But this one’s really cute,” she said, undaunted. “What’s his name?”

      Michael fought not to roll his eyes.

      “What difference does it make? He’s a walking corpse. Like the rest of them.”

      “Is he wearing I.D.? He’s a cop, right? Don’t they have badges?”

      Giving in to her, he exhaled, crouching down to go through the pockets of the cop’s heavy coat. Finding a flat, old-school style leather wallet in one pocket, he frowned.

      “Still uses cash,” he muttered. “I guess that’s what happens when you’re undead a few hundred years.”

      He rifled through the wallet until he found a shimmering, gold and green, I.S.F.-issued ident card. He frowned down at it, reading the front of it.

      “Naoko,” he read in a mutter. “What the hell kind of name is that?”

      He glanced up at the woman, but she shrugged, holding up her hands.

      “Is that all it says?” she pressed.

      “Pretty much.” Michael frowned, staring at the ident-card, still squatting down by the unconscious vampire. “Naoko Tanaka Midnight. I.S.F.-cleared. Security level four. Says he’s in homicide.”

      “Homicide?” She frowned, leaning down to take the card from Michael’s fingers, swiping it right out of his hand and making him scowl. “Not vice? What was he doing down here?”

      Michael grunted, glancing down at the unconscious vampire’s face.

      “What do you think, Melissa?” he said flatly. “He was probably feeding.” Frowning slightly, he added, “That, or he was looking for us.”

      She frowned. “What do you mean? Looking for us? Why?”

      He gave her an even flatter look.

      At her blank stare, he glanced at the mostly-drained vampire on the stainless-steel table above, then returned his gaze to her.

      “Why do you think?” he said drily. “You notice any vampires leaving here, when we’re done with them? Did you think no one would ever notice, Melissa?”

      She blinked, confusion on her face.

      Her eyes darted to the alligator on the second table, and she frowned.

      “You can’t kill a vampire,” she said, speaking as though the very idea was abhorrent. “They’re not alive.”

      Michael shrugged, agreeing with her for maybe the first time that night.

      “No argument here,” he said. “But the law says different, honey.”

      She continued to frown, as if offended by the whole idea.

      Again, he didn’t really disagree with her.

      A beeper went off overhead, signaling that the vampire on the table was finished. Both of them turned, staring at it.

      Then Michael rose smoothly to his feet, motioning at the alligator.

      “Well?” he prompted, snapping his fingers and motioning at it a second time when she didn’t move. “You said you wanted to be the one to do it.”

      She blinked, looking at him, then at the alligator.

      Understanding reached those watery blue eyes; she broke out in a grin.

      The smile was so childlike, it would have been infectious if it wasn’t on the face of a thirty-something woman who happened to be addicted to raw vampire venom.

      Dance-walking to the second table, she scooped up the alligator by its smooth black handle, bringing it back to the vampire strapped to the stainless-steel. The vampire’s bare chest didn’t move, which was strange with its eyes open, staring up at them. It looked like it was trying to speak, but it couldn’t through the paralytic they’d given it.

      Still, it was trying.

      An hour ago, it wouldn’t have been able to do that.

      “Hurry up,” Michael urged. “He’s coming out of it.”

      She nodded seriously, lips pursed.

      Michael watched as she positioned the round sets of silver, serrated teeth above where the creature’s heart was located––which happened to be the same place they lived on a human. The creature looked strangely veiny and thin for a vamp, having been robbed of most of its blood. He’d been nearly the size of the cop lying at Michael’s feet when they started, if about three inches shorter.

      Flipping open the back end of the pole, the woman glanced at Michael, as if asking permission, or maybe just checking she was doing it right.

      “Go on,” he said, nodding. “That’s right. The thing has sensors. It’ll grab the right part.”

      Nodding solemnly, she looked back at the vampire’s naked chest.

      Firming her jaw as if bracing herself, she hit the button at the end.

      The device leapt into life.

      It darted out, fast as a striking snake.

      Michael watched, still fascinated by the process, despite how many times he’d seen it. He stared, mesmerized, as those razor-sharp teeth ripped into the thing’s chest. The alligator slid through the vampire’s body as if completely without obstruction––cracking through bone, penetrating skin and muscle as if all were made of soft butter. It passed through all of it on the way to its goal.

      It didn’t stop until it found it.

      Clamping down over and around the animal’s heart, the alligator finally paused––

      Then retracted in a single, smooth pull.

      It ripped the whole heart out with it.

      The whole operation took about three seconds.

      The vampire on the table tensed.

      It lay there, panting, as the device paused, silver teeth closed around its heart.

      Then it slumped.

      Michael barely noticed its muscles had tensed until they relaxed, all at once.

      The eyes––those clear, glass-like, ice-like eyes––immediately grew milky.

      Michael swore he could see the demon leaving their bodies at each undead monster they deprived of its heart. He glanced at Melissa, who alternated between grinning with delight and grimacing at the sight of the blackened, dripping heart at the end of the pole.

      “Hey. Hurry up. Dump it,” he reminded her. “The bin’s over there.”

      She jumped, glancing at him, then nodded.

      He watched her walk the organ gingerly over to a big outdoor garbage can lined with a blood-stained silver liner. She held the heart clamped in the alligator teeth away from her body, lips twisted in a grimace.

      She hit a second button on the side of the alligator pole.

      Both of them watched the device open its teeth with a clang, dumping the heart in the trash with a dull thump.

      “Okay,” Michael said, exhaling. It was always a relief to see one of these things go. “I’m going to get Felix. Wash that thing off. Then see if you can start getting the next one’s clothes off so we can get him hooked up.”

      She gave Michael another pouty look, wrinkling her nose.

      Seeing her look from him to the alligator, which was still dripping with the black, grossly viscous vampire blood, he let out a humorless grunt.

      “Too late to complain now, darling,” he said. “You wanted to be the one to do it. You begged to be the one to do it. Washing off the alligator is part of the job. Get it done. Now.”

      He checked his watch, already heading for the door leading out to the garage.

      “If we hurry, we should have time to get through the rest of these.”

      She nodded, but continued to wrinkle her nose as she brought the semi-organic device over to the industrial-sized sink.

      Pushing through the door to the garage, Michael smiled to himself as he headed for the van, where Felix was probably either taking a nap, smoking, or playing a game in virtual.

      Every soul Michael helped free was another step towards redemption.

      Melissa might do it for the venom.

      Felix might do it for the money.

      Michael had his own reasons. He suspected his reasons brought him a lot more genuine happiness than Melissa’s or Felix’s brought them.

      Michael did it for the betterment of the world.

      He did it for every human whose body had been robbed from its soul by one of these blood-sucking demons.

      He did it for every human being that used to be.

      He did it for the human race.

      He did it for God Himself, who made them in his image.

      Most of all, he did it for family…
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      Nick exhaled in frustration.

      He was already annoyed, although not with his friend.

      Well, only marginally with his friend.

      Okay, maybe he was a little annoyed with his friend.

      “I thought I was back on duty this week. You said three weeks. Then four weeks. It’s going on five fucking weeks, Jordan––”

      “Are you seriously whining about this?” Detective Damon Jordon frowned at him through the virtual monitor. “Really, Midnight? You want to go there? After you’re finally back in my good fucking graces?”

      Nick scowled.

      The human wasn’t wrong. It took him half of those weeks to wheedle his way out of the doghouse with Jordan, and since then he’d been treading pretty fucking lightly with the other man, who he now considered a real friend.

      But enough was enough.

      Nick grunted into the silence.

      “You try being locked up in a government-owned apartment for over a month,” he said, fighting his voice back to a low grumble. “When you don’t fucking sleep. When you’ve watched probably every movie that’s ever been made… including the really really bad ones, Damon. When you’ve read six books every twenty-four-hour period for the past three weeks and you’ve actually run out of things you want to read––”

      “Not my problem, Tanaka.” The handsome black man visible on the monitor shook his head, jutting his jaw. “As for books, ask Charlie. I hear she’s got a wicked vampire porn collection.”

      “Hundred bucks says I’ve read most of it already,” Nick muttered.

      Jordan laughed, as if in spite of himself.

      “TMI, Tanaka… T-M-I…”

      “Look,” Nick said. “Just ask him. I’m not talking about going out clubbing. It’s surfing for fuck’s sake. No one goes down there. No one. I’ll go in the middle of the night, if it makes him feel better. I’ll go any time of day he wants…”

      Jordan let out a vaguely long-suffering sigh.

      It made Nick’s teeth grind more.

      Then again, this might be the hundredth time they’d had this conversation over the course of the last two weeks.

      “No,” Jordan said, the tiredness reaching his voice. “No, Midnight. And hell no. There are media drones all over the damned city, including down by the buffer doors. There was also some mention about you surfing in at least one article I saw––”

      Nick swore under his breath.

      Jordan talked over him.

      “––just one of those damned things tags you with facial-rec software, and it’ll set off alarms every reporter in the New York Protected Area will hear––”

      “Like bats,” Nick muttered.

      “I was going to say dogs… but yeah. And then what? They’ll be waiting for you outside the force field gates with full media crews. And we look like assholes, since we’ve been telling them you’re in ‘rehabilitation’ to appease the anti-vampire activists––”

      “You mispronounced ‘racists,’” Nick muttered.

      “Whatever,” Jordan said, annoyed. “Just suck it up, okay? Or we really will send you in for some fucking attitude-adjustment.”

      “Is that supposed to be funny?”

      There was a silence.

      “No.” Jordan sighed, pursing his lips before he gave Nick an almost-apologetic look. “Not really. But it wasn’t a threat, either. I just never know how to shut you up when you get like this, Tanaka––”

      Nick started to speak, but Jordan cut him off.

      “––Look, save your breath. My hands are tied. They really are. We’re doing the best we can for you. I swear we are. Morley is. I am. We’re just trying to keep a low profile with all of it, too. Keep people from overreacting, all right? We can’t fix paranoia about rogue vampires overnight, so we’re working with what we’ve got.”

      Nick fell silent.

      He wanted to tell Jordan whatever it was they were doing, it wasn’t enough.

      He wanted to tell the other male he was losing his fucking mind, being locked up in here, caged like an animal. He wanted to tell him vampires didn’t do well in captivity, even if it was well-meaning captivity.

      He honestly wasn’t even sure if he was exaggerating at this point.

      He needed to get the fuck out of here.

      He needed to get the fuck out of here.

      One night.

      Part of one night.

      Six hours. Long enough to clear his head.

      “Look.” Jordan sighed, obviously picking up on Nick’s agitation. “You’re the one who went off half-cocked. You’re the one who left in the middle of an I.S.F. interrogation when you were under investigation by internal affairs. You have no one to blame but yourself––”

      “I caught the little psychopath, didn’t I?” Nick growled.

      “Luck,” Jordan said. “By all rights, you should have gotten your head torn off.”

      There was a silence.

      Then both of them laughed.

      “Fuck you,” Nick said, shaking his head and smiling.

      “You’re not my type,” Jordan shot back. “But I could send Charlie over for you… if you’re really that bored.”

      Nick didn’t answer.

      When the silence stretched past where he probably should have answered, Jordan laughed.

      “Don’t tell me you’re thinking about it? I thought she wasn’t your type?” Jordan’s voice lowered to a mutter even as he rolled his eyes. “…although how that fine woman could not be anyone’s type is completely beyond me. It kind of makes me wonder if you’re into the female persuasion at all, Midnight. Or a little blind, maybe. Or into something really weird I don’t really want to know anything about…”

      Nick felt his jaw clench.

      Then, after a beat where he questioned how they’d gotten onto this subject in the first place, he shook his head, staring into the dark monitor.

      “If you’re that into her, you should go for it, Damon.”

      “I thought we were talking about you, Midnight.”

      Nick fought a scowl. He tried to decide what he could say that would get Jordan off this topic, or at least off Nick himself.

      Unfortunately, the other detective took his silence the wrong way.

      “Jesus. You are thinking about it.”

      “No.” Nick shook his head, adamant. “I’m really not.”

      “Bullshit, man. You’d be an idiot not to think about it… ‘type’ or no. I see how she gets around you. She’s another vampire groupie. You’ve got to at least be tempted. Especially when you’re stuck indoors.”

      “I’m really not,” Nick said. “…Tempted. At all.”

      “You sure? I’m telling you, she’d go over there in a heartbeat. Unless you’re already got another woman squirreled away somewhere…?”

      Nick didn’t answer that fast enough, either.

      He hesitated, and that time, Jordan heard it.

      “Jesus. That’s it. That’s it.” Jordan whistled, laughing. “How did I not see it?”

      Nick was already shaking his head. “No,” he said.

      “You’ve got a girlfriend.”

      “No. I don’t.”

      Jordan laughed aloud. “No wonder you’re climbing the fucking walls. Why doesn’t she come visit you, Tanaka? You worried about the media getting wind of her, if she started showing up at your place every night?”

      Nick shook his head, although not really in a no. Scowling, he fought for a good answer to Jordan’s teasing.

      He didn’t have one.

      “Who is it?” Jordan said. “Is it one of your blood connections from I.S.F.? Or someone you met out in the honest-to-goodness real world?”

      Nick scowled. “I don’t date I.S.F. feeds.”

      “So real world, then?”

      Nick felt his jaw harden more. “Just drop it, Damon.”

      “Naw. You got me curious now.”

      The other man’s voice grew cajoling. Nick saw the virtual version of Jordan lean back in his chair, propping his booted feet on something hard and metallic, probably his desk in the bullpen at the police precinct.

      “…Just tell me who it is,” Jordan wheedled. “Who’s the real reason you don’t want me sending Charlie over there in a leather corset and negligee, carrying a bottle of champagne and a big box of vampire porn?”

      Nick exhaled in frustration.

      “Look. I just don’t date people I work with, okay? I don’t date I.S.F. feeds. I prefer to… compartmentalize.” Scowling at the other’s laugh, he added, “Why don’t you invite Charlie to your place in that negligee you’ve obviously spent waaaay too much fucking time thinking about?”

      Damon laughed. “Fine, fine. But you’re getting some action there, right? You have I.S.F. feeds coming over, right? Actual people, I mean?”

      Again, Nick fell silent.

      Then, slowly, he shook his head.

      He knew they’d know, down at the station, who was coming and going from his apartment. Anyway, he was trying not to lie to his human friends these days, at least no more than he absolutely had to.

      “No,” he said, his voice a faint warning. “Not right now.”

      “Why not? I.S.F. still giving you a hard time about what happened? Or––”

      “No,” Nick said, unthinking. “I canceled them.”

      Dead silence.

      Nick immediately regretted his words.

      He regretted it even more when Damon burst out in a shocked laugh.

      “You cancelled them. Really,” he said, his voice openly amused. “How incredibly interesting. And why is that, Midnight?”

      Nick scowled. He couldn’t think of a good reason for that, either.

      None he was willing to say.

      Jordan snorted another laugh. “Holy shit. You do have a girlfriend. You have a goddamned, real-life girlfriend.”

      Then, seeming to think about his own words, he laughed even harder.

      “…Oh my God. I’m an idiot. Of course. Of course you do. Hot for teacher lady. That sexy principal at Kellerman Prep, the one you rescued. Ms. James. That’s her, right?”

      Nick exhaled. He didn’t need to breathe, so he didn’t need to exhale either, but imitating human mannerisms was second-nature to him now.

      Moreover, some human mannerisms were more expressive than anything in his vampire repertoire, especially when he was interacting with actual humans.

      “I don’t have a fucking girlfriend, Damon,” he growled.

      “Bullshit.”

      Nick closed his eyes, longer than a blink, wishing like hell he’d kept his mouth shut.

      The problem was, on this particular subject, he couldn’t decide himself what he really thought, or what the exact truth was.

      He had canceled the I.S.F. live feeds.

      He had done that––Nick himself.

      More than that, he’d done it on his own, without anyone asking him to do it. He’d also done it at a time when he really could have used the diversion––not to mention the company.

      But feeding was complicated for vampires.

      Up until recently, Nick generally fucked his food.

      At the very least, he asked it for oral sex.

      He could still be doing that.

      No one asked him to stop doing that.

      No one asked him anything about it at all.

      He knew it wasn’t helping his house arrest any, being stuck here alone every day, but he wasn’t willing to reinstate the live feeds, either. The reality was, he really had no idea what was going on with him in that department.

      It wasn’t a conversation he’d had––not even with himself.

      “Look,” he said, making a more irritated noise when Jordan still didn’t speak. “I really don’t have a girlfriend. As for the I.S.F. live-feed thing, it just gets old after a while, dealing with government employees for something that’s not supposed to be so… mechanical. I needed a break. Being stuck indoors was making it worse, not better.”

      Pausing, he added,

      “And don’t send Charlie over here, all right? I’m serious. It’s bad enough being trapped here under house arrest. The last thing I need is a stalker with a vampire fetish.”

      Jordan laughed.

      “I’m serious, Jordan,” Nick said. “That would not be funny. At all.”

      “Not for you, maybe.” Jordan snorted another laugh. “But fine, fine. I won’t send Charlie. And I won’t pry any more, since you’re obviously getting all bent out of shape about it…”

      Still replaying Nick’s words, he added,

      “…But damn, Tanaka. House arrest? Seriously? You are such a drama queen. You’re not under arrest. You’re staying low as a courtesy to your police lieutenant. Not to mention your immediate boss, me, and the rest of your precinct. You’re not much good to us as a detective if the damned press is all up in your ass all the time. We actually need you to, you know… be a cop again sometime. When all this dies down.”

      “You want this to die down?” Nick growled. “Put me in front of the press, Damon. Let me give a few dozen monosyllabic interviews. Trust me. They’ll get bored quick.”

      Jordan laughed at that, too. “Whatever man.”

      “I’m serious. Tell Morley to give the okay. It’ll be over in a week. I’ll be the most boring interview subject you could possibly imagine. Right now you’re making me seem a hell of a lot more interesting than I am. If you just let me talk to them––”

      “No,” Jordan said, his voice more of a warning. “Nice try, man. But no. I’ll tell Jordan you’re climbing the walls and tell him you offered to bore the press to death, but don’t expect either thing to sway him much. Too many people will find you ‘mysterious’ and try to dig into your life and background even more. Trust us. Trust Morley. This isn’t his first rodeo with the press… or with a big case like this.”

      Nick bit his lip, fighting not to unload on the human again.

      He could hear the finality in the other’s voice.

      He had to fight not to yell at him anyway.

      “You hear me, Midnight?” the other detective warned.

      “I hear you.”

      There was another silence.

      Nick wasn’t sure how to say goodbye.

      Jordan and he were friends now, much as he’d fought that in the beginning––and despite how pissed off the other man had been at him after everything went sideways with Nick’s first big case in New York.

      Being normal friends with a human wasn’t something Nick had done in…

      Well, a long time.

      Then again, since he’d come to New York, it seemed like everyone and his brother, sister, aunt, uncle, mistress, ex-wife, neighbor, and cousin wanted to hang out with Nick and tell him their life story.

      Nick hadn’t had this many people in his life since he was human.

      To say he was rusty on the rules, much less the social niceties as they pertained to all of these disparate personalities, cultures, and expectations, would be putting it mildly.

      In the end, he just terminated the connection.

      Slumping back on his rust-colored couch, he stared at the dead, black monitor with a scowl on his face.

      He thought about the reality of being locked in here for another week.

      He thought about eating from lukewarm blood bags, reading books he’d already read, staring at nothing.

      He should have gotten a dog.

      “Fuck,” he muttered to no one.
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      He was halfway through a pull-up when his apartment buzzer rang.

      He froze.

      Hanging there, from the bar, he waited.

      He didn’t have to hold his breath, since he didn’t have breath, but his whole body went still as he swung lightly back and forth under the doorway between his living room and kitchen, where he’d installed the bar.

      Deciding they must have gotten the wrong apartment, he completed the pull up. Lowering his body back down slowly and smoothly, he raised himself back up again, moving at the same, steady pace.

      His headset pinged.

      Scowling, Nick dropped from the bar.

      If Damon sent that female human detective over here, Charlie Villanova, they were going to have some serious fucking words.

      Swinging his arms and shoulders around to keep them loose, he answered his headset.

      “What?” he growled.

      “Well good morning, sunshine,” a voice sing-songed through the line. “You gonna let me in, Naoko? Or am I going to have to call the cops? Tell them I have a suicidal vampire with a terminal case of old-man-itis on my hands? One with a bad case of Tourette’s, who’s barricaded himself inside his shitty, probably rank-smelling apartment by now, and will only make erratic grunting noises through his virtual transmitter?”

      Nick felt some of the tension in his shoulders relax.

      “Kit.” It wasn’t a question. “What do you want?”

      “What do I want?” She grunted. “Well, gee, Nick. What I really want is to come all the way up to the vampire ghetto just so I can sit in your building’s lobby and talk to you on my headset… which I could have done from the comfort of my own damned house.”

      Nick frowned. “You’re here?”

      “Are you the world’s only deaf vampire?” she said.

      When Nick didn’t answer, she sighed dramatically.

      “I’m in the lobby. If I wasn’t, I’d be laying into your door buzzer about now… but they made me wait here until your security guy went up. They guy down here doesn’t have your headset number, and they say you aren’t answering your door.”

      Nick thought about arguing with her, then realized she was right.

      If she’d come all the way to Washington Heights, she must have a reason. It wasn’t exactly the safest place for a human, given that something like ninety percent of the residents up here were vampires.

      Nick’s part of town was the higher-end part of that vampire enclave, but that wouldn’t matter much to a human. Nick’s building only rented to registered, government-employed vampires––as in, vampires who tended to toe the line and not engage in illegal or unauthorized feeding––but that wouldn’t matter to most humans, either.

      It wasn’t a part of town most non-vampires ventured into.

      Not if they could help it.

      Even in the middle of the day, like now, it would be viewed as tempting fate.

      Just sitting in his lobby was tempting fate, even with all the cameras.

      Frowning, Nick said, “Okay. Give the guy my number. Or, shit… just put on the speaker. Let me talk to him.”

      There was a slight pause.

      Then a wary voice rose.

      “Mr. Tanaka?” it said, hesitant.

      “Yeah. Buzz her in. Her name’s Kit Fiorantino. She’s a friend of mine.”

      “Yes, sir. Sending her up now.”

      “Thanks.”

      There was another fumble with the headset, then Kit’s voice rose.

      “Okay, on my way, big guy.”

      In the background, Nick heard the tell-tale sound of the door buzzer, followed by a loud click right before the buzzer cut off.

      “You know which room it is?” Nick said.

      “He just told me.”

      “I’ll leave the door open,” he grunted.

      By the time he’d gone into the bathroom, stripped off the tank top and shorts he’d been wearing to work out in, and spent about thirty seconds rinsing off in the shower, he could hear her clomping loudly down the hall, human-fashion. The sound grew nearer as he quickly toweled off, throwing on a T-shirt, jeans, and a heavier shirt over that.

      Jesus, they were loud.

      It sounded like she picking up and stomping down each foot as hard as she possibly could, then dragging each tennis shoe-laden foot purposefully along the surface of the linoleum like Quasimodo before picking it up and stomping down on it again.

      By the time she reached his front door, he wondered if half the vampires in the building knew she was here. Since most of them worked at night, the building was more or less full during the day. Most of his neighbors wouldn’t head off to work for another few hours at least, since vampire shifts tended to start around seven or eight at night.

      She pushed open the door, peering around the thick panel.

      “Hey,” she called out. “You decent? I don’t want to walk in on anything that might shock my delicate sensibilities––”

      “Are you deaf?” he grumbled, stepping deeper into her line of sight. “Blind? Or do you just want every vampire in the fucking building to know you’re here?”

      She blinked at him.

      He saw her blanch a little, and felt bad.

      “Well?” he said, stepping forward. “Can you still not see me? Should I start waving my arms? Signaling you in semaphore?”

      “Maybe if you stopped creeping around like a––”

      “Vampire?” he retorted. “Is that what you were going to say, pipsqueak?”

      “Like a creepy vampire,” she corrected. “Like an old man vampire who lurks in corners like some kind of weirdo, trying to freak out his human friends. Friends who came all the way here from Queens, I might add… just to do him a solid. Friends who generously overlook the fact that he’s a misanthrope with anger issues and numerous social anxiety diagnoses.”

      Nick grunted a half-laugh, in spite of himself.

      “Close the door,” he grumbled, still buttoning up his shirt as he headed for his small kitchen. “You want anything?”

      “Do you have anything? Anything an actual person can eat?”

      Opening his fridge and staring at the pile of blood bags on the middle shelf, he frowned. He glanced at the refrigerator door, and saw a half-full bottle of low sodium soy sauce.

      “No,” he said.

      She laughed. “Then why offer?”

      “Politeness?” Nick shut the fridge door and began opening cabinets over the sink. “I think I have tea somewhere. You like the artificial matcha stuff? Or we could order something. They have vamp services that deliver to the Heights. How long are you planning on staying here, being a pain in my ass?”

      “However long it takes me to disable the sensors on that thing,” she said, walking into his kitchen and leaning her butt on the counter with a sigh. “…Or maybe electrocute you, trying.”

      Glancing over, Nick followed her gaze to the ident-tattoo on his arm.

      Realizing what she meant, he met her gaze, startled.

      “Really?” he said.

      “Well.”

      Kit sighed, blowing a strand of her dyed blue and white hair out of her face. She’d bleached out the brown, he noticed, going full-bore platinum, maybe to contrast more dramatically with the turquoise blue tips and silver highlights.

      “…Maybe,” she admitted, finishing her exhale. “Ms. St. Maarten gave me a few more things to try. You’re kind of our guinea pig at the moment, so we’re not one hundred percent certain we can disable it at all, to be honest. But I saw the simulations she ran on the original code, and this should work.”

      “So you work for her full time now?” Nick said, frowning. “Ms. St. Maarten? You sure that’s a good idea, kid?”

      Kit gave him a blank look. “I work for I.S.F., Nick.”

      “You work for Red Sun Corp… technically. And you know what I mean.”

      She frowned, then pushed up off the counter, motioning him over to the round table on the other side of his kitchen.

      There were no windows, only a smooth, semi-organic wall with a number of high shelves and hooks. Nick could reconfigure part of that wall into a window if he wanted, or a storage cabinet––or even a power vent if he ever needed it.

      It made cooking in here conceivable, at least.

      He almost never did cook, though.

      Frowning, he thought about that.

      He hadn’t cooked once, in the two or so months he’d lived here.

      Then again, he could count the number of non-I.S.F., non-official visitors he’d had inside this apartment on one hand. He hadn’t even had any other vampires over.

      I.S.F. live-feed deliveries generally didn’t stay for meals.

      When Kit unrolled a toolset on top of the table, along with a wraparound monitor that she spread out on the metal surface, Nick sat down on the seat across from her.

      Shouldering off the shirt he’d thrown on over the T-shirt, he hung it on the back of his chair. Twisting back around to face her, he lay his arm on top of the table, the ident-tattoo facing up.

      He’d figured she wasn’t going to answer him by then, but she surprised him, continuing their conversation belatedly as she hit through keys on the unrolled monitor.

      “I think I work for her in the same way you do,” Kit said with a shrug. “In fact, I’m beginning to think both of us have been working for her a lot longer than either of us thought… and probably in more ways than we thought, too.”

      Nick frowned. “Meaning what?”

      “Just what I said.”

      Turning over her words didn’t clear anything up.

      “Cut with the cryptic, kid,” he said. “What do you mean? I haven’t lived in New York long enough to have worked for her in any capacity… for any amount of time.”

      Kit shrugged, her eyes still down on her monitor. “Unless she had something to do with you coming here from L.A.”

      Nick tensed.

      Then he shook his head, frowning. “She didn’t.”

      “You sure about that, Nick?”

      “Did you hear that story?” he said. “About L.A.?”

      “What story?”

      His jaw clenched. The way she said it told him she did know. She must have looked at his record, the little shit. Figured. She did work for I.S.F.

      “It was an accident,” he said, gruff.

      “You killed a pedophile, Nick.” Glancing up from her monitor, she gave him a hard look, one dark eyebrow quirking over her eyes, which were a dark brown now, with a ring of bright turquoise showing that she still wore enhancement lenses. “You really think I’m going to give you grief about killing a pedophile? What kind of asshole do you think I am?”

      Combing his fingers through his damp hair, he shrugged, watching her do something on her keyboard that made the organic metal tattoo on his inner arm light up.

      “Ouch,” he said, wincing when it sparked.

      “Don’t be a baby.”

      “It was unauthorized,” he muttered. “The guy in L.A. He hadn’t been charged with anything yet. I was just supposed to be questioning him––”

      “And you saw the full extent of what that sick fuck did,” Kit said, her voice holding a faint warning. “And you saw he would do it again, Nick. And again. You knew your testimony wouldn’t be enough to get him put away. Not for long enough. Not fast enough. Not under the current laws on vampire testimony. So you took him out. Sounds like the most rational thing in the world to me.”

      Nick frowned, but didn’t answer.

      After another moment, he raised his eyes, watching her warily.

      From the coldness in her eyes, the hardness in her voice, he wondered if there was something personal there. Had something happened to her?

      Someone she knew?

      He didn’t ask.

      Instead, he changed the subject.

      “You really think she was behind bringing me out here? Ms. St. Maarten?”

      Kit shrugged. “Dunno. But she sure seems to know an awful lot about you, Nick. Maybe she’s just an opportunist. Maybe she checks out everyone who crosses her path, anyone she thinks might be useful. But it’s interesting, don’t you think?”

      “Interesting.” Nick grunted. He continued to study her face. “Do you trust her?”

      Kit laughed, looking at him.

      “Hell, no. Do you?”

      He smiled back, shaking his head slowly. “I don’t trust anyone, kid.”

      She snorted, rolling her eyes. “Bull crap. You’re a big softie, and we both know it. You hide it behind that scowly, vampire thing you do… but you ain’t fooling nobody.” At his disbelieving grunt, she added, “But I hope you’re serious about being careful around her. Ms. St. Maarten.”

      Nick rolled his eyes.

      “Gee, I don’t know, Kit,” he said, exaggerating their usual back-and-forth sarcasm. “One of the richest humans in the world, who gets fat off defense contracts, quasi-legal bio-tech, and super-sketchy organic machinery? Who heads a company that started off as an international, off-the-books cabal of professional killers culled from every private-sec and special forces group operating in the pre-war period? Why wouldn’t I trust her?”

      She looked up, her eyebrows rising. “Really?”

      “Really.”

      Shaking her head, Kit snorted derisively, returning her eyes to her work.

      “So what do you think she wants?” she said neutrally. “With you, I mean?”

      Thinking about that, he shrugged.

      “Dunno,” he said, copying her word.

      Still thinking about her question, he pursed his lips in a faint frown.

      “So far, I’m not getting any major warning bells,” he admitted. “Don’t quote me on that, though. I’ve been known to be horribly wrong about people in the past.”

      At Kit’s laugh, he glanced up, adding,

      “…And I have some pretty big questions about her role in Archangel Industries, and their future plans. Particularly in regard to her pet projects. I’m especially curious about her overly-intense interest in New York’s non-human population.”

      Kit grunted, reassured.

      “Good,” she murmured under her breath.

      Before Nick could ask, she went on in more of her regular voice.

      “…Although,” she conceded. “She seems like a pretty valuable friend to have for a vampire. Especially a vampire with your track record.”

      Nick grunted back.

      He couldn’t exactly disagree with that.

      Still, he found himself thinking about Kit’s words.

      Like he’d just told her, he still had a lot of questions about Ms. St. Maarten and how she’d happened into his life.

      Some of those questions, he couldn’t share with Kit.

      Some of those questions involved seers.

      Not hybrid half-humans.

      Actual, full-blooded seers––some of whom, Nick happened to know, were either recently or currently living in New York City.

      As in now. As in, post-Exodus.

      Even if Nick did try to tell her, Kit would probably think he was nuts. According to possibly every other person on the planet––meaning, apart from Lara St. Maarten, Nick himself, and the seers in question––full-blooded seers were extinct.

      There used to be seers here.

      The entire planet fought a war between humans, seers and vampires, a war Nick was alive for, a war he fought in, alongside and against members of both races.

      That war nearly wiped all three species out. It was the reason only vampires could survive outside the domed “Protected Areas” that remained.

      Then, the seers left.

      The event was enshrined in history books as The Exodus, and it happened about a hundred years ago now. It didn’t end the wars, not all at once, but it definitely started a whole new chapter for humans and vampires on this world.

      Really, though, no one knew much about the Exodus.

      No one knew where the seers had gone, or why.

      Nick knew more than most, and he had no idea where the seers had gone, either. The entire race just up and vanished, leaving behind their half-human relatives, seer-human mixes called “hybrids,” who hadn’t left with them for whatever reason.

      They left behind vampires.

      They left behind full-blooded humans.

      …and not much else.

      Once the reality of the Exodus sank in, everyone thought the seers were completely gone. As in all of them gone. As in, not a single one stayed behind.

      Until recently, Nick believed that, too.

      He believed it right up until he moved to New York City, and happened upon two full-blooded seers living right here, off the grid, in the fenced-off part of the city known as The Devil’s Cauldron, or simply “The Cauldron.”

      The only other person who knew about these two seers––at least as far as Nick was aware––was one Ms. Lara St. Maarten, majority stockholder and functional head of Archangel Industries.

      Nick still hadn’t heard the story of how Lara St. Maarten met those two seers. He still didn’t know what her relationship to those two seers entailed exactly, either. The adult male seer, Malek, seemed to know St. Maarten pretty well. Malek had a kid sister, Tailaya, or “Tai.” In the wake of his first big case here, the Kellerman murders, Nick got St. Maarten to agree, and Tai’s big brother, Malek, to agree, to set the kid up with a fake identity and send her to school.

      Still, he worried about her.

      He worried about her in the school. He worried about her around humans.

      He also wondered what Ms. St. Maarten’s ultimate agenda was for Tai and her brother, and why she was so involved in their lives in the first place.

      He wondered this about Tai, in particular.

      The fact that Archangel’s biggest profit centers remained in organic machinery and genetic tech didn’t exactly ease his mind.

      “Anything you want to share?” Kit said, her voice studiously casual.

      Nick snapped back to the present, frowning. “What?”

      “You’ve got that look on your face again. You have suspicions about her already, don’t you? About St. Maarten?” She paused. “What are they?”

      When Nick looked up, giving his friend a quizzical look, the twenty-something punk-tech exhaled in annoyance, rolling her eyes.

      “Really?” she said. “Now I get the confused puppy look?”

      Nick sighed. “I don’t know anything. My suspicions are there, but nonspecific.”

      She nodded, but from her frown, she wasn’t wholly convinced.

      “Just keep those cop senses honed, okay?” Kit said. “You’re taking a lot on faith already, Nick. With her, I mean. If she could get you reinstated as a Midnight after you went off the reservation last month… she could also get you locked up if you piss her off. Or if you just don’t want to do something she wants you to do.”

      Kit shrugged, keeping her voice neutral.

      “I mean… don’t you worry maybe you’re already a little too involved? Too obligated? Given what and who she is?”

      Thinking about that, Nick grunted.

      “Subtle,” he said, quirking a dark eyebrow at his friend.

      She smiled. “I’m all kinds of subtle.”

      “I could say the same about you, you know,” Nick said, jerking his chin towards the console she’d unrolled on his kitchen table. “You work for I.S.F., darling. There’s a reason most vampires call it ‘I.S. Fucked.’ If I piss you off, you could literally have one of I.S.F.’s enforcement teams pick me up. Hell, you could hand me over to one of their alligator-wielding psychopaths… and giggle while they rip the heart right out of my chest.”

      She gave him a mock serious look.

      “Oh, they wouldn’t do that, Nick. Not right away. You’d chill for a few months in an underground lab first, getting your blood drained, your venom harvested for ‘study’––”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he grunted, rolling his eyes. “And my skin ripped off my body for ‘regenerative’ research, primarily for vain humans afraid of death––”

      “Said like a cocky immortal,” she grinned, kicking him under the table.

      Still thinking, he grunted, glancing up from where he’d been watching her hands glide over the paper-thin, organic-metal sheet she’d rolled out on his kitchen table.

      “So who am I more stupid for befriending?” he said, gruff. “You, or the nice lady with the private army? Should I trust her less, just because she likes collecting favors from disgruntled vampires, and poaching my friends to do her dirty work for her?”

      Kit snorted a laugh, shaking her head.

      Her spiky white and blue hair rippled as she did. Glancing down, Nick noticed a fresh bruise on her arm past the sleeveless T-shirt she wore.

      “Fair point,” she said, grinning at him.

      “You been in the ring again?” he said, motioning with his chin at her arm. “Ow,” he added, wincing when she did something that made his tattoo shock him again. “Take it easy there, Dr. Frankenstein.”

      She grunted, shaking her head. “Count on you to make a reference to something a few hundred years old.”

      “A reference you got,” he reminded her. “What does that say about you?”

      “That I’m a geek,” she replied promptly. “And I have an extensive movie collection.”

      Nick nodded.

      Even so, he found himself noticing that her face was slightly swollen on one side, too. It was subtle, and she’d covered it with make-up, but now he couldn’t un-see it. Now that he was looking, he noticed bruises all over her. One lower down on her other arm. One on her collarbone she’d also half-covered in make-up. One on her neck. A few red marks on her knuckles and fingers.

      His vampire sight picked up on swellings and bruises under the shirt, too.

      “Take it easy with the night boxing,” he said. “You look like you broke a few ribs.”

      “Don’t use your X-ray specs on me, vampire,” she said, quirking a pierced eyebrow at him. “If you want to see naked women that badly, I can direct you to some great porn sites.”

      “Why does everyone want to feed me porn?” he muttered. At her laugh, he nudged her arm. “Hey. I’m serious about the fighting. Take a few weeks off. I don’t care how good you are. You break your neck, I’m going to be pissed.”

      She shrugged, but he saw her lips thin. A puzzled look rose slowly to her eyes as she continued to focus down on the screen.

      “How did you know I fight?” she said after a pause. “I never told you that.”

      He grunted a laugh.

      “I knew it the first time I met you. I could see it on you… even while you were chewing me out for the crime of carrying a surfboard.”

      She looked up, her enhanced eyes refocusing on his, even as the frown grew more prominent on her full lips.

      “No, you didn’t,” she said.

      “The hell I didn’t,” Nick said. “It was like the first thing I thought about you. I was a lot more surprised when I found out you were a tech-punk with the I.S.F…. I had you pegged as a semi-pro fighter who worked as a bartender in Queens during the week.”

      “That’s… specific.”

      Nick tapped his temple. “Cop brain. Old habit.”

      She continued to frown, staring at him for a few seconds more before she shook her head, turning her gaze back down to the flat-screen terminal.

      “So why don’t you come to a fight?” she said, her voice causal.

      He smiled.

      “When’s your next one?” he said. “I’ll come.”

      “Tonight.”

      Nick frowned. “No. Did you just fucking hear me? You need more recovery time, Kit. You’re not doing your career any favors if you give yourself brain damage.”

      She shook her head, rolling her eyes at him.

      “Relax, old man,” she said, exhaling. “We’re in the Protected Area championships this week. Everyone is beat to shit. That’s the point. I’m not about to give up my slot just because my grumpy vampire friend is having a parental moment. You can either come down and cheer me on, shouting out distracting and unhelpful fighting tips, like the rest of my family and friends… or you can yell at me afterwards while I’m spit-polishing my trophy.”

      Nick sat there, frowning.

      After a pause, he conceded her point with a shrug of his own.

      “Well, if it’s tonight, I can’t go,” he said, gruff. “I talked to Jordan. They want one more week of me indoors.”

      Kit inclined her head, a gesture he couldn’t quite interpret. She didn’t look up from the keyboard she’d conjured on the lower part of her monitor’s screen as she did it. Her fingers glided over it while Nick watched, moving with the precision of a brain surgeon.

      “If this patch works,” she said, her fingers still dancing over the keys. “They won’t know where you go tonight. Isn’t that the point, Naoko?”

      Nick frowned.

      Thinking about that, he frowned harder.

      “True,” he said, cautious.

      “In fact,” Kit went on, giving him a sideways smile. “If this patch works, Detective Midnight, you can program in any scenario you want, in terms of where you will be tonight. The I.S.F. and NYPD won’t know any different. Just set start and end times so it can construct a realistic-seeming log.”

      Nick stared at her. “Are you serious?”

      “Do I sound like I’m kidding?”

      Nick thought about that.

      “What about surveillance?” he said. “In here, I mean? The building?”

      “Ms. St. Maarten assures me that won’t be a problem anymore. The I.S.F. has subcontracted routine vampire surveillance to Archangel, as of this week. St. Maarten’s arranged to have Red Sun––specifically, me––oversee the transition on the tech side.”

      Grunting, she gave Nick a flickering glance.

      “She’s already had me isolate your surveillance records from all other vampires living in this building,” Kit added. “She requested me as the project manager to oversee the contract full time. She got me a promotion in the process, and upped my security clearance.”

      Nick frowned, staring at her. “Why?”

      She snorted. “Gee, Nick. Dunno. Maybe I’m good at my job?”

      “That’s not what I mean. Why is she doing all of this?”

      There was a silence where Kit continued to work over the keyboard.

      Then she shrugged.

      “Well, you did get her out of a murder rap, Nick,” she said.

      “That can’t be all of this,” Nick said. “It can’t be.”

      “Nope. Probably not. That was kind of my point earlier.”

      When he didn’t say anything, she shrugged.

      “Then again,” she said cautiously. “Are you really going to look this particular gift horse in the mouth? From the way she was talking, if this works, you’ll be able to go pretty much wherever you want. You’ll be able to do whatever you want, see whoever you want. Which is something no vampire can say these days.”

      “Some can,” Nick muttered.

      “Yeah. Terrorists. And those scary fuckers in the vamp mafia.”

      Nick thought about that.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Still thinking about that, about everything she’d said, Nick frowned. As he continued to turn over his tech-punk friend’s words, however, that frown faded.

      “You make very good points, Ms. Fiorantino,” he said, bowing his head formally.

      “Thank you, Detective Tanaka. I believe I do.”

      At that, he couldn’t help it.

      Nick Tanaka, employment designation Midnight, chuckled.
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      The foot-stomping grew louder ahead.

      Music thumped heavily in time with those stamping feet, most of it bass. Shouts and screams rose and fell. They echoed up to a high ceiling in waves, interspersed by boos and catcalls, chants that aligned with the music, clapping, more foot-stomping.

      Nick found a smile creeping wider on his face, the closer he got.

      He probably looked like an asshole, grinning to himself with no one with him, but he still couldn’t quite wipe the smile off his face as he walked down a dimly-lit tunnel leading to the underground boxing auditorium. That tunnel was all that remained of an out-of-service subway station that once lived below Astoria, Queens.

      The rounded, sloping tunnel, which had since been modified to serve as an entrance to the underground stadium from the train station, smelled like mold, stale cigarette smoke, sweat, alcohol, cat piss, blood, rotting food.

      Even with his vampire sense of smell, none of it, even the dead blood, could touch his good mood, not right then.

      The software patch on his implant and ident-tat worked.

      As far as Kit could tell, it worked without a hitch.

      He and Kit tested it a few times, with her tapping his GPS feed to the station and checking the transmission as they walked out through the garage-level of the I.S.F.-owned building, bypassing the living security guard even as Kit programmed in a masking feed for the electronic surveillance.

      Nick took her out for food.

      It was the least he could do.

      Kit kept testing all the different feeds the whole time they sat in the diner.

      Nick watched her fingers play over the holographic virtual display that hung over her wrist-band, all the while she stuffed fries in her mouth, occasionally taking slurps off a green tea and strawberry milkshake and huge bites off her “smart” burger, which was some kind of engineered meat made in a lab out of vegetable proteins.

      The artificial burgers, unlike artificial coffee and a lot of other replacement foods, were actually pretty good. Nick remembered when non-meat burgers tasted like eating a slab of frozen cardboard mixed with freeze-dried potato chunks.

      The ones now were different.

      There must be more meat connoisseurs among food scientists than coffee addicts.

      That, or they figured people would tolerate a lower bar for coffee.

      A lot of food Nick used to eat as a human simply didn’t exist anymore. Real meat was even more rare than real coffee. Of course, as a vampire, Nick didn’t have to care, really. As much as he might miss real coffee now and then, he knew it wouldn’t taste the same to him now anyway, even if he could afford it.

      The passage got more and more crowded as the sounds grew louder.

      Most of the humans he saw were walking the same direction he was.

      A group of school-aged kids ran past him, yelling drunkenly and laughing as their screams echoed down the concrete and tile tunnel. Clusters of humans also crouched or stood by the curved walls, adding to the smells in the tunnel with various drugs they were smoking, along with beer and hard alcohol concoctions they were drinking and spilling, most of them badly disguised with sweet drinks and morphing organic coffee mugs.

      He also smelled a lot of fast food in self-disintegrating bags.

      A lot of young people seemed to be lurking in the tunnel itself, hanging out on the partying fringes of the event, but Nick had his doubts the demographic would skew so young inside. Most of the older people probably cared more about the money they had on the fights than they did about getting high in a piss-smelling corridor.

      In any case, Nick didn’t stand out. He looked roughly the age of a lot of them.

      That didn’t stop him from feeling old, though.

      The cheers and screams grew louder up ahead.

      He heard more stomping feet, chants, music, and now the sing-song, echoing voice of an announcer rising above all of it.

      He checked the timepiece inside his headset.

      He had plenty of time.

      Kit’s fight wasn’t scheduled for another hour, and she said the schedule usually ran late, especially later on in the program. Since the event as a whole started that morning, Kit was pretty much at the end of it, so she said to expect delays. Nick had seen some of that reflected in the electronic program already. They had age, weight, and point versus full-contact categories, in addition to boxing broken out from mixed martial arts.

      Kit was in some of the higher-skill levels as an adult, which meant the crowds would be bigger too, especially for full-contact, mixed martial arts matches like hers.

      For most of the amateur matches, tonight was the trophy match.

      Despite how nonchalant Kit pretended to be while they talked at that diner, Nick could tell she was nervous, and anxious to get down here for the pre-fight prep. He finally let her out of her misery by declaring he needed to take a real shower, basically kicking her out of his apartment after watching her spend about an hour checking her watch and muttering about how soon she should head back to Queens to watch some of the earlier matches.

      By then, they knew the GPS blocker worked.

      She’d just been hanging out, probably killing time so she wouldn’t show up at the stadium six or seven hours early.

      Snorting a little at the thought, Nick shook his head.

      The tunnel’s slope tipped steeper. The slight curve in the passage also straightened out, giving him a view of the auditorium ahead.

      Flashes of blue, red, green, and white light grew visible.

      Nick’s smile returned.

      From the sounds and echoes up ahead, the space ahead must be huge.

      He should have called Wynter.

      The thought made him wince, then flush.

      He wondered if she would have met him here.

      Would she have taken the train down to New York, if he’d asked her to come?

      Just thinking about seeing her, actually seeing her, not just on a monitor, made his muscles tense, enough that he deliberately cleared his mind. He didn’t want to out himself as a vampire down here, not if he could help it––even though Kit told him it wouldn’t matter, that there would be a lot of other vampires here.

      Kit said they had a ring dedicated to vamp-fights, and one for hybrids. She said those were the biggest-draw fights of the night, and went later than the amateur matches.

      Nick had to admit, he was hoping to get a look at those.

      That being said, he was officially keeping a low profile.

      He hadn’t forgotten what Jordan said.

      He wasn’t supposed to be outside his apartment at all, much less in a place this public. He didn’t want to blow the whole GPS-rigging thing the first night he had it, and he didn’t want to give anyone a reason to give him a second look.

      He knew there was a good chance he’d out himself as a vampire if he let himself think about Wynter in any real way, especially in relation to seeing her in person. His fangs had already extended slightly, just from letting himself go there at all.

      Then there were his eyes.

      He was wearing colored contact lenses designed to disguise his tell-tale vampire irises, which normally looked like colorless, cracked crystal. Those contacts definitely weren’t foolproof, though. They should work fine when he was in a calm, normal state of mind that kept his eyes that glass-like color.

      If his eye color changed in a real way, all bets were off.

      Like all vampires, when Nick was engaged in one of the three F’s––feeding, fucking, or fighting––or just thinking too hard about one or all of those things––his irises flushed a bright, glowing scarlet.

      The lenses were designed to disguise that, but they were the cheap kind, and sometimes the color leaked through.

      Nick’s contacts were a dull brown color.

      They fucked with his vision a little, but he was mostly used to them.

      That said, he really should shell out for some good ones.

      If he didn’t have a habit of losing and/or trashing the damned things, he would have by now. Maybe he’d ask St. Maarten about getting some that mimicked the color of his original, human eyes, which had been closer to hazel, or at least brown with more nuance.

      The expensive lenses tended to have minimal vision impairment, and usually could compensate entirely for the blood-red of an excited vampire via organics.

      If St. Maarten wanted her own pet vampire on the NYPD, maybe she’d be open to accessorizing him in style. Hell, even the high-end lenses probably could be covered by interest on the money she earned in an hour, if not a few minutes.

      He was still turning this over as he reached the end of the tunnel.

      Kit gave him precise directions.

      She told him which train to take, which station to get off, which exit to leave from the train station. She told him what direction to walk down the street, which subway tunnel entrance he should walk down, and where it should dump him in the auditorium, which happened to be right above the ring where her match would be held.

      From her descriptions and explanations, he knew the space would be big, consisting of four rings in total, with the stadium holding almost a hundred thousand people. There were a few dozen entrances, which is why she’d been so precise about how he should leave the train station once he got to this part of Queens.

      Even given what he knew, when he walked out of the tunnel and into the stadium lights, he stopped briefly, stunned at the scene that unfolded once his eyes adjusted.

      He emerged at the top of a steep flight of stairs, looking down over a massive, bowl-shaped auditorium made up of curved stone benches that formed concentric rings all the way around him on both sides. From what he could tell, most of those seats were taken.

      It looked like some kind of futuristic Roman Coliseum.

      He was still standing there, getting his bearings, when something happened in the ring directly below him.

      Shouts, screams, boos, and whistles went up, deafening as the crowd on either side of him erupted, more than half of them rising to their feet. They began stomping as soon as they’d straightened, chanting and stomping, wiping out Nick’s hearing entirely.

      He looked down, and realized they were stepping down on sensors on the floor––sensors that made heavy, percussive sounds, like slightly different tenors of bass drums. The sound echoed up to the ceiling and back, sounding strangely prehistoric, like a sound one would hear before the human sacrifices began.

      Kind of oddly fitting.

      Humans on both sides of him stomped hard on the sensors, hitting those thunderous drums, clapping their hands in rhythm as they shout-chanted take-down calls at the two women circling one another in the ring below.

      “TAKE HER DOWN! TAKE HER DOWN! TAKE HER DOWN, DOWN, DOWNTOWN!”

      “TAKE THE BITCH DOWN, CARA!”

      “FUCK HER UP!! FUCK HER UP!!!”

      Nick winced at the last, but mostly because it came from right next to him. He turned his head to take in a group of teenaged humans who were screaming down at the women in the ring below, throwing bright green sticky popcorn and cupping their hands around their mouths.

      “FUCK THAT BITCH UPPPP!”

      “PUT HER IN THE TOILET AND FLUSH IT, CARA!”

      Weirdly, the grin returned to his face.

      He resumed walking, taking the concrete stairs one by one, hands in his pockets, but now he was looking around, trying to get the lay of the land.

      He wondered if it was too early to go down closer to the ring, see if he could find Kit. The likelihood of finding her in this mob struck him as unlikely in the extreme, anyway, she’d told him to come down to ringside when her match was about to start, so she could get him a place in the VIP section with her family and friends.

      She said she’d leave his name with security.

      According to Kit, they should let him in, unless the area was too crowded with rich sponsors and their guests.

      Touching his ear, Nick checked the electronic program they’d given him in his headset when he bought his ticket at the gate.

      He immediately saw that it had updated.

      There were two more fights before Kit’s.

      He had plenty of time. Likely well over an hour… if not two.

      He definitely had time to hunt down where they were hosting the non-human fights, check that scene out for a few rounds.

      At the thought, he glanced around, looking across the auditorium at the other three rings in the massive flat area at the bottom of the stairs.

      He pulled up the map that came with his electronic program, looking at the fights listed for the other three elevated rings.

      He found the non-human matches at ring four.

      Kit’s was ring two.

      Looking for the row where he could cut across and walk around in that direction, he hung a right a few tiers down and began moving through a crowd that was laughing, weaving, clutching beers, smoking artificial weed and smokeless mook pipes, and generally bumping into him and one another on their way to whichever fight, bathroom, bar, or food station they were heading towards.

      Mook was the new trend, according to the human news.

      Still technically legal, the water pipes were stuffed with a lab-grown mushroom-plant concoction (“mook”) that had a pleasant, almost sweet taste and smell.

      Nick tried it once, while he was still in Los Angeles.

      It did nothing either to or for him, presumably because vampires were immune to the effects, but he’d heard from humans the high lasted a good ten to twelve hours. It was also supposed to be significantly stronger than the high from artificial marijuana. From their descriptions, Nick gathered it was more akin to the magic mushrooms and LSD he grew up with in San Francisco.

      He almost wished it did work on vampires; it would have been fun to experiment with while surfing, especially with his vampire senses.

      It might be fun to try with Wynter, too.

      Shoving that from his mind, he clenched his jaw.

      He smelled mook all around him now.

      The smell reminded him of clove cigarettes, also from when he was a kid.

      Making his way slowly through the crowd, he fought to keep his movements slower, clumsier, more human-like than they needed to be. He was still determined not to call attention to himself, or out himself as a vampire.

      The crowd got thicker, the closer he got to the non-human ring.

      It became a crush of sweaty, jerking, drunk, shouting, pungent bodies by the time he got in the vicinity of the ring itself. He immediately regretted going that way and frowned, looking around for a way out––or at least a better vantage point.

      Even with his height, he couldn’t see much.

      He decided to go higher, and veered right.

      As he walked, he glanced over his shoulder and up at the virtual recreation of the fight, which floated a good thirty feet over the ring. He focused on it just in time to see a muscular vampire with bright green hair catch a shorter, stockier vampire in the chest with a flying side-kick, connecting with a satisfying snap of his hip and foot.

      Nick had no trouble following the motion with his vampire eyes, even wearing contacts, but the virtual display immediately showed a significantly slowed-down replay a few meters above the real-time stream––presumably for the humans watching.

      Nick’s eyes remained on the real-time transmission.

      The ring for the nonhumans was caged.

      The bars were transparent organic, so he hadn’t noted the difference initially.

      Those same transparent walls did nothing to obscure the view from spectators, but they vibrated with a hard clang when the green-eyed vampire pressed his advantage, leaping on the other vampire and slamming him into the cage wall.

      The strategic implications weren’t lost on Nick, who found himself immediately fascinated. The walls made sense in terms of safety precautions for the audience, given the differences in force and speed for vampires compared to human fighters. They also presented some interesting opportunities for the fighters themselves.

      The vampires also wore face-masks.

      The masks wrapped around the backs of their heads, encasing their mouths and noses, wrapping around their jaws––presumably to keep them from forgetting themselves and ripping out the throats of their adversaries, mid-fight.

      Even as he thought it, the stocky vampire smashed a fist down on the green-haired vampire’s shoulder, forcing him to his knees with a loud crack.

      The shorter vampire––who had spiky brown hair, shaved on the sides, and a gigantic organic implant tattoo of some kind of sea monster that covered his bare, pearly-white back––leapt sideways to avoid the other’s returning swing. His tattoo flashed with different colors as he swung a massive arm, catching the green-haired vampire in a solid right hook to the jaw before the other could rise the rest of the way to his feet.

      The green-haired vamp dropped his weight––deliberately that time––before the tattooed vamp could hit him again.

      Rolling sideways, he leapt up to the walls of the cage, using the sparking metal walls to leap around and over the stocky one. Landing directly behind him, he swept the shorter vamp’s leg, shoving him forward in the same move.

      The caged walls vibrated again.

      A cheer went up when the vamp with the brown mohawk hissed at the other, his eyes scarlet.

      Nick grinned, in spite of himself.

      Now, this––this was more like it.

      He turned back towards the steps, aiming his feet for hopefully a place to sit, or at least a place to stand reasonably comfortably, and marginally outside of the main thoroughfare––

      When someone grabbed his arm.

      “NICK!” The female voice shouted at him, loud, laughing delightedly. “Midnight? Is that you? Holy shit!”

      Nick turned, feeling his muscles abruptly tense.

      He found himself staring into the face of Charlie, the female homicide detective Jordan had been trying to fix him up with earlier that day.

      “How the hell did you get out?” she said, knocked into his space and spilling part of her drink on him.

      She didn’t seem to notice.

      He scowled.

      Fuck. What were the odds?

      There had to be ninety-thousand people in here, minimum.

      “Aww,” she said, laughing at his expression. “Don’t worry, Midnight. I won’t tell on you.” She leaned into him. He realized she was drunk when she coiled her arm around his waist, squeezing against his side. “Where are you going? Looking for a place in the cheap seats?”

      Nick fought with what to say.

      He didn’t want to piss her off, especially since she could cut his newfound freedom off at the knees, and barely five hours after he’d finally escaped his apartment.

      Anyway, he liked Charlie.

      He just didn’t like her the way she seemed to like him.

      Disentangling himself carefully, at least enough to put a few inches between them, he leaned down to her ear.

      “Thanks, Charlie.”

      She laughed at his attempts to extricate himself, but held up her hands agreeably.

      “Sorry!” she shouted back over another roar of the crowd. “Didn’t mean to invade your space, Midnight!”

      Hesitating a few seconds, he made up his mind, leaning down towards her ear.

      “It’s not personal,” he shouted back. “I have a girlfriend who terrifies me.”

      She burst out in a shocked laugh.

      Relief suffused him when she grinned up at him, her face guileless as she shoved at him playfully with a hand.

      “You’re funny,” she said. “I never met a funny vampire before.”

      “Any humor is strictly unintentional,” he informed her, shouting above the roar of a crowd. “I’m actually serious about the girlfriend. I don’t want to wake up with a knife at my throat. Or stabbing into any of my other… body parts.”

      “Understood,” she yelled back, grinning wider. “And good for you… for not being a dick.”

      Smiling back, marginally at least, he shook his head, then leaned back towards her ear.

      “Call it a strong survival instinct,” he said, loud.

      She burst out in another laugh, then nudged him towards the stairs he’d been walking towards.

      “Let’s find a seat,” she shouted.

      He nodded, following her nudge towards the cement stairs.

      They managed to push their way up to the next level.

      It was barely quieter up there, but it was quieter at least. They also rose up above the densest crush of bodies, although every inch of the cement benches Nick saw was crammed full of people, even if most of them were on their feet.

      “Do I want to know how you managed your great escape?” Charlie said, once they’d found an open spot along the balcony, and out of the main flow of traffic. She still had to talk-shout to hear herself speak. “Jordan would shit a brick if he knew you were here. If it was him instead of me you ran into, he’d probably have you handcuffed by now.”

      Nick rolled his eyes.

      “Yeah,” he said, speaking loudly back, solely for her benefit. “I know. But it wouldn’t be handcuffs. He’d taze me to the ground, then punch me in the face about ten times. I’d wake up naked in a cage, my eyes swollen shut, when he started spraying me with a fire hose––”

      She laughed out loud, throwing her head back.

      “And no…” he added, still loud. “You don’t want to know how I’m here.”

      Still grinning, she shook her head at him, taking a sip of her drink, which Nick realized from the smell was something stronger than beer.

      “Aw, Jordie’s okay,” she said, loud. “He likes you, you know. I mean, he really likes you. Not just ‘for a vampire’ likes you. He thinks you’re his bud.”

      Nick shrugged. “He’s not wrong.”

      Charlie laughed louder, in obvious delight. “You’re the Jordie whisperer. I never thought he’d soften to vampires. Much less befriend one. Much less befriend a pain in the ass one like you. How did you do it?”

      “My sparkling personality.”

      She laughed again, half-choking on her drink.

      Nick smiled in spite of himself, glancing at her. “You should go for him. Damon. He’s single, right? Divorced?”

      “Jordie?” She snorted, wrinkling her nose. “You’re kidding, right? I grew up down the street from him. We went to high school together.”

      “So? He’s a good guy, right?”

      She rolled her eyes. “It’d be like dating my brother.”

      Nick shrugged, his voice and expression neutral. “Just saying. He’s not a dick. From what you were saying, that’s points in his favor.”

      “Just saying, huh?” She gave him a shrewder, more appraising look. “He put you up to saying that? That I should ask him out?”

      Nick laughed.

      It was a real laugh that time.

      “No,” he said, blunt, looking at her. “And hell no. And I might have to kill you if you tell him I said anything of the kind.”

      She grinned wider.

      “You’re asking me to keep a lot of secrets tonight, Midnight,” she said, taking another swallow of her drink. “…Your escape artist abilities. Your secret girlfriend with the homicidal streak. Now you’re matchmaking me with Jordie––”

      Groans and cries went up from the crowd.

      It pulled their eyes and attention sharply back to the ring.

      Nick grimaced when he saw the green-haired vampire crumpled at the bottom of the ring, blood pooled around his head and neck.

      The vampire with the brown mohawk was jumping up and down on the balls of his feet, howling, his arms and fists up in the air as he bellowed up through the caged ring.

      His scarlet eyes were round as saucers.

      He looked completely high.

      A vampire with a fresh kill… Nick’s mind muttered.

      He’d almost forgotten what that looked like.

      The green-haired vampire didn’t react to the other’s victory dance.

      He lay on the floor of the ring, losing blood, his eyelids fluttering but clearly showing him to be not fully conscious. His jaw through the mask had been wrenched sickeningly out of alignment, making his face look misshapen, like the muzzle of an animal. It looked like the vampire with the mohawk had practically ripped his lower jawbone off his skull.

      Nick strongly suspected the mask was the only thing keeping the bone attached to his face.

      “He’s going to be feeling that tomorrow,” Nick muttered, taking Charlie’s drink out of her hand and downing a few swallows.

      He handed the cup back to her.

      If the female detective minded, she didn’t say anything, or even look at him. She took the cup back when he put it in her fingers and immediately took a long drink of her own.

      Her eyes remained riveted to the scene in the ring.

      “Ouch,” she said, wincing and grimacing. “Gross. That’s just… eww. Gross.” Her eyes never left the scene as she took a few more swallows of the bourbon and coke.

      Nick grunted a half-humorous, half-agreeing laugh.

      “You vampires are just… gross.”

      Nick laughed louder at that, leaning his hands on the metal bar over the edge of the cement landing. He was about to answer her, likely by making an inappropriate joke, when a guy next to him grabbed his arm.

      “Hey! You! Can I talk to you?”

      Nick tensed. He turned slowly, staring at the hand on his arm before he lifted his eyes to the person attached to that hand.

      The man standing there was a total stranger to him.

      Moreover, he wasn’t just some drunk idiot who grabbed hold of him to keep his balance, like Nick assumed.

      The male human standing in front of him wore an expensive, if strangely retro suit. His brown hair was slicked back with some kind of augmented reality product that made it shimmer and ripple in watery, alive-looking ripples and waves. The AR-effect was vaguely disorienting, making him look like he was drifting underwater.

      His blue eyes were sharp, and didn’t show any sign of drugs or alcohol, unlike the vast majority of the people there. He wore an expensive wrist-band, and a headset that looked next-gen.

      Somewhat incongruously, he also wore retro-looking sideburns and a black, arrow-shaped beard that formed a line up his neck to end in a triangle below his lower lip. Those had also been smeared with the same augmented-reality jelly product he’d put on his hair.

      All in all, he looked like money.

      Hipster money, Nick would have called it, years ago.

      “Don’t grab me,” Nick warned.

      The human released him at once, holding up his hands.

      He didn’t move away, though.

      He looked Nick over instead, his blue eyes openly appraising, like he was trying to calculate the black-market value of a particularly rare species of heritage dog, or maybe a cybernetic race horse he was thinking about buying.

      Nick noted the shrewd look in those eyes, the utter lack of personal interest, and fought to keep his voice polite.

      “Can I help you with something?” he said.

      “You’re a vampire, right?”

      Nick blinked.

      Then he scowled.

      So much for disguises.

      He glanced at Charlie, who had leaned over the balcony and was staring at the guy now too, a harder set to her mouth. Nick practically felt the protectiveness emanating off her. Her eyes had gone from glassed to almost hard.

      “Hey,” she said, loud. “Whoever you are. Take a walk.”

      Her voice was one hundred percent cop.

      Nick felt an odd surge of affection for her at the words.

      It struck him as funny, too, how little those words had changed over the years.

      The other human was unmoved.

      He didn’t so much as blink. He gave her a brief, indifferent glance, then the man in the expensive-looking, retro, three-piece suit turned back to face Nick.

      “You interested in making some money?” he said. He spoke loudly, but utterly calmly, and clearly. “We have an open slot tonight. One of our fighters didn’t show.”

      Nick frowned. “What?”

      “An open slot.” The man jerked his chin towards the ring. “Tonight. We’re down a fighter. There’s good money in it for you––”

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Not at all. Not in the slightest.” The man looked him over again. “You fight? Right?” His lips thinned, his eyes on Nick’s chest and arms. “…You look like you do. Frankly, you’re the first vampire I’ve seen in here who’d be worth the cost of admission.”

      At Nick’s blank stare, the man shrugged.

      “A hundred thousand to fight. Twice that, if you win.”

      Nick gave him a derisive laugh.

      “A hundred thou just to get beat up? I thought these were amateur fights. Some kind of championship––”

      “No.” The man’s eyes shifted up, giving him a puzzled look. “Well. Not here. Not in this ring. The human fights, sure. This ring is pro fighters only. No humans.” He looked at Nick’s face and mouth. “We’d have to muzzle you, of course. We can provide all of that.”

      Nick stared at him incredulously, then looked at Charlie.

      She was laughing now. She nudged Nick’s ribs.

      “Go for it,” she said. “Why not? You’d kick anyone’s ass in there. Easy money.”

      Nick grunted, then turned back to the blue-eyed male human.

      “No,” he said. “Thanks? I guess? But no.”

      “One-fifty,” the man in the suit said at once. “We need this slot filled. It’s one of our big fights. You’d be going against one of the champions.”

      “Then hell no,” Nick said, laughing a little, mostly in incredulity. “I’m here to watch a friend fight,” he added, motioning with his head and jaw towards ring number two. “Human. I only came down here as a tourist. I don’t even know the fucking rules––”

      “There are very few rules. What few there are, we can teach you––”

      “––And I’m not missing my friend’s fight,” Nick said, his voice shifting to a warning. “No matter how much money you want to throw at me––”

      “We can move the slots around,” the man said.

      His voice reflected nothing but unyielding persistence, a calm confidence that he would close this.

      “We’ll put your fight second to last,” he offered. “That gives you roughly three hours. More likely four, since we’re running a bit behind. Will that work? Anyway, if your friend’s in the human championships, her fight will be long done by then––”

      “How the fuck could you know that?” Nick growled. “I didn’t tell you her name.”

      The man didn’t even flinch.

      His voice grew somehow even more calm, more patient.

      “The end of the night is all top-billers for the vamp fights,” he explained. “By design, human fights are all over by then. You’d be one of the headliners… not just for this ring, for the whole event. The big fights are the pro fights. The big draws are our headliners. That’s why I can’t have an empty slot.”

      Nick frowned.

      He looked at Charlie.

      She laughed, holding up her hands.

      “Don’t look at me,” she said. “I’d pay good money to see you fight. And who the hell turns down one-fifty thou in credits for a few hours’ work?”

      The man was already handing Nick a card when he turned.

      He passed it to Nick, who took it before he’d made up his mind not to.

      “That will get you past security,” the man said. “I’m David.”

      David nodded towards the card, which Nick turned over in his hands.

      The front of the card glowed gold and green. David Farlucci, Event Promoter shimmered across the front in raised, bright blue, augmented text.

      “Everyone knows me here,” the man added, leaning closer, his voice loud. “Show them this, tell them you’re the stand-in. Someone will take you to where I am.”

      Nick glanced down at the AR-enhanced card, frowning. He made up his mind to hand it back, to give the guy a harder no––

      ––when he looked up, and realized the human had vanished.

      Nick looked around sharply, trying to find him with his eyes, but the man had disappeared entirely, melting back into the crowd.

      Still scanning faces and bodies, Nick tensed.

      Was the guy a vampire?

      Had Nick been talking to a fucking vampire, and he didn’t even notice?

      He scowled at the thought.

      Turning all the way around, he scanned faces in the flowing sea of humanity walking in both directions along the cement ring, most of them looking more than a little loaded. Still scowling, he looked back down at the card in his hands, tilting it to examine at the symbol on the side. It looked like the same sea creature he’d seen on that stocky boxer’s back, the one with the mohawk who ripped off the green-haired vampire’s jaw.

      “Jesus,” he muttered.

      Charlie burst out in another laugh, thumping him on the back.
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      “Hey! Vampire!”

      Kit burst out in a laugh at Nick’s startled look.

      She shocked him even more when she ran up and leapt at him.

      He caught her in reflex, despite her bruised skin and blood-speckled clothes, the tank-top stuck to her neon-pink sports bra, the slickness of her arms, hands and face with sweat. Before he could decide how to react, she enveloped his neck in a rough hug, kissing him on the cheek.

      She released him at once, leaping just as nimbly out of his arms.

      “Did you see that?” she said, grinning. She darted forward, punching him playfully in the chest. “Did you see that shit, Nick? I kicked ASS!”

      He laughed, in spite of himself. “I saw it. You did great.”

      “Great? I was historic, man! Fuckin’-A epically historic!”

      Nick laughed.

      “And you came!” she said, still grinning, obviously high on her win. “You’re here, Nick. In the flesh, no less…”

      Her eyes drifted to the left of where Nick stood, and her voice trailed.

      Nick watched his tech-punk friend focus on the curvy, part-Asian, part-black Charlie who walked up to stand by his side, arms folded.

      Kit looked her over, her jaw falling slightly as she stared at Charlie’s light brown, almond-shaped eyes, sensual lips, high cheekbones, long lashes. Charlie was so obviously, shockingly beautiful, Kit seemed briefly stunned into silence.

      Kit also clearly had a bit of a thing for women, Nick noted.

      He couldn’t help but notice, hearing and seeing her heartrate and blush response as she stared at the admittedly gorgeous homicide detective.

      Then Kit blinked, looking at Nick.

      “Is this her?” she said. “You brought a date?”

      Nick frowned, shaking his head. “No.”

      “No?” Kit frowned back. “She’s with you though, right?”

      Nick hesitated a bare breath, trying to think of an answer, when Charlie stuck out a hand.

      “Charlie. Charlie Raider. And no, we didn’t come together.” She motioned between herself and Nick. “We’re work friends. I ran into him down by the vampire ring.”

      Kit’s eyes widened.

      “Work friends?” She looked at Nick, a faint panic in her eyes.

      Nick shrugged, motioning subtly at his throat for her to not say anything.

      “I won’t say anything,” Charlie said, clearly reading the looks passing between the two of them. “I told Nick as far as the department’s concerned, I haven’t seen him since he went into official debrief at the close of the Kellerman case.”

      Kit pursed her lips.

      Nick could see the doubt on her face, even before she glanced at him. He was glad when he saw her decide to let it go, to take Charlie’s words at face value, at least for now.

      This definitely wasn’t the time or the place.

      Anyway, the damage was done.

      “You were amazing,” Charlie said, speaking louder above the crowd and leaning past Nick to Kit. “That last round was unbelievable!”

      “Thanks!” Kit grinned.

      “How do you know Nick?”

      Kit hesitated, glancing at Nick.

      Nick hesitated too, returning Kit’s look.

      Again, Charlie looked between the two of them.

      Clearing his throat, Nick shoved his hands in his pockets.

      “She saw me going outside the grid to surf,” he said. “Told me I was a fucking idiot for going out there, that I’d definitely end up dead. When I came out alive, a few hours later, she offered to buy me coffee.”

      Kit burst out in a laugh. “More or less. Yeah.”

      Charlie smiled, nodding.

      Nick saw the curiosity that remained in her eyes, along with a glimmer of the homicide detective––a detective Nick was learning was damned good, despite her young age, just like he’d been forced to see in Jordan, and Morley, for that matter. Nick saw the laser-like scrutiny in her light-brown eyes, and realized they weren’t fooling her at all.

      Charlie knew there was more to the story than either of them were saying.

      To her credit, she didn’t call them on it, though.

      Instead, she turned back to Kit.

      “Hey. Nick’s fighting tonight, too. Did he tell you?”

      Kit’s enhanced blue and brown eyes widened comically.

      She turned, staring up at Nick. “What?”

      Nick exhaled.

      It was more of a mannerism than a real breath, since he didn’t need to breathe, but it conveyed his point. Fishing into the pocket of his jacket, he pulled out the metallic, AR-enhanced card he’d been handed down by the vampire ring, and passed it over to Kit.

      “You know this guy?” he said, half-shouting for her benefit.

      She turned the card over in her fingers, which were still wrapped with cloth from the fight, and bruised and bloody where the cloth didn’t cover them.

      Her eyes flinched and widened all over again when she saw the name on the other side of the card.

      “Farlucci?” She looked up, aiming that stunned expression at Nick. “Jesus, Nick. How long have you been here? You met David Farlucci?”

      Nick grunted, taking the card back when she handed it over.

      “More like he met me,” he half-shouted, leaning closer. “Offered me money to fight. Says they’re down a slot.” He studied Kit’s face. “What do you know about him?”

      She frowned, unhooking the Velcro on her left hand and unwinding the cloth wrap.

      “I know he put this whole shindig on,” she said, motioning vaguely with the same hand to indicate the surrounding stadium. “He’s basically the promoter who owns this whole show. He just came up to you? Cold, like that?”

      Nick nodded.

      “Obviously, I’m not going to do it,” he said, his voice still loud. “That Farlucci guy walked off before I got the chance to tell him that, or to tell him fuck off… nicely… if for the third time.” He paused. “Do I need to make my apologies in person? Any reason why I shouldn’t just blow him off? I’m not going to end up with mafia assholes at my house with a tranq gun, am I? If I decide to just take a walk?”

      Kit laughed. Before she could answer him, Charlie did.

      “No,” she said. “Don’t do that.”

      Nick stiffened. Turning, he stared down at her with a faint frown.

      “Why the hell not?” he said.

      He’d thought she was just joking before, with the wanting to watch him fight thing. Now, looking at her, she looked deadly serious. He also didn’t see any trace of the drunk fighting fan on her now. She looked cold sober.

      More than that, she looked like a cop.

      “Why the hell not?” he repeated. “You know they record these things, right? They televise them, Charlie. Live. I can’t have my face on every screen in New York. I’m not even supposed to be here, remember?”

      “You’ll be wearing a mask,” Charlie said. “They won’t know you. No one will.”

      Nick stared at her.

      “Are you being serious right now?” he said finally. “Why would you think this is a good idea in any way?”

      Charlie hesitated, looking between the two of them.

      Then she exhaled, as if making up her mind.

      “Look, Nick. I’m not here to see the fights. I’m here on business.”

      Nick stared at her.

      Then, turning over her words, he found himself understanding more than he wanted.

      “Farlucci?”

      “Possibly.” She exhaled, folding her arms in front of her. “We got word of a vampire ring. Meaning a not-willing kind of vampire ring. As in, they’re kidnapping vampires and possibly enslaving them.” She hesitated, then added, “…and killing them.”

      Nick stared at her.

      That time, when the beat ended, he let out a disbelieving sound.

      “And I’m what? Bait?”

      Hugging her arms around her, she shrugged. “Well. Honestly, if you weren’t on this stupid leave thing, I would have asked you to partner with me on this already. When I ran into you down there, I couldn’t believe it. Even so, I wasn’t going to mention the case… but then Farlucci came up to you. It’s a pretty good bet he doesn’t know you’re a cop.”

      Shrugging again, she added, “And even if he scans your barcode and finds out, he approached you, so he could hardly suspect you were here to approach him.”

      “Great.” Nick glanced at Kit, who was frowning openly at Charlie, anger in her eyes. “I’m still not seeing the good in this, Charlie, at least not for me. If they’re disappearing vampires, doesn’t that mean I disappear, too? Or do you think you can yank me before I get shipped to Asia or Poland or wherever?”

      “No.” Charlie shook her head. “No, Nick. That won’t happen. Their fighters are all legit. We’ve verified that. If Farlucci’s involved, it’s strictly a side operation. Probably involving vampires they hope no one would miss––”

      “Like stand-ins for fights?” Kit snapped, her voice hard as she leaned past Nick. “Like some random vampire who’s not on Farlucci’s regular roster? That kind of vampire?”

      Charlie gave her a bare glance, but continued to talk to Nick.

      “––He wouldn’t be stupid enough, or ballsy enough, to grab an unknown vampire who could have a code-designation with the I.S.F.,” Charlie added seriously. “…In fact, one who probably does, given that you can afford to come to the fights at all. He wouldn’t risk harming you, Nick, or pulling you into any of that. It’s not just us, or the I.S.F. they would fear. Whoever is behind this, they definitely wouldn’t want to be on the radar of Whitewing.”

      Nick grimaced.

      That time, he knew exactly who she meant.

      She was talking about the vampire mafia.

      The White Death, or “Whitewing,” as they were often called, was one of the biggest of those, and definitely the most infamous.

      Gauging his face, Charlie added,

      “I genuinely believe he has a hole in his schedule and saw you…” She shrugged, motioning up and down Nick’s length. “You do look like a fighter, Nick. Even if you completely sucked, you’d look good for the cameras before you went down.”

      Nick scowled.

      So did Kit.

      “You were going to send him in there cold? Really?” Kit said, her voice still significantly less than friendly. “What a peach.”

      Charlie’s full mouth quirked, that time in more of a smirk.

      She looked from Kit back up to Nick, that smirk still on her lips.

      “Why not? You’re a good cop, Nick. You’d notice if anything weird was going on, assuming there’s anything to notice. You’d at least be able to tell me the layout, how many vamps he’s got down there, what kind of condition they’re in… if they’re all fighters. And if you heard or picked up on anything weird, you could tell me that, too.”

      “Why is the NYPD taking an interest in this?” Nick said, still frowning. “Now, I mean. There’s got to be all kinds of illegal vampire shit happening… probably all over the city. The laws are basically set up to screw vampires in that regard. Not to mention the bullshit going on in the black-market sex trade, including by The White Death. Was there some kind of mass vampire disappearance, or––”

      “You could say that.” Clenching her jaw, she looked at Kit, then back at Nick, shifting her weight between her feet. “We’ve been finding dead vampires, Nick. A lot of them. Whatever this is, it’s new.”

      Nick frowned. He exchanged looks with Kit, who frowned with him.

      “Is I.S.F. involved?” he said, looking back at Charlie.

      Charlie nodded. “Yes. But it’s murder. They’re locals. Technically this falls with us. If it turns out whoever’s doing this is operating in other protected areas, then it might go to I.S.F., but we’d still be working with them.”

      “How do you know it’s not some kind of intra-species thing?” Nick said. “We’re not exactly easy to kill. We’re a hell of a lot harder to kill for a human, unless you’re talking serious firepower––”

      “They’ve all been harvested,” Charlie said. “Blood. Venom. Vampires don’t generally do that to other vampires––not in territory fights. When vamps do harvest, it’s generally for money, and they don’t kill them afterwards.”

      “Cause of death?”

      “Alligators.” She glanced between the two of them, wincing a little at whatever she saw in Kit’s face. “In every case, the killers used alligators to extract their hearts. They’ve been dumping the bodies outside the main shields. Mostly on the northeastern border. They dump them on the trash piles there, let the sun deal with them… or they drop them in the river.”

      She added,

      “…We haven’t found the hearts yet.”

      At their silence, Charlie’s expression hardened.

      Looking between the two of them, she refolded her arms.

      “We don’t have much forensic evidence,” she admitted, frowning. “We don’t even know how many vamps they’ve killed. We can only guess.”

      Kit let out a disbelieving sound.

      Nick glanced at her.

      His young, human, tech-punk friend, now boxing champion in her weight class for most of the New York Protected Area, straightened from a small, bright-blue backpack at her feet, after stuffing both of her hand-wraps inside. Her bare hands, now free of the same wraps, were bruised and bloodied all the way to her wrists.

      “You’re sending Nick in to deal with professional vampire killers?” she said, her voice openly hostile. “Alone? And you weren’t even going to warn him?” She looked at Nick, scowling. “Gee, Nick. With friends like these––”

      “We haven’t found any fighters among the dead vampires,” Charlie cut in, giving Kit a warning look. “Not a single one. Contracted or not.”

      “Then what’s Farlucci’s connection?” Nick said, drawing Charlie’s eyes back to him. “What got you onto him in the first place, if there are no fighters among the victims?”

      The homicide detective exhaled, still gripping her own elbows.

      “We find the dead bodies after fight nights,” she admitted. “The disappearances seem to correlate with fight nights, too. We think they might be luring vampires here. To the rings. Maybe with the promise of work. We’re pretty sure most of these vamps weren’t able to get I.S.F. certified for employment, for whatever reason… so they’re likely to be vulnerable to any promise of work, legit or not.”

      Kit let out another outraged, disbelieving sound.

      Charlie spoke over her.

      “––We don’t know the exact connection,” she said aiming a warning look at the younger woman. “But there’s definitely some relationship to the fights. It’s what put Farlucci on our radar. He’s the major player in pro-vampire fighting in the New York Protected Area. He’s also rumored to have some connection to the black market in vampire blood.”

      Nick and Kit exchanged looks.

      After a pause, Kit shrugged.

      “Your funeral, man,” she said, speaking as if Charlie wasn’t there. “How much do you trust this person?”

      “Farlucci?” Nick said, frowning.

      “No.” Kit aimed a thumb at Charlie without looking at her. “This bitch. The one who was about to send you into the alligator pit with zero head’s up.”

      Charlie turned, scowling at Kit.

      Ignoring the traded death stares between the two of them, Nick thought about Kit’s question. He would have said before that he trusted Charlie well enough.

      She was a cop.

      Nick never got any kind of inkling she might be dirty.

      The fetish thing could be annoying, but she wasn’t overtly racist, either.

      Now, however, given what she’d just confessed she’d been about to let Nick do, he found himself siding more with Kit’s take. He definitely found himself re-appraising Charlie, wondering how well he knew her, and whether she was just overly-enthusiastic to solve this case, or if there was something else going on.

      Then there was the other thing.

      The thing that didn’t have anything to do with Charlie.

      That was the thing where, the more he thought about her words, her description of the case, the more Nick found himself thinking he couldn’t just walk away.

      He was a cop. He was a vampire.

      He’d been locked in his apartment for over a month.

      Anyway, he’d been damned lucky to get the I.S.F. employment designation himself, given his past.

      There, but for the grace of… whatever.

      One of those dead vampires could easily be him.

      “All right,” he said, gruff.

      Kit turned sharply, staring at him.

      Nick only spared her a glance before he looked back at Charlie.

      “I’ll do it,” he said. “Only next time you pull that shit on me, I won’t. Moreover, it’ll be the last case we work together, if you lie to me or withhold anything important again. I’ll also file a racism claim with the I.S.F., which will go on your record. Even if they don’t do a damned thing about it––”

      “Oh, they will,” Kit muttered audibly. “They will do a damned thing about it. I’ll make sure it’s at the very top of the pile of things they do a damned thing about…”

      Charlie didn’t seem to hear anything past Nick’s first few words.

      Relief suffused her striking features, taking some of the hardness out of her high-cheekboned face. Her full lips slid into a smile.

      “Hey, thanks Nick. Thanks. And I’ll never do that again. I swear I––”

      “You’ll keep it off the books, too,” Nick growled. “Whatever I find out, you’ll have to confirm through a warrant. I can point you in the right direction, assuming there’s anything there to point at. But you’ll leave my name out of it. And I better not get ID’d on the feeds.”

      “Nothing about you touches any of this,” she said, holding her hand up in a little kid’s promise. “Nothing official.”

      Still watching his face, she added,

      “You can even record it with your headset, if they don’t disable it. It won’t track back to you. I’ll log it as coming from a confidential informant. I’ve got authorization to use C.I.s for this, so I can strip all the identifying information off whatever you get. Like you said, it won’t be enough on its own, but it might get me a warrant. Assuming you find anything––”

      Nick cut her off.

      “I want to see everything, Charlie. Every single thing you have on this joker. And on the murders. Now.” He checked the timepiece inside his headset. “We’ve got less than an hour before I should head back down there––”

      “Of course,” she said hastily, still looking relieved. “Sending it over now…”

      Her eyes slid briefly out of focus.

      A bare second went by before Nick got a ping in his headset that he had an info-packet waiting for him.

      He hit the download button without a thought.

      When his eyes refocused on Charlie, she was grinning at him.

      “Thanks, Nick,” she said, her voice sincere. “I mean it. You’re the fucking best. Anything you can find for me on this, any insight you can give would be amazing. And I’ll definitely owe you a favor, the next time you need––”

      Kit broke in, her voice sharp as cut glass.

      “––How ‘bout you stop thanking him, and remember this. You get him killed, and I’ll break your goddamned face. Right before I rip the heart out of your chest with an alligator and toss you outside the fucking dome.”

      Charlie froze.

      Eyes wide, she turned slowly, blinking at the young tech-punk in incredulity.

      Kit’s expression didn’t flinch.

      Her voice lowered to a harder threat.

      “You can think about where you went wrong in your life for those two seconds you stare up at the real-Sun and breathe in the real-air and feel the radiation starting to cook your skin,” she added coldly. “One bonus: you’ll probably make a mutant dog or eagle really fucking happy when they stumble upon you as a morning snack…”

      Nick looked at Kit.

      The kid’s face was utterly immovable, without a shred of humor in her eyes.

      He looked back at Charlie, quirking an eyebrow.

      At the incredulous look on the human detective’s face, he shrugged.

      “Don’t piss off my friends,” he said.
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      The crowd around the vampire ring seemed to have tripled since Nick came down here the first time. It might not have been any denser at its core, but that core had since spread outwards to consume three times as many seats.

      He kept glancing back over his shoulder as he walked, making sure Charlie and Kit were in his visual range. When they got to where they were right above the ring, Charlie tapped her headset and shouted at him over the roar of the crowd.

      He didn’t make out her words the first time.

      Right when she yelled, the crowd’s roar grew deafening.

      Triumphant shouts and screams of disappointment went up all around him, presumably over something that just happened in the ring. Nick was close enough now, he could almost see the actual fighters, not just the three-dimensional virtual versions that were fighting overhead.

      “Just go ahead!” Charlie shouted, when the noise died down. “Find your way inside! We need to go up higher! I’ll take Kit somewhere on the next few tiers!”

      Nick nodded, letting her know he’d heard her, and understood.

      He must not have reassured both of them.

      Kit pinged him via her headset, letting him know they were connected, that the channel was open, then spoke to him from where she walked behind Charlie, fighting through bodies to keep up with the taller human.

      “Hey, big guy,” she said. “Be careful, okay? We’ll be here. We’ll find you… right after the match, but be careful, Nick. If you get a bad vibe, get the fuck out of there. I mean it. Fuck Charlie. Fuck the money. Fuck all of it. Just get the hell out and ping me. I’ll meet you wherever.”

      Nick gave her a fleeting look, finding her eyes in the crowd, and nodded.

      “Don’t worry, kid,” he said. “This isn’t my first rodeo.”

      “No shit, Sherlock. But you tend to break yourself a lot,” she reminded him. “So that’s not super comforting.”

      He glanced back to roll his eyes at her, and she grinned.

      When he saw the two of them veer to his right, heading for the steep stairs he’d climbed with Charlie earlier, he felt a whisper of relief.

      Truthfully, it was easier to fall into this role if he didn’t have to worry about either of them.

      Besides, it was probably better if this guy, Farlucci, and his security team didn’t get too many looks at Charlie… or at Kit, for that matter. Charlie, in particular, was memorable, at least to your average female-interested male––or female-interested female, for that matter, at least if Kit’s glances at Charlie’s ass were any indication.

      If Farlucci’s people saw him and Charlie, or even him, Kit, and Charlie as “together” in any meaningful way, they might get curious enough to dig into his background a bit more than they likely had up until now.

      Considering Kit was contracted to I.S.F., and Charlie was a cop, that might raise questions. The fact that Farlucci approached him would only protect him so much.

      Nick had to assume by now they knew he was a Midnight.

      Farlucci would’ve scanned his barcode, if he was even a remotely cautious person. He’d more than likely at least skimmed Nick’s public records in the time since, if only for liability reasons. The promoter couldn’t let anyone into the ring who might be a criminal fugitive, or a member of The White Death, for that matter, not without risking his own ass.

      For the same reason, if Farlucci was up to anything shady, he’d either tell Nick to take a hike when he flashed his card at the gate, or Nick wouldn’t be exposed to anything incriminating––assuming Farlucci was involved in the vampire disappearances in the first place.

      For all those reasons, this might be a short fucking walk to the gate, then another walk back to the stands to find Charlie and Kit.

      Charlie would have to find a new way into Farlucci’s den.

      Nick was fully prepared for either thing to happen.

      His bigger worry was the Kellerman thing––meaning, the very reason Jordan and Morley wanted Nick to stay home in the first place.

      Nick’s face was all over the news for days after that whole thing went down.

      The coverage died down for the most part, in the time since, as the world and the news cycle moved on, but some chance still existed that someone down here might recognize him––or one of the media drones might ID him with facial-rec software, like Jordan warned.

      If Farlucci’s people learned Nick’s real name, they might recognize it from the Kellerman murders, too.

      Farlucci would only need one semi-news junkie on his team, and that would be it.

      Shoving all that from his mind, Nick approached the line of black-shirted security guards standing in front of the organic-pane fence that marked the secure area around the caged ring.

      The humans guarding that entrance were huge.

      Hell, they were monsters, the shortest being around Nick’s height at 6’3 or 6’4”, and the tallest being closer to seven feet.

      Nick glanced up at that one, noting his almost entire absence of a neck, and his hard, small-looking, cybernetically-enhanced eyes. Instead of lenses, like Kit wore, this guy looked like he might have replaced the naturals totally.

      His irises were opaque gold and black, and shimmered with electro-organic life.

      Nick wondered how much he could see with those things, and in how many spectrums.

      Pulling the card out of his coat pocket, he handed it to the guard in front.

      “Farlucci told me to give you this,” he said. “I’m the replacement for the empty slot.”

      The guards exchanged looks.

      “You don’t look like a vampire,” the one in front said, a dark-skinned man who had at least some Asian in him. “We only fight vamps here, pal.”

      Nick reached up to his right eye.

      He plucked out the colored contact lens, then looked up at the one who’d spoken.

      The four men standing there exchanged looks a second time.

      Then the Asian-whatever guy stepped to the side, while no-neck swung open the gate, pushing it inward.

      “He’s down below,” no-neck grunted. “You been here before?”

      Nick shook his head. “No. I don’t know shit. He came up to me in the crowd.”

      The four of them exchanged smiles. One, a bald man who looked to be in his late thirties with a thick, bright blue beard and tattoos all over his face, snorted a laugh.

      Before Nick could ask, no-neck turned to the fourth one, the shortest of the four, a strangely young-looking male with a round face, reddish-brown, curly hair and small eyes set close together.

      “Gabriel, take him down, will you? I think the boss is by the pens.”

      Nick kept a frown off his face with an effort, holding his expression and eyes entirely blank. He wasn’t thrilled at the very livestock-sounding reference. Or the laugh at his mention of being plucked out of the stands.

      Shoving his hands in his coat pockets, he opted to follow “Gabriel” down the cement stairs and not think too much, at least not yet.

      His headset pinged.

      He picked up without thought, assuming it must be Charlie.

      “Yeah,” he said, using sub-vocals so the humans around him wouldn’t hear. “I’m in.”

      “Nick?”

      He froze… then nearly stumbled on the next step, catching himself before the stumble would be noticeable to the humans around him.

      “Wynter.”

      He glanced around as he descended into the crowd at the bottom of the steps, realizing he was now in the fighter’s trench that lived just below the ring. Above him, two vampires were grappling, metal masks wrapped around their faces and the backs of their heads and necks.

      They slammed into the organic cage while he watched, shaking the wall with a loud clanging sound and vibrating the floor below his feet.

      These vampires were bigger; the clang was a lot louder.

      A roar of shouts went up in the crowd overhead.

      “…This isn’t a great time, Wynter.”

      “You’re ‘in’?” Her voice sharpened. “In what, Nick?”

      “Nothing.”

      “You’re not at home.”

      Nick fought a wave of frustration.

      She had that effect on him.

      She had that effect on him a lot.

      “I’m not at home.”

      “What are you ‘in’? Who did you think I was?”

      “Don’t worry about it, Wynter––”

      “Are you back on the job?” she said. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Technically… no. I’m not.” He hesitated, scanning faces in the crowd around him. “It’s complicated. Can I explain later?”

      “You’re in danger.” She didn’t voice it like a question. “Whatever you’re doing right now, it’s dangerous.”

      Nick fought not to react to that, too.

      She might not be able to read him directly, since he was a vampire, but she was still psychic, despite her half-human blood. She picked up on things. More and more, he noticed she tended to pick up on things with him, despite the fact that he’d only seen her twice in the flesh, and they’d never so much as kissed.

      To say Wynter James confused him would be putting it mildly.

      She also distracted the hell out of him, even on a good day, which wasn’t something he could really cope with right then, given where he was.

      To say he didn’t understand their relationship was also more than a small understatement.

      “Wynter.”

      His voice softened, seemingly on its own. At the same time, his emotions rose, those damned, volatile vampire emotions that clashed and echoed strangely with hers.

      “Wynter. Can I talk to you later? I need to concentrate right now. I need to be clear. You make things… not clear. I promise I’ll explain everything later––”

      “Just tell me where you are. Nick, please. Tell me where you are.”

      Her voice had gone from sharp to worried.

      It softened alongside his, which somehow made it all worse––the distraction, the confusion, the odd compulsion to tell her the truth about fucking everything, even when he knew he probably shouldn’t.

      Even in thinking that, he found himself blurting out more or less everything he could think of, in terms of where he was right then.

      “I’m at the fights,” he said. “In Queens. The vamp fights. Undercover. I’m doing another cop a favor. I’m not supposed to be out of my apartment, Wynter, so you can’t tell anyone––”

      “I’m not going to tell anyone,” she said.

      Her voice had gone up about ten notches in worry.

      “You’re fighting?” she said next. “You’re going to fight, aren’t you? That’s the ‘favor’ you’re doing for this cop?”

      Nick’s eyes closed, briefly, then opened.

      “Yes,” he said simply.

      “Is the cop blackmailing you? He? She?”

      “She. Her name’s Charlie… and no, she’s not blackmailing me.” He could practically feel Wynter’s reaction through the faint vibrations of his headset. “Wynter,” he said. “Hey. Calm down. She’s not an ex-girlfriend. She’s not a current girlfriend, either. It’s not that kind of thing. She’s just someone I know from work, okay? I ran into her here. On duty.”

      He expected her to get defensive about him implying she was jealous.

      She didn’t.

      Like with most things, she was utterly matter-of-fact about it.

      “And you don’t have anything with her?” Wynter said. “You’ve never fed off her? Before, I mean. You never had a blood-fling with her, or––”

      “No. No… Christ. Nothing like that. She knows about you. I told her. Tonight.”

      “Because she was hitting on you? Is that why you told her?”

      Nick felt himself getting turned on.

      He didn’t really want to think about why.

      He also knew the timing was fucking abysmal for that right then.

      “No,” he said. “Well… yes. Kind of. I honestly don’t know how serious she was about it. She got flirty, then she got a little handsy, so I told her about you.” He paused, trying to gauge her reaction, but the line was silent. “She took it well,” he added. “Like I said, I don’t know how serious she was about it. I think she’s just vampire-curious.”

      He felt her relax marginally.

      She was satisfied with his answer.

      “And she’s not blackmailing you?” she said, her voice more subdued.

      “No.” He shook his head. “No. She’s not. It’s for a case. When the fight promoter asked me if I’d fill an empty slot for him, she just asked me to say yes––”

      “So, you’re going in there to get the shit beaten out of you?” she cut in, her voice angrier. “For some bullshit case that’s not even yours? As a favor to a cop with a vampire fetish?”

      “Wynter.” His voice softened more. “Hey. You know what I am. You know what I do for a living. You knew I’d have to do dangerous things every now and then. It comes with the job. And I’m not human. I’m not even seer. I’ll be okay.”

      He practically felt her trying to calm herself down.

      He heard her take a breath.

      He heard her exhale it out.

      He heard her do it again.

      “I’ll call you,” he offered. “When I’m done.”

      “If you’re conscious,” she muttered.

      He smiled, shaking his head.

      “I’m honestly not sure if I should be flattered you care enough to try to talk me out of this,” he said. “Or insulted you’re so sure I’m going to get my ass handed to me in there, without ever having seen me fight––”

      “I’m not stupid, Nick,” she cut in, her voice a touch harder. “It’s late. That means the big fights… the entertainment fights. The big ticket fights. That means you’ll be fighting one of their headliners. If that promoter pulled you out of the crowd, that means you’re the blood show for the evening. They pulled you out as an amateur, thinking you’d make an entertaining piñata for one of their best fighters to beat the living shit out of…”

      Nick thought about that.

      As he turned over her words, he scowled.

      “Seriously. Do you think I’m dumb?” she said.

      “You?” he muttered. “No. You’re definitely not the dumb one.”

      There was another silence.

      Then she took another breath.

      “Nick. Don’t do it. Whatever this cop wants you to do, there’s got to be another way. Just turn around. Walk out of there.”

      She paused.

      He could almost see her biting her lip.

      “Come visit me,” she said, quieter.

      He heard her swallow.

      “Get on the train, Nick. Come up here. I don’t have to work tomorrow. I’ll beat you up, if you’re that bored. Or we could find other, less pointless things to do.”

      Nick felt his jaw harden.

      Shoving the images out of his mind that wanted to rise, he fought to focus on where he was. He’d continued following the red-haired human, “Gabriel,” without paying much attention to where he was going.

      Now, as he looked around, he realized he was in an underground space, under the ring. He had a vague memory of taking the stairs down here, pushing through crowds of humans and vampires, but he knew he needed to be paying more attention to where he was, even though his headset should be recording all of it, even with him talking to Wynter.

      Still using his mind to work the vocals, not his actual voice, he muttered,

      “It’s too late now, babe. I’m committed. But don’t worry. We vampires heal fast.”

      “Nick––”

      “I have to go, Wynter. I’m sorry. I really have to go.”

      “Nick. I know what I said, but call me after. Call me, okay?”

      “Promise,” he said.

      Before she could answer, he clicked off.

      He hung up on her.

      He knew that might bother her, but it felt like a form of self-defense.

      It seemed to happen every time they spoke.

      It seemed to be getting worse, each time they spoke, even though he hadn’t seen her in person since everything went down at the prep school where she worked, where the two of them had met, and where the two of them had almost been killed. Even just via headsets and monitors, he seemed to get more and more lost in her, every time they spoke.

      It got worse the longer they talked.

      It got worse when they talked more frequently, and they’d been doing that, too.

      It wasn’t just the distraction thing.

      He’d get more and more lost in her actual way of thinking and being, in her way of seeing the world… even though all of their conversations lately happened only in virtual, and often he couldn’t even see her face.

      Maybe because he was more in Wynter’s head now, he found himself seeing this fight, and his “favor” to Charlie, the same way Wynter was seeing it.

      Fuck.

      Maybe she was right.

      Maybe he should just bail.

      Walk out of here, leave the stadium.

      Walk up the tunnel, get on the train back to Manhattan. He could switch trains at Grand Central, buy a ticket for the next scheduled run up to the Northeastern Protected Area. Call her, or, better yet, look up her address on the way and surprise her.

      Get in a driverless taxi, take it to her front door.

      He could almost feel her willing him to do that very thing.

      She told him she lived in a house right near the campus of Kellerman Preparatory, which was located in the mountains of what used to be Vermont… or maybe Maine. It would be pretty up there, even at night. She said she had wild birds, that there were a lot of trees.

      It took around two hours to get there by train.

      He’d be there before dawn if he left now.

      The idea of lying down next to her, wrapping his arms around her, feeling her breathe against him, feeling her heart beat, the warmth of her skin and breath, her eyelids fluttering against his skin… every imagining related to that single fantasy, a fantasy he’d been harboring since the first time he saw her… distracted him all over again.

      It continued to wash out most of the rest of his thoughts as he made his way down a narrow passageway, still weaving around humans and the occasional vampire wearing a muzzle, some of them dressed in quasi-costumes or robes.

      Nick barely looked at them.

      He walked through the crowded space in rote, lost in a fantasy of seeing his––well, whatever Wynter was to him––in person, of actually being able to touch her.

      Fuck, she’d been asking it of him for weeks now.

      She’d asked if she could come to him, to his apartment in Washington Heights.

      He told her no.

      He repeated that no, every time she asked.

      He didn’t want her on record as visiting him, given all the surveillance around his place, and the fact that the building was I.S.F.-owned and managed. After everything that happened, it would look bad for her, bad for her job, bad for both of them––not to mention the fact that it put her even more on the radar of the I.S.F.

      Given that she was a half-seer hybrid living illegally under a human alias, that would be a terrible idea––for both of them––for multiple reasons.

      It was illegal for him to feed on her.

      While it was technically not-illegal for them to be friends, or to hang out––or even to date, or fuck, as long as he didn’t bite her––literally no one would believe he wasn’t feeding on her, given what she was and what he was.

      No one.

      For all those reasons, and a few dozen more, Nick asked her to wait, to let him come to her. She relented after their fourth or fifth argument about it, but she asked him to come as soon as the NYPD gave him permission to leave his apartment.

      He’d told her he would come.

      He might have even promised it, in one of his less-guarded moments, especially since more and more of their talks lately felt like phone sex versus ordinary conversations, even between two people who liked one another.

      No wonder she was pissed.

      He could be hanging out with his girlfriend right now.

      Yeah, he’d said it. Thought it, at least.

      Girlfriend.

      He could be with her, not here, about to get beat up for no reason. But he’d felt like he owed it to Kit to come see her fight, especially after she’d been the one to make it so he could leave his apartment in the first place.

      Without fully admitting it to himself, he’d already planned to go see Wynter tomorrow.

      Maybe even tonight, after Kit’s fight.

      What the fuck was he doing?

      How had he let Charlie talk him into doing this, instead?

      A lot of dead vampires, Nick’s mind muttered. That’s how. They found a lot of dead vampires, and you want to know why.

      His jaw hardened at the thought––

      ––when the broad-backed human in front of him came to a dead stop.
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      Nick came to an abrupt stop behind the human, saved more by his vampire reflexes than anything else.

      Blinking, he stared around the round room in which he found himself, his mind clicking back with a clarity that had his muscles tense.

      He faced a row of humans.

      They weren’t all facing him.

      They all wore identical clothes––black, form-fitting outfits that reminded him of combat gear, but looked deceptively simple.

      Uniforms, he quickly realized.

      The insignia he’d seen on Farlucci’s business card and on the mohawked vampire fighter’s back shone from the black cloth via organic-electronic patches. Nick noted the symbol in three places he could see: on the front of the zip-up shirts over the heart, in a significantly larger design on the back, and a third, more-subtle version in black on the thighs of the pants.

      A blond, handsome male walked up to him and Gabriel.

      “Who’s this?” the blond said, jerking his chin at Nick. “This the new guy?”

      “New guy,” Gabriel confirmed. “The boss wants him for the open slot.”

      The blond guy looked Nick over, then grunted.

      “The boss gets what the boss wants,” he said, giving Nick a half-smile. He held out a hand. “You know anything?” he said. “Anything at all?”

      Nick shook his head. “No.”

      “David tell you anything about colors?”

      Nick’s frown deepened. “No.”

      The blond looked at Gabriel. They laughed.

      “Not much of a talker, are you?” the blond one said. “All right, tough guy. Come with me. We’ll get you set up.”

      He walked over to the wall on the left.

      For the first time, Nick noticed that the entire circular room was filled with inventory. Clothes on the left, moving into face masks, more elaborate headgear… then weapons. Nick’s eyes flickered around the room, taking in the range of each category.

      When he looked back at the blond, he saw the man watching him.

      Nick noted that the man’s hazel eyes were intelligent, appraising.

      He was clearly assessing Nick, too, sizing him up almost openly.

      “You can fight?” he said, his voice casual.

      Nick returned his narrow stare.

      The blond smiled, holding up his hands. “I’m just saying. You need me to go over anything for you? Rules?”

      “Yes,” Nick said. “What are they? The rules.”

      Still gauging Nick’s face, if more surreptitiously now, the male human sighed.

      “There aren’t a lot,” he admitted. “These fights can get brutal. The masks are mandatory for that reason.” His eyes flickered over Nick, as if looking for a reaction.

      Nick just stood there, staring back at him.

      The human’s voice turned businesslike.

      “No removing hearts,” he said. “No decapitations. No removing the headgear––yours or theirs. No breaking necks to end the fight. An accidental spine injury is one thing… although they’ll review it, if it looks like that was your primary goal with the move. If you kill the other vamp, intentionally or not, you’re out. Disqualified. That means you automatically forfeit the match. You’re also banned from the ring. Permanently.”

      Nick nodded. “Weapons?”

      The man gave him a faint smirk. “You want weapons?”

      “No,” Nick said, blunt. “I’d prefer none. Do I get a choice on that?”

      The blond male folded his thick arms, giving Nick a harder stare.

      “No,” he said. “Weapons aren’t dependent on the fighter… they’re dependent on the fight. If the match is too close, weapons get added in. Judges’ discretion. You get no say. No choice.” He paused, gauging Nick’s face. “You okay with that?”

      Nick frowned. “Does it matter?”

      The blond laughed at that, a real laugh, and clapped Nick on the shoulder.

      “I like you, vampire. What’s your name?”

      Nick spoke without thinking.

      “Grant.”

      “Grant. I’m Tom.” The blond turned, nodding towards the wall. “You have a preference? On colors? Your opponent’s wearing black, so it can’t be that. Anything else is fine, but the judges get pissed if the colors are too close.”

      Nick looked over the wall.

      Seeing a blue-green color, close to the color of Wynter’s eyes, he nodded.

      “There. That.”

      The male human nodded. “Good. The judges’ll like that.”

      Nick didn’t much care what the judges liked, but he didn’t voice that, either.

      The human motioned for Nick to follow him along the curved wall.

      They stopped in front of over a dozen rows of box-shaped cubby-holes built into the wall.

      Each one held a face mask.

      Nick looked over the different masks, noting that some were of harder, almost metal-looking material, while others were softer, and looked more like that old material, Kevlar, they used to use to make bulletproof vests and other clothes.

      “Those are off-limits,” Tom said, aiming his fingers up at three rows of masks that had hard spikes, what looked like razor blades and knives affixed to them. “They’re classified as weapons. The soft ones are more comfortable, I’m told. They’re also lighter, so easier to adjust to. But the hard ones provide more protection. Including against head injuries.”

      “Which would you recommend?” Nick said.

      Tom looked at him, his massive arms still folded over his chest.

      “…For a first timer,” Nick clarified.

      Something flickered in the human’s eyes.

      Something about the look gave Nick the distinct impression the human respected the question. At the very least, he didn’t think it was a stupid thing to ask.

      “Honestly?” Tom said. “I’d go with the softer, thicker material. I’ve heard of vamps getting their fangs snapped on the hard ones. I don’t think the head protection is worth the extra weight. And it won’t help you much, anyway. It can also make it easier to get spine injuries if your head is snapped back harder––”

      Nick was already nodding.

      The more he thought about it, the more he found he agreed.

      He stepped closer to the wall, focusing on the row of Kevlar-like masks, looking at those with tooth-guards versus those that just covered the mouth.

      He decided he didn’t want a tooth-guard, either.

      His fangs would grow back if he broke them.

      It wouldn’t be fun, though.

      He found himself remembering the feeds, too, and the fact that the less of his face that showed, the better.

      “What about this one?” He pointed to a heavy, organic-cloth one, with a basic design.

      The outside of it was almost featureless, which also appealed to him.

      Tom nodded in approval. “Good choice.” Pulling it out of the cubbyhole and checking it over, tugging the strap in the back, he paused to glance down at Nick’s feet, then along the wall, at the rest of the rows of equipment. “That’s all you need, in terms of the basics. We fight barefoot here. I can help with the fitting on the mask––”

      “Hand wraps?” Nick said.

      Tom gave him a direct look, shrugged. “We have them. I wouldn’t recommend wearing them, though. If you were to ask.”

      “Why?”

      “They inhibit movement,” he explained. “Anything that inhibits movement is generally seen as more of a liability than a help in there. We’ve got wrist guards,” he offered. “Those provide some protection, in terms of preventing the smaller bones from being broken, and they don’t constrain or slow down your fingers.”

      Nick thought about that, a faint scowl returning to his lips as he thought about what the human was saying. Images came to mind, even as he glanced down at his hands.

      Tom spoke into the silence.

      “You don’t need a shirt, do you?” he said.

      When Nick glanced at him, quirking an eyebrow, the human explained,

      “The boss prefers it when male vamps fight without them. They’ve got a lot of women who come to these things… and fetishists. Male and female.” Tom gave a semi-apologetic shrug. “It’s better business.”

      Nick grunted.

      Shaking his head, he looked around the rest of the room.

      “No,” he said. “I don’t need a shirt.”
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      Flashes shone in his eyes. Those, combined with the brighter overhead lights, blinded him briefly.

      Nick raised his hand in reflex, glancing up at the virtual display above the ring.

      He was back in the pit beside the ring, but this time, all eyes were on him.

      Flashes continued to go off in his face, messing with his vampire vision.

      Everything seemed brighter now that he’d ditched the contact lenses.

      He was still fighting to adjust to the mask.

      On the plus side, when he’d looked at himself in the mirror with it on, he was satisfied no one would recognize him in it. He’d asked about facial-rec, muttering about his work, and Tom smiled, shaking his head.

      “Not a chance,” he said. “Anonymity is one thing we guarantee our fighters here.”

      Thinking then, he shrugged.

      “…Well, unless you become a star fighter. Then publicity, appearances and other forms of promotion get negotiated during the contracting process, along with everything else. We would lay out terms for expected promotional work, along with salary, benefits, bonuses, long before that ever became an issue.”

      Nick couldn’t help but notice that Tom said it as if there wasn’t a chance in hell Nick would ever join their permanent roster of fighters.

      Nick agreed with him, pretty much one hundred percent.

      There’d been a bit of a stir when Nick undressed.

      At first, it was just mildly uncomfortable.

      Taking his clothes off in front of strangers shouldn’t be that big of a thing. Nick did it in front of live-feeds from I.S.F. all the time, at least until recently. The vast majority of them, he’d met only a few minutes before he undressed.

      Here, though, it was a bunch of male humans who definitely weren’t interested in either getting laid or getting bit, at least not as far as Nick could tell.

      Even so, they appraised him openly, from his feet up to his cock.

      Then Nick took off his shirt.

      That time, the reaction was palpable.

      Nick practically heard the collective sucking in of breaths.

      Tom, who was standing behind him, if to the side, spoke up first.

      “Holy crap. Is that what I think it is?”

      Nick gave him a hard look. “What do you think?”

      “You’re white mafia?” Tom said, his voice suddenly hard. “We need to know, if you are. Now. The boss’ll need to know. Also now.”

      Nick pulled up the aquamarine fighting pants, which he’d been told to wear without underwear, since they had a built-in organic cup and more or less conformed to his body. He’d also been assured they were completely sanitary, being organics that regenerated after every use, making them essentially “new” for each new wearer.

      “I’m not with them anymore,” he said to Tom, turning only after he’d adjusted the pants around his waist. He straightened, using his height to stare down at the human as he gave him another of those hard looks.

      “Is that going to be a problem?” he said.

      “Is the tattoo going to get us in trouble with your people?” Tom said.

      Nick had to give the human credit.

      Tom didn’t so much as flinch, despite the fact that Nick had at least four inches and probably forty pounds on the other male.

      Nick thought about his question.

      Truthfully, that whole aspect of this hadn’t even crossed his mind. He didn’t think much about that particular tattoo he wore, not anymore. One advantage to having the thing cover his back––he didn’t have to look at it most of the time.

      “No one will come after you,” Nick said, frowning. “We have an understanding. I haven’t worked for them in years.”

      He started wondering if that tattoo might ID him, though.

      The I.S.F. had photographs of every inch of Nick’s body. Not only that, did he really want to be back on the radar of those particular vamps?

      He’d left for a reason.

      He hadn’t been lying just now; he and his former bosses had an understanding. Part of that understanding was that Nick didn’t advertise he’d once run with them.

      Tom seemed to read his thoughts.

      “We can blur it out,” he said, frowning. “In the telecast. That’s not the issue.”

      “Then what is?”

      Tom rolled his eyes, clenching his jaw as he refolded his arms. “You’re not the only one who has agreements with that faction,” he grunted. “––‘Grant.’”

      Nick glanced at him.

      From the way Tom said it, it was pretty clear he knew the name wasn’t real.

      Before Nick could decide how to react, someone else entered the room, moving fast. Nick immediately recognized him as the man in the retro but expensive suit, the man with the arrow beard and the augmented reality hair gel that made him look vaguely sea creature-like, the same man who’d approached him in the stands.

      David Farlucci walked into the center of the space, and looked around.

      “What?” he said. “What am I looking at?”

      Nick glanced at Tom, who made a circular motion with his hand, indicating for Nick to turn around, to show the organic metal tattoo on his back to his boss.

      Nick did as the other man indicated, stepping sideways to turn his back so that it squarely faced the human promoter.

      There was a silence.

      “Is this current?” Farlucci said.

      Nick shook his head. “No.”

      When Nick turned back around, Farlucci was still frowning, his brows scrunched in thought.

      “How old?” he said.

      “Twenty years. Thereabout.”

      Farlucci continued to frown, then he looked at Tom.

      “It’s okay. We don’t have time to switch him out. Just blur it in the telecast… and make sure the cage fields and the virtual-simul reflect the same. Or, better yet, turn it into the Farlucci logo. It’s close to the same size.”

      Tom nodded. “No problem, boss.”

      Farlucci looked Nick over.

      “You look good,” he said.

      Nodding once, still seeming to be thinking, he pursed his lips, appraising Nick openly, like something had changed in his estimation of him.

      After a few more seconds, he met Nick’s gaze.

      “Good luck tonight,” he said.

      Without another word, he walked out of the room.
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      Remembering the way the humans had been looking at him in that room now, Nick scowled behind the mask, glad at least that most of his face wasn’t visible.

      He wore a robe with the Farlucci gold insignia to hide the tattoo on his back––the giant, all-white, winged angel that Nick had allowed himself to forget he wore, despite the fact that it covered most of his back.

      Tom had been unambiguous about “the Farlucci company’s” insistence that Nick keep the robe on until he got into the ring.

      Like Nick needed to be told.

      Still, he was second-guessing all of this already.

      He already felt like he’d made himself uncomfortably visible to a segment of New York’s boxing underground that he’d just as soon have steered clear of––at least outside the parameters of his immediate job. On the plus side, Farlucci must not have looked too far behind the basics of Nick’s barcode. It was possible he’d just checked to make sure his legal status was current and there were no outstanding warrants for his capture.

      If they’d picked up on Nick’s “Midnight” status, not to mention his recent appearance in the news, they hadn’t said a word.

      Whether Farlucci was directly involved in the vampire disappearances or not, Nick strongly suspected he would have been escorted off the premises if Farlucci had discovered either thing combined with the White Death tattoo––and not only because Nick hadn’t mentioned any of it prior to now. Farlucci and his people obviously preferred to operate under the radar of the vampire mafia; it was unlikely they didn’t feel the same way about the NYPD.

      The two things put together would’ve been a lot to overlook.

      Nick glanced up at the virtual display, weirded out to see himself up there. He saw himself looking up, most of his face covered by the black mask, his colorless, glass-like vampire eyes catching the overhead lights.

      It hit him that Charlie and Kit were here, that they’d be watching this from the stands.

      Then another thought occurred to him.

      Wynter.

      After he talked to her, after he told her what he was doing, Wynter probably would have gone to look for the live-stream of his fight.

      Thinking about this, he realized there was no “probably” about it––she would have looked up his fight. He couldn’t even blame her for that.

      Hell, he would have, if their positions were reversed.

      He had no doubt all of his friends had already recognized him, either from the televised feed of him in the gold robe and the aquamarine pants, or from the virtual depiction currently playing in the air above the ring.

      Kit and Charlie, at least, were watching him right now, and Wynter would recognize him too, if the same view was currently playing on the livestream.

      For some reason, the thought that hit his mind hardest, or maybe just persisted the most stubbornly, was the fact that Wynter had never seen him without a shirt before.

      She would probably wonder about the tattoo.

      She’d see a sea dragon on his back, not what was actually there, but no doubt she would wonder about it, and wonder what it meant––even if she didn’t make the connection to the fighting club, or realize it was the insignia for David Farlucci’s company.

      His jaw hardened around the thought, even as he followed his blond handler, Tom, up the stairs to the few feet of walkway around the outside of the cage around the ring.

      He stood there, glancing out at the crowd, in spite of himself, while Tom unlocked the door to the transparent cage.

      “Robe,” Tom said, holding out a hand. “Put your back to the cage first.”

      Nick turned obediently, facing the blond human, his back aimed towards the cage. Shouldering off the robe, he handed it to Tom.

      “Good luck,” Tom said, just had Farlucci had done before.

      Nick didn’t bother to answer.

      Before he could back out of range of the other’s hands, passing all the way through the opening, Tom grabbed him roughly by the shoulder, leaning in close, probably so the drone cameras wouldn’t pick up his words.

      “Try not to die, ‘Grant,’” he said, speaking into his ear.

      When Nick gave him a flat look, the human laughed.

      Guy was fucking hilarious.

      Still, Nick would be lying if he said he didn’t watch the door shut behind him with more than a small whisper of trepidation.

      That was before he turned around.

      Once he was facing the square fighting space, staring across the suddenly small-looking caged ring, which he now shared with only one other person, that trepidation worsened.

      It also grew a hell of a lot more specific.

      Nick stared at the vampire across from him, and felt his jaw harden.

      Guy was a fucking monster.

      Because of course he was.
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      Nick stared at the vampire who stood there, keeping his face and body utterly still.

      He’d already been warned there was no timer.

      No referees would be monitoring this match.

      There was no bell. No starting shot fired. No clock.

      Once he was inside, the fight had more or less started. It kept going until one or the other of them tapped out, or the fight was declared over by the judges, who sat at a table outside the caged ring. Nick couldn’t even see them from where he was.

      Tom told him, if they ended the fight, meaning the judges, one of two things would happen: the lights would shut off, or, depending on how and why they’d decided to end things, someone would enter the ring to subdue one or both vampires.

      Tom assured him the latter almost never happened, though. He told Nick he didn’t need to worry about that––just stop what he was doing if the lights went out.

      Thinking about all of that now, and what Tom’s words implied, directly and not, Nick stared at the other male, taking his measure as best he could.

      The vampire was around thirty or forty pounds heavier than him, and at least two inches taller. His arms were the size of Nick’s thighs.

      His hair, black woven through with purple and red, was braided tightly to his skull. Maori-like tattoos decorated the visible parts of his face. The black, detailed designs contrasted sharply with the white of his vampire skin, changing the contours of his neck, cheeks and forehead around the matte black mask he wore, which erased the rest of his face.

      Ethnicity-wise, he was tough to pin down.

      He could have actually been a Pacific Islander originally, meaning before he got turned, or even from an indigenous tribe in the Americas.

      Whatever his exact lineage, he was fucking huge.

      Nick looked over his massive, almost hairless chest, the thick abdomen, trunk-like legs, veins pulsing in his neck and biceps. He took his time, starting at the male’s face and letting his eyes make their way down to his feet.

      Staring at those bare feet, he frowned.

      His eyes returned to the vampire’s hands, and Nick felt his frown harden more behind the thick mask clamped around his mouth and jaw.

      The vampire wore his nails long, both on his toes and fingers. It looked like he’d sharpened each one individually, on all ten digits, honing them to razor-thin points.

      The fucker had turned his vamp toe and fingernails into knives.

      Fantastic.

      Nick glanced around the cage, taking in the dimensions.

      His muscles had already gone into that still, cat-like posture he associated with those few minutes or seconds or fractions of a second before a fight.

      He was waiting, he realized.

      He was waiting for the monster to lose patience, to attack him.

      Yet when he glanced up, he saw that the eyes above that mask were utterly calm, even amused. Nick could have sworn the other vampire was smiling behind his heavy, hard-looking mask, which was as black as the pants he wore.

      So he wasn’t a complete idiot, anyway.

      Nick’s eyes lingered on the mask briefly, taking that in; it looked like it was made out of dead metal, like stainless-steel, but Nick had his doubts it was. It was likely another semi-organic composite, only with harder materials than what he wore.

      “Hello,” the vampire said, his voice muffled through the mask.

      Nick didn’t answer.

      He glanced around the space a second time, once more marking the dimensions, including the height to the ceiling above.

      It was weird how quiet it was, inside the cage.

      When he looked to his left and right, Nick could see movement on the outside. He could see the screaming, the open mouths, but all of it was muffled, far away.

      He was still staring around when the other vampire moved.

      It was soundless, liquid-fast, especially given the other male’s size.

      Vampire fast.

      The taller, heavier vamp came at him from the front, darting sideways in the last instant, swiping at Nick’s face with his extended claws. Nick dropped his weight, sliding under the blow and moving around and behind the larger vampire without increasing the distance between them.

      Gliding liquidly to his feet, he hooked a punch, hard, to the other’s kidney, more as an experiment, in part to see if he could land it, and in part to test the other’s reflexes, and his awareness of his periphery. He followed with another solid hook with his other arm and fist, that time aiming for the small of big vampire’s back.

      When the larger vampire fell forward, Nick took advantage of the other’s lack of grounding and whipped around with a hook-kick to the opposite kidney.

      The vampire hissed behind his mask.

      Nick landed, lightly, a bare ripple of gravity and muscle before he leapt up again, twisting in the air to kick the vampire in the face, getting a warm ripple in his belly at the crunch sound he heard––right before the vampire slammed into the transparent wall.

      All of that happened in a handful of seconds.

      Three. Maybe four.

      A calm fell over his mind.

      This was familiar.

      This was something he knew.

      More to the point, he’d been locked in his five-hundred-and-twenty-five square foot apartment for a month and a half. He hadn’t even had live-feeds to entertain him.

      He hadn’t been allowed to hunt––really hunt––in more than twenty years.

      He hadn’t been allowed to really fight outside of simulations.

      It might have been crude to call this his happy place.

      But yeah.

      This was Nick’s fucking happy place.

      He stalked behind the larger vampire, waiting for him to get back to his feet.

      He waited, patient, for the other male to face him.

      The giant pulled himself up. He turned, facing Nick slowly, growling under his breath.

      His eyes were scarlet above the mask. That calm, Zen vibe Nick glimpsed in him before, the vague amusement he’d seen, had entirely vanished. Blood trickled from under the tight dark braids. Nick saw more blood trickle out from under the mask, down the marble-white throat, and knew the crunch he’d heard was the male’s cheekbone.

      That hard mask would probably be hurting him soon.

      The growl grew louder. Then the vampire hissed at him from behind the mask.

      That blankness Nick had seen was gone now, too. Fury shone there, a murderous, mindless fury Nick knew, that geared right into that warmer place in Nick’s gut.

      Animal to animal. Blood to blood.

      Nick remembered this. He remembered, and not only from the wars.

      He remembered the satisfaction of it. He remembered the near gratification that came of fighting the animal part of himself, of ripping it apart with his bare hands.

      Looking at the other vamp now, that animal was all Nick saw.

      The white skin, bloody-splattered face, sharpened claws, and Maori tattoos came at Nick with a thick arm cocked, growling at him in murderous, animal fury, those knife-like nails aimed at Nick’s eyes.

      Nick leapt all the way to the wall that time, climbing up it for a bare few seconds, then leaping off it for the other side.

      Rather than landing on the wall, he kicked off it, twisting in the air.

      His eyes locked on the other male as he whipped around above him.

      His heels connected solidly with that thick chest, throwing the vampire backwards.

      That time, the other lost his battle with gravity altogether.

      The dark head with the purple, black and red braids slammed into the transparent wall with a loud crack––a much louder crack than what Nick heard when he busted the giant’s face.

      The walls shimmered, vibrating all the way up to the ceiling.

      Nick landing lightly on the balls of his feet in the middle of the ring.

      He never took his eyes off the downed male.

      He stared at him from a half-crouch, waiting for him to get up, to move. He waited for him to snarl, to rush at him again, to slash at him with those long, sharpened claws. He waited for him to fight… to give as good as he’d gotten. Without fully acknowledging it, at least not until some hours later, Nick waited for the other male to try to kill him.

      In some way he couldn’t explain to himself, he longed for it.

      It took him a few seconds more to realize the fight was over.

      He’d broken the giant’s spine. Some part of it, at least.

      He straightened slowly, still wary.

      Only when he was really sure the other vampire wasn’t playing possum, when he was sure the crack he’d heard came from other’s spinal column… did Nick take his eyes off the downed giant.

      For the first time, he looked out the walls of the transparent cage.

      He saw rows and rows of humans on their feet.

      They weren’t cheering.

      They weren’t booing.

      They weren’t screaming, or stomping their feet on the paneled floors. They stood there, shock etched on their faces, seemingly frozen.

      They stared at him.

      They stared at the giant vampire bleeding on the mat.

      Then, suddenly, Nick saw the stadium erupt.

      The sound was muted through the thick walls, but he saw the paralysis break, saw them jumping up and down, even as the rumble of shouts and foot-stomping vibrated the outside of the cage.

      Nick stared around, his fangs still extended behind the mask, his throat still emitting a low growl. Even so, he felt dazed, borderline drugged, more in a detached kind of tension and puzzlement than anything that felt like true aggression. He just stood there, staring around at the human crowd moving and shouting behind the organic wall––

      When the doors opened on either side of the transparent cage.

      Sound flooded the small space, shocking him.

      He hadn’t realized how quiet it was until the quiet ended.

      The roar of the crowd grew deafening.

      It was like someone had turned the volume from mute up to the highest setting.

      Screams, shouts, cheers––they shocked his sensitive vampire hearing, bringing back his harder aggression in a rush. The percussive thumping underlying those higher-pitched sounds somehow made that aggression worse––the tribal, rhythmic pounding of feet on sensor drums built into the floor, bass music exploding from the arena speakers, the rolling, trilling speech of the announcer as he narrated something that echoed overhead.

      Nick blinked.

      He barely noticed the humans who approached him on either side until they’d almost reached where he stood.

      By then, he’d already fallen instinctively into a combat crouch.

      “Hey.” Tom stood in front of him, both hands held up, palms facing him. “Calm down, big guy. Fight’s over.”

      Nick stared at him.

      Seeing the tranquilizer rifle in the hands of the other human in the cage, Nick stepped back, dropping into an even lower crouch.

      The growl that came out of the deeper part of his chest rose without his willing it. At the same time, he fought to pull himself back. His survival instincts fought the impulse, even as his eyes darted between the gun and the blond human.

      “Wait!” Tom held up a hand to the man with the rifle. “Give him a second! He can come back.”

      Those hazel eyes focused only on Nick.

      “You got this, man. You can come back… right? Don’t make us dart you.”

      Nick stared at him. He stared into those light blue eyes.

      He fought to hear him.

      A distant, more rational part of his mind could feel where he’d gone.

      He was there again.

      He was there.

      He could feel the part of him that fucking loved it.

      He could feel the part of him that didn’t want to come back.

      “Hey!” Tom’s voice rose, a clear warning. “Calm down. Grant? GRANT! Calm the fuck down! Don’t make us drop you!”

      Nick met his gaze.

      The growl in the depth of his chest grew colder, more menacing.

      Still, he was seeing the other human again. He found himself recognizing him, recognizing his face, his voice.

      As he did, the other Nick slowly began to return.

      The image of the human in front of him changed as he did, flickering behind his eyes, going back and forth, from prey to person from prey to person––

      Then, from his other side, in his peripheral vision, he saw the rifle rise.

      Nick didn’t think.

      All thought of pulling back left his mind.

      All thought of person or prey left his mind.

      He leapt.

      He leapt, twisting in the air even as the rifle’s muzzle rose.

      Before his feet had left the ring’s mat––

      Something hit him dead in the center of his throat.

      There was no gap.

      There was no moment of gray, no gradation, no tunneling vision.

      There was no warning at all.

      Everything went utterly black.
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      Nick opened his eyes.

      He found himself blinking into a scorching, bright light.

      He scowled, raising his arm to shield his eyes––

      ––but his arm jerked to a stop.

      It rose barely an inch from whatever he was lying on.

      Nick froze.

      Looking down, he focused on his cuffed wrist. He went totally still as he assessed his situation, as it grew increasingly clear that it wasn’t only that arm that was bound.

      Both arms at the wrists, both biceps, both ankles, his neck, his chest, his waist…

      Nick felt each one of the restraints individually, assessing their thickness, their probable materials, the likelihood he could break or tear any of them. As he did, his fangs slowly extended. He realized only then that he wore a mask over his mouth and jaw.

      Fury swam through him.

      He jerked hard at the restraint on his right wrist––

      “He’s awake,” a voice commented. It was businesslike, distracted. “Go on… see to him. Before he tears that table apart, too.”

      In a blink, three bodies appeared over Nick, blocking the light.

      He squinted up at them, disoriented by the change in view.

      “Hey.” A familiar voice.

      Nick’s gaze shifted, connecting with blue eyes, blond hair, a familiar smirk.

      “You going to behave if we take that mask off you?” Tom said.

      Thinking about the question, Nick nodded, once.

      Tom chuckled, glancing at the other two humans hanging over Nick’s bound body. Nick recognized one of them as the no-neck guy who’d been working the gate. The other was a human he’d never seen, a big black guy almost the same height as no-neck.

      “I think he’s okay,” Tom said. “His eyes are clear. Unhook that thing.” He nodded to the no-neck human, who was closest to Nick’s head.

      Nick glanced up at that human’s face.

      He saw hesitation in the light brown eyes, but after a pause, the big male seemed to make up his mind. With surprisingly gentle hands, he tugged up Nick’s head and neck, unhooking some kind of strap in the back, the same one Nick remembered Tom tightening earlier that night, while he’d been fitting the mask to Nick’s face.

      The muzzle loosened, all at once.

      It came off Nick’s face and mouth in the same set of seconds, disorienting him all over again when the organic fabric left his skin.

      Nick worked his jaw, still blinking his eyes up at the bright light.

      For a moment he only lay there, trying to pull his brain back on line.

      He could tell he was still doped from whatever they’d hit him with. He tried to sit up, but again, the restraints stopped him.

      “Do you mind?” he said, his voice terse.

      He raised his arm so that it hit the limit of the restraints, yanking it a few times to make a dull thunk noise with the metal part of the strap, and thus reinforce his point.

      Tom glanced at the person behind him, the person Nick still couldn’t see due to the angle of where he lay on the padded table.

      “He’s fine,” the voice said, still sounding distracted, like he was multi-tasking this with a few other things. “Let him up.”

      There was a yank and a tug on Nick’s wrists, first on one side than the other. The big black guy unhooked more restraints on Nick’s biceps, then his thighs, then his ankles.

      Nick saw a glimmer of nervousness in no-neck when he reached for the straps around Nick’s chest. That glimmer grew more prominent when the same massive human unbuckled the restraint circling Nick’s neck.

      Once he could feel them all gone, Nick raised his hand, rubbing his throat in some irritation as he sat up.

      “Was that entirely necessary?” he grumbled.

      The four men looked at one another.

      The man who was sitting off to the side, who Nick had already realized was David Farlucci, looked over, too.

      Then, seemingly all at once, they all laughed.

      “Yes,” Tom said, clapping him good-naturedly on the shoulder. “It was absolutely, entirely, and one-hundred-percent necessary, friend.”

      Farlucci was on his feet now, moving away from the low couch where he’d been sitting.

      Frowning faintly, he hit a button on his wrist band, and a complex virtual display with multiple screens that Nick barely had time to glimpse folded back down into itself and vanished, right before an obviously organic panel closed, leaving his wristband featureless, a black-gold infused with threads of dark green.

      He walked right up to where Nick sat on the padded bench. Stopping in front of him, he folded his arms across the vest of his gray, three-piece suit.

      When he didn’t speak immediately, Nick found himself checking out the room.

      It didn’t look anything like the prep room he’d been in earlier, the one with the armor and the face masks and the boxing equipment.

      This looked more like someone’s office.

      That, or maybe a private lounge, but Nick was going with office, and most likely Farlucci’s office, if only for the giant, gold and green art engraving of the sea creature from his business card hanging over the desk, the white stone shimmering with AR-enhanced details. The stone itself may have been granite, or even marble; whatever it was, it looked heavy, real, and old. It must have cost Farlucci a fortune to have it made.

      The fact that Farlucci had something like that placed under his boxing ring in Queens definitely said something about the promoter.

      Nick just wasn’t sure what it said, exactly.

      But something.

      And they were definitely back under the boxing ring.

      Now that Nick’s mind was slowly coming back, he could hear the thumping music and pounding, stomping feet of the crowd above, despite the sound-deadening tech Farlucci must have installed over his whole pit area for it to be so quiet.

      The actual furniture in the room looked expensive and immaculate, and also oddly out of place, given where they were. In addition to the stone carving, what looked like real, original paintings hung on the walls, illuminated with soft lighting. Below the carving, a large, real-wood desk stood out from the wall, with what looked like a real leather chair behind it.

      David Farlucci hadn’t been sitting at his desk, though.

      He’d been sitting on one of the dark blue couches in the middle of the room, with a glass coffee table between them. Some kind of green shake sat in a semi-organic mug on the glass. The blue couches also looked and smelled like real leather.

      When Farlucci broke the silence, Nick’s eyes swiveled to him.

      “That… didn’t go how we were expecting, friend,” the human commented flatly.

      There was a silence.

      A few seconds into that silence, Nick shrugged.

      “Sorry.”

      He rotated and stretched his neck, scowling at the head-rush that greeted him, making him blink to focus his eyes.

      Glancing back up and around at the rest of them, he saw all eyes focused on him and frowned.

      “Is it the money?” he said. “Is that what all of this staring and weird mafia shit is about? You shouldn’t have offered me double for a win, not without asking me a damned thing about myself.”

      Tom and Farlucci exchanged looks.

      Then both of them laughed.

      Something in Farlucci’s face relaxed.

      “It’s not the money,” he assured Nick, looking him over with more scrutiny. “We’ll transfer the money now, if you’d like. All we have to do is scan your barcode.”

      “Then what is it? What’s wrong?” Nick said, still feeling a bit annoyed and woozy from the drug. “The guy’s all right, isn’t he? The other vamp? I know I broke his back, but––”

      “He’ll be fine,” Tom said, his voice equally reassuring. “He’s sleeping it off in the other room. We’ll give him a new identity for the rings, a few new toys and costume changes, and he’ll keep fighting.”

      Nick looked between the two of them.

      He looked at no-neck, and the big African-American guy who stood a little further back. Neither of the last two had spoken a word, not since they’d unstrapped Nick from the padded table. They all stared at him like he was some kind of zoological exhibit.

      “What?” Nick growled. “Seriously. What the fuck?”

      Again, Farlucci spoke up. “Who are you, friend?”

      Nick scowled, turning to face him. “What do you mean?”

      “You fought in the wars?”

      Fighting to control the anger in his expression, Nick nodded, still frowning as he rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Yes.”

      “As a vampire?” the human queried.

      Nick’s stare hardened. “Yes.”

      “What were you before?” Tom said, speaking up from closer. “Before you were turned?”

      Nick hesitated, again looking around at all of them.

      He was beginning to think this whole fight thing was a mistake.

      He was also realizing he hadn’t really thought it through.

      It hadn’t really occurred to him that his fighting ability might raise questions. Then again, it hadn’t really occurred to him he might lose control like that, and not be able to calibrate his actions a little more closely to what their expectations likely were for him in the ring.

      “Cop,” he said finally.

      Tom relaxed slightly, nodding. “You were a cop?”

      “Yes,” Nick said.

      “Is that all?” Farlucci interjected, his lips pursing.

      “Military before that,” Nick admitted, a little more reluctantly. “I did some private-sec work for a friend who had his own company, too, while I was on a break from the force. I went back to working homicide after that.”

      “Where?”

      Nick glanced at Tom, who’d asked that question. “San Francisco. Mostly.”

      “No,” Tom said. “Where did you serve?”

      “Afghanistan. Iraq.” Nick shrugged. “I did some work in South America.”

      “Which branch?” Tom said.

      Nick looked at him. “Army.”

      “Regular forces?”

      Nick stared at him. Then he frowned. “No.”

      Farlucci and Tom again exchanged looks.

      They clearly thought he was still holding out on them.

      Probably, Nick thought wryly, because he was. But he didn’t remember signing any kind of contract that told him he had to give these fuckers his life story.

      “What did you do for the White Death?” Farlucci said, his voice even more guarded.

      Nick shook his head. “It’s not like that. We didn’t have roles like that––”

      “But you’d have things they asked you to do more regularly,” Farlucci said, not to be daunted. “They would know what your skill-sets were. They would likely utilize those skill sets, in the ways it made sense to do so––”

      “Yeah.” Nick frowned. “That pretty much falls into the ‘none of your fucking business’ category.” He glanced around at all of them. “…No offense.”

      Rather than being put off, Farlucci smiled.

      “None taken.” He bowed slightly, that smile still touching his lips. “Apologies if our questions were rude. You are, of course, under no obligation to satisfy our curiosity about you. I will say I have no desire to anger your employers in any way… so my interest in your relationship to Whitewing stems primarily from a wish to not inadvertently step on any toes.”

      Nick frowned, staring around at all of them again.

      And okay… he got it.

      It was pretty unusual for someone to leave the White Death.

      They had to be wondering why and how Nick managed to pull it off, as well as what lingering ties might exist. But that didn’t fully explain why they were staring at him like he was a ticking time bomb, either.

      “I don’t run with them anymore,” he said. “I told you that.”

      Farlucci’s expression didn’t move.

      “Of course,” he murmured diplomatically. “Of course. But you must understand my need to be cautious. Particularly given that I’m strongly considering offering you a regular contract with our organization.”

      Nick stared at him.

      He looked at Tom, then back at Farlucci.

      After a long-feeling pause, he let out a laugh.

      “You can’t be serious,” he said.

      “Oh, I assure you,” Farlucci said, refolding his arms. “I’m very serious.”

      Nick stared at him a few seconds more, gauging the human’s expression.

      Then he shook his head.

      “No,” he said.

      Rather than annoyance, Farlucci’s smile returned. “No? You haven’t heard the offer yet.”

      “I’m a Midnight,” Nick said, blunt.

      What the hell. If they didn’t know already, they were going to find out as soon as they scanned his barcode to transfer the credits.

      “…I already have a job,” he added.

      Farlucci and Tom exchanged looks.

      That time, Nick found himself understanding the look there a bit better.

      They’d definitely already scanned his barcode. They might have done it before the fight, but if they hadn’t done it then, they’d definitely done it while he was out. They’d known he was a Midnight. They’d been wondering if he was going to tell them.

      Moreover, they were probably wondering if he was there to investigate them.

      Especially if they were guilty of something, or knew about the dead vampires.

      Farlucci looked back at him.

      That time, some of the guardedness had dropped from his eyes.

      “You could do both,” he said, holding out his hands in a kind of prayer gesture. “We have people at the I.S.F. We’ve worked with them before, with registered vamps.”

      Nick looked between them.

      Then he grunted a laugh.

      “You don’t know much about police work, do you?” he said. “I work with homicide. That means my cases happen when people die. People don’t always die at convenient times. Definitely not from an event promoter’s perspective. What if I had to skip a fight because of a case? That might leave you with a lot of empty slots to fill with amateurs from the audience.”

      If the human caught the crack, it didn’t show on his angular face.

      “You’re not the only Midnight in the NYPD,” Farlucci observed.

      Leaning back slightly, he rested his rear end on a high chrome-colored table and folded his arms. “We might be able to work something out with I.S.F. And with the NYPD.”

      Nick frowned, looking between the four of them again.

      “Why?” he said. “That’s got to be a huge hassle for you. Why not just find a vampire who’s less complicated? Someone you don’t need to do all that for?”

      Again, Farlucci and Tom exchanged looks, and smiles.

      “Think about it,” Farlucci said next, his voice firm. “I’ll have an offer sent over to your headset by the end of tomorrow. After I speak to a few people about the feasibility, of course… from the perspective of your current employment. Just think about whether you might be interested.”

      “Don’t call my employers,” Nick said, blunt. “Don’t do that.”

      When they exchanged looks again, Nick gritted his teeth, then clarified,

      “Technically, I’m playing hooky tonight,” he said.

      At their blank looks, he added,

      “…It’s why I didn’t want to be ID’d on the feeds. I was the Midnight on the Kellerman case. They have me keeping a low profile right now. For political reasons. You tell them I’m here, and I definitely won’t be entertaining offers. Of any kind.”

      Again, Farlucci and Tom exchanged looks.

      Again, Nick got the impression his confession hadn’t deterred them.

      If anything, it seemed to pique Farlucci’s interest further.

      “I see,” he said. “Thank you for explaining that. And if it helps, I would never contact your employers without your prior permission. I was thinking more along the lines of lawyers. I also planned to consult with several people we’ve worked with before, who are experts in negotiating contracts for I.S.F.-reg’d and employed vampires.”

      Nick felt his jaw harden.

      Lawyers. He should have known.

      Pausing, still gauging Nick’s expression, Farlucci added,

      “Of course, you wouldn’t need to work as a Midnight at all, if you decided to take a contract with me. I’m assuming you know that… but I would think about that too, if I were you, Naoko Tanaka.”

      Nick scowled at the other’s use of his real name.

      He didn’t bother to comment aloud, though.

      When the silence stretched, he hopped off the padded table.

      “You got my clothes?” he said. “I’ve got people waiting for me.”

      Again, Farlucci and the human named Tom exchanged looks.

      Then Tom looked at Nick.

      Smiling faintly, he inclined his head towards the door.

      “Come on, killer,” he said, his voice back to amused. “I’ll take you to the locker room… and the showers.”

      When no one said anything else, Nick gave them all a cursory nod, then followed the blond male, Tom, out of the room.
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      Before Nick managed to get out of the pit, Tom handed him another card.

      The blond human wandered into the dressing and towel-off area not long after Nick left the shower cubicles and a blissfully hot shower, and had at least half of his clothes back on his body.

      The card got presented along with Nick’s headset, which Nick was a lot more relieved to see, even if he was nervous about turning it on, given what just happened in the ring.

      “Come to the club tonight, if you want,” the blond man said, smiling. “Bring your friends. Everything’s on the house.”

      Nick grunted, non-committal.

      At that point, he was buttoning up his shirt, staring at the blinking light on his headset.

      He was a lot more worried that his friends were freaking out, wondering where he was.

      “Your choice, of course,” Tom said agreeably, seemingly undaunted by Nick’s non-answer. “But there’ll be other fighters there. People you could talk to, if you wanted to get an idea of what the set-up’s like for the vamps we contract with.”

      Pausing, he added,

      “…There’ll be a hell of a lot of vampire-friendly humans there, too. Very vampire-friendly humans. Humans who like the fights… and who like vamp fighters. Male vamp fighters, in particular.”

      Nick gave him a flatter look.

      At the other’s smile, he grunted a little.

      “No thanks on the vamp groupies,” he said to the other’s laugh, finishing with his shirt and shouldering on his jacket before he reached for his coat and headset. “But I’ll ask my friends about the club. Assuming they aren’t scouring the emergency rooms for me by now… I’ll see if they want to go.”

      Tom laughed a second time, clapping him on the arm.

      “It hasn’t been that long,” Tom assured him. “I’m sure they’re up there.”

      Nick scowled a little, glancing at the monitor playing in the room.

      It was running the current fight in the ring, between two female vampires, each one of them buffed out, and close to six feet tall.

      He glanced back at Tom.

      “No one will know me?” he said, frowning faintly. “When I leave?”

      Tom shook his head. “You can go out the bottom, if you like. It pops up on the other side of the ring. Away from most of the media. We’ll give you an employee badge, if you like. Generally speaking, the reporters don’t look twice at the vamps wearing those.”

      Nodding towards Nick’s coat, he added,

      “You’ve got the contacts still, too. I put them in a case, with solution, in case you wanted to wear them out. You could go out the front with those on. They’ll just assume you’re a human working for us.”

      Nick nodded.

      Thinking about that, he decided to go with the contacts.

      He’d have a better chance of finding Charlie and Kit quicker that way.

      “All right,” he said, sitting down on the padded bench with his boots in one hand, his black socks stuffed in the boots. Not sure what else to say to the human, he gave him a nod. “Appreciate all your help down here. I’m sure I’ll see you around.”

      Tom smiled back, holding out a hand.

      After a bare pause, Nick took it, shaking it cautiously from where he sat.

      “I hope so,” Tom said, his voice sincere. “I genuinely hope so, friend. You were badass in there. Maybe we didn’t say it enough, but you were fucking amazing. I think you could more or less name your price with Farlucci… although for the love of all that’s holy, don’t tell him I said that.”

      Nick nodded, unsure how to react to that.

      “Thanks,” he said finally.

      “I mean it, man. Really hoping to work with you again.” Tom pointed at his own neck, indicating where Nick had been shot with the dart. “And sorry about that. It should wear off totally in an hour or so.”

      Nick wasn’t sure what to say to that, either.

      In the end, he only nodded a second time, releasing the other’s hand.

      Giving Nick a half-salute and a last smile, the human turned away, finding the door with his eyes and aiming his feet towards it.

      Nick watched him go, frowning faintly.

      It wasn’t until the human disappeared, and Nick was shoving his foot into his first boot, that the reality of the situation hit him.

      He was going to have to go to this fucking club.
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        * * *

      

      Nick didn’t put on his headset until he was already most of the way up the stairs leading out of the gated area around the ring.

      He was still blinking too much, trying to re-adjust to the brown contacts over his vampire irises. That feeling of being vaguely blinded, or even just mildly visually impaired, mixed badly with the lingering wooziness and off-balance feeling from getting darted.

      On a more positive note, at least Tom had been right.

      Between the contacts, the street clothes, and the mask he’d worn in the cage, no one appeared to recognize him. No one appeared to be looking at him at all––at least not in any way that was relevant. He didn’t notice any media drones hovering around him, either.

      When he flicked on his headset, it was a whole different story.

      Multiple pings filled his ears, letting him know of recorded messages.

      He got a least four separate addresses lighting up behind his eyes.

      Frowning a little as he nodded to the black-shirted guys who were working the gate, he decided to bypass all the urgent pings and blinking, and just call Kit directly.

      Farlucci’s security guys knew who he was.

      They were opening the doors, smiling at him openly. One even clapped. When Nick was close enough, another thumped him on the back, offering a hand to shake. Nick was shaking the second bouncer’s hand when Kit picked up on the other end.

      “What the FUCK, man?” she half-yelled through the channel. “WHERE ARE YOU, NICK? NO ONE WOULD TELL US!”

      He winced, fighting the urge to match her volume in his reply.

      He switched to sub-vocals instead.

      “I just got out––” he began, but she cut him off.

      “They wouldn’t tell us SHIT! They just said you were okay. But they fucking darted you. They DARTED you! Are you really okay, Nick? They didn’t hurt you?”

      Nick flinched slightly at the intensity of her voice, wondering if she was drunk.

      Nodding at the second human whose hand he just shook, he smiled when the same male human said he hoped he was coming to the club that night. Keeping his face neutral, Nick muttered something noncommittal right before he walked away from the gate, touching his ear where the headset sat and looking up towards the stands.

      He kept walking as he looked for his friends, instinctively putting distance between himself and the gated area around the ring.

      “NICK? ARE YOU STILL THERE?”

      “Jesus… yes,” he growled. “Calm the fuck down, all right? I’m fine. I just got out.”

      He glanced around, partly out of paranoia when he saw a few media drones skim by overhead. Taking in faces, he blinked from the contact lenses, still fighting to get his bearings in the crowd as he looked up towards the stairs leading higher into the stands.

      “Where are you?” he said. “I’ll come to you––”

      “No. Charlie says she just saw you. We’ve been keeping an eye on the gate, looking for you. She says you just walked out…”

      Kit trailed, either pushing her way through the crowd, or talking to the female detective.

      “…Okay. Got you,” she said, her voice marginally calmer. “Just picked you up with facial rec.”

      “Facial rec?” he said, alarmed. “What the fuck, Kit?”

      “My lenses, Nick. My eyes. They’re enhanced… remember? Calm down. Me and Charlie are heading down to you now––”

      “Me, calm down?” he muttered, now watching the stairs. “Sure, kid.”

      He was still looking for them when Kit’s voice rose again.

      “Ms. St. Maarten called me,” she said, huffing as she made her way down the stairs. “She was a little freaked, seeing you fight.”

      Nick frowned, blinking as he turned his face away from another media drone that buzzed by overhead. He turned Kit’s words over in disbelief, staring back in the direction of the stairs.

      “How the hell did she even know about this?” he said, walking closer to the stairs, despite what Kit had said, his fingers on the headset.

      “Dunno.” Kit’s voice was still slightly out of breath. “You know how she is. She probably has some kind of flag in the system for every time someone runs your barcode. Did you tell anyone else? Anyone who knows St. Maarten?”

      Nick frowned, trying to process Kit’s words.

      He barely heard the first part.

      He was too busy obsessing on the last thing she’d said.

      Wynter.

      Wynter knew St. Maarten.

      Would Wynter really have called the Archangel executive, though?

      He knew St. Maarten helped Wynter out once upon a time, getting her out of a potentially bad situation with St. Maarten’s pervy ex-husband. Were the two of them actually friends, though? Did they talk regularly?

      “Calm down, Nick,” Kit said, exhaling. “I can feel that big brain of yours on the verge of exploding… and it’s not that big of a deal. Frankly, I was glad to have the backup. If something went wrong, if it turned out Farlucci really was this vampire-murderer, St. Maarten would have been my first call.”

      Nick thought about that, and grunted.

      He couldn’t really fault the kid’s logic.

      St. Maarten wasn’t the worst person in the world to have on their side, if Nick disappeared down the rabbit hole for whatever reason.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” he said. “Speaking of which, don’t make a big scene down here, okay? There are media drones everywhere. We should go somewhere. I have another lead I might have to follow tonight anyway, probably with Charlie––”

      Someone grabbed his arm.

      Nick didn’t realize how tightly wound he was until those fingers gripped his arm.

      He turned sharply, jerking free in one hard move. In the same instant, he fell into a crouch, muscles tense, teeth half-bared.

      He found himself staring into Kit’s wide-eyed face.

      Seeing the fear in her blue and brown enhanced eyes, he slid swiftly back to his full height, normalizing his stance.

      “Sorry,” he said.

      “Jesus, Nick––”

      “Sorry.” He held up a hand in a peace gesture. “I’m sorry. Just don’t… sneak up on me right now.” He fought back a scowl, shoving his hands into the pockets of his coat, and fighting embarrassment. “It’s not a good night for it.”

      He felt his embarrassment turn into something closer to guilt when he saw the fear that remained in her eyes. Forcing a human-like exhale, he made an effort to relax, to calm the hell down, even as his eyes shifted to Charlie, who stood just behind Kit.

      Unlike Kit, Charlie looked more concerned than alarmed.

      “You okay?” she said.

      Nick exhaled a second time, combing a hand through his still-damp hair.

      He glanced at Kit, feeling even more guilty for scaring her when he saw her trying to pretend he hadn’t.

      “Yeah,” he said, gruff. He nudged Kit gently with a hand. “Sorry, kid. Really. Let’s get out of here, though. I’ve got things to tell both of you.”
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        * * *

      

      “So you really didn’t see anything while you were down there?” Charlie said a few minutes later, when they were far out of range of the pro-vampire ring. “Nothing at all? Did anyone have any awareness that vampires have been disappearing on fight nights?”

      Nick shook his head.

      “No idea,” he said. “I didn’t ask. There was no opening to ask.” Thinking, he added sarcastically, “Of course, I was unconscious for a good chunk of my time down there, so, you know, if they’d wanted to take all my blood and rip my heart out of my chest, they definitely could have. Points in their favor, really––”

      Kit snorted a laugh, and Nick glanced at her, smiling back.

      “What about before that?” Charlie said, undaunted by either his sarcasm or Kit’s laugh. “Anything catch your notice about Farlucci’s operation? Any warning bells, or even just directions I might want to check out?”

      They were back in the tunnel, the one that led up towards the train station exit.

      It was even more full of people than Nick remembered from the first time he’d passed through. Luckily, most of the crowd he saw still seemed to be heading down towards the fights, and thus in the opposite direction as him, Kit and Charlie, so the trains shouldn’t be too swamped yet. Then again, Nick probably wasn’t going to be getting on the train, not anytime soon.

      Thinking about that, Nick remembered the card.

      Fishing it out of his pocket, he handed it to Kit, who walked on his right.

      “You know anything about this place?” he said, gruff, watching Kit’s face cautiously as she plucked the card from his fingers. “We were invited. All of us. I’m thinking we probably need to go… me and Charlie, anyway. You don’t have to.”

      He watched Kit read the front of the card, noting the location of the underground club in Queens. She seemed to have calmed down from where he’d scared her, but Nick was still nervous at how quiet she’d gotten.

      He added,

      “…Before that, though, I figure I owe you pie.” He watched her face as she looked at the card. “You being the trophy winner and all, pie is the least I can do. Or, if you prefer, I can just buy you drinks at the club. I don’t know how you youngsters celebrate these days… personally, I would go with the pie.”

      Kit grunted a half-laugh, rolling her eyes.

      He was relieved to see her relax when she glanced up at him next.

      “He invited you to their post-fight party?” Kit said. “Farlucci did?”

      “Can I see that?” Charlie said, peering around Nick to Kit, and holding out her hand.

      “––One of his underlings, yeah,” Nick said, answering Kit.

      He took the card back from Kit’s fingers and handed it over to Charlie, who was practically salivating to look at the damned thing.

      “They’re trying to recruit me,” he added to Kit, glancing at Charlie as she stared down at the card’s face. “Onto their regular fight roster, I mean. I think they’re hoping I’ll go to the club and chat up their other fighters. The guy who gave me the card basically told me to do that. Presumably, they’re hoping their other contracted fighters will regale me with tales of sexy vampire groupies, hot tub parties, vampire drugs, more money than I can possibly spend––”

      Kit burst out in another laugh, knocking into him with an arm.

      Shrugging, he shoved his hands in his coat pockets.

      “It’s a ballsy move,” he said, smiling back at her. “Given those same vamps could just as easily tell me it’s a scam, and they earn every credit, and then some, and not only in ripped off jawbones and broken backs.”

      Grunting as he thought about that, he added,

      “Falucci’s confident, I’ll give him that––”

      “Yeah,” Kit grunted back. “No shit.”

      She sounded a little in awe when she added,

      “He didn’t waste any time though, did he? Farlucci. With the recruitment thing, I mean. One fight, and they offer you a contract. That’s just, like… unheard of. Usually they make you do a couple. Even after a good fight, they want to make sure it’s not a fluke.”

      Nick glanced at her, frowning.

      “Weird, right?” he said. “I thought so, too. Really, I thought he was pulling my leg when he first brought it up. I practically got in an argument with him about it. I ended up telling him I was a Midnight. I even told them my real name… and mentioned the Kellerman case, mostly to stop him from calling up Morley or the lieutenant at the precinct––”

      “I didn’t say it’s weird,” Kit said, shrugging. “Just really damned unusual.”

      The frown returned to her lips as she gave him a more serious stare.

      “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, Nick. You were fucking terrifying in that ring. Like… a whole different person. I bet Farlucci saw nothing but credit chips dancing behind his eyes once he saw that. I really thought you’d killed that other vamp––”

      But Nick was already rolling his eyes.

      “I didn’t even do much,” he muttered. “It’s not like those were fancy moves. And no way can you kill a vamp by breaking his spine––”

      “Do you have any idea how fast you were?” Kit blurted.

      He turned, quirking an eyebrow at her, but her expression didn’t waver.

      Looking at her, he realized she’d been restraining herself from saying anything until now. She was practically quivering with reaction, he realized, some combination of awe, disbelief, excitement, fear.

      “I mean, you were amazing, Nick,” Kit gushed. “I mean that. But it was pretty freaky. No one knew how to react. The whole place went dead silent. I don’t really blame Ms. St. Maarten for freaking out. She kept asking me who you were––”

      “They’re pro fighters,” Nick reminded her. “That vamp must have logged more time in the ring than me, so I was expecting more of a fight. Honestly, I was pretty surprised he went down that easy. I hope most of their fighters are better than he was, or––”

      Kit burst out in a disbelieving laugh.

      Nick looked at her again, frowning.

      She only shook her head, that disbelief reflected in her eyes.

      “Nick. You might be pretty, but you are clueless.” At his deepening frown, she held up a hand. “I saw that same exact vampire fight last week. He creamed his opponent. He fucking creamed him, Nick. Honestly? It was pretty gross. He slashed him to bits with those damned nails of his. I’ve never seen so much blood… not even in a vamp fight.”

      She swallowed, shoving her hands in her pockets.

      She looked strangely young when she looked up at him next.

      “I was pretty worried,” she confessed. “When I saw who they’d paired you with, I kind of freaked out. I thought it was going to be a bloodbath all over again. I was ranting at Charlie about how we had to get you the fuck out of there––”

      “She was,” Charlie confirmed, without looking up from something she was doing on the wristband she wore. “She also threatened to report me, if anything happened to you.”

      Taking one hand out of her jeans pocket, Kit motioned vaguely towards the homicide detective, as if to say, you see?

      “Then you did your… thing,” Kit added. “And it was just over. It was over so fast, most of us didn’t even know it was over. Most of us had to watch the replays like three times to even understand what happened. I’ve never seen anyone move that fast, Nick. Human. Vampire. No one. I don’t think any of us had.”

      Nick frowned.

      More than anything, he found her words baffling.

      In the end, all he could do is shrug.

      “In the war, it was less unusual,” he said.

      “Sure, it was,” Kit said, laughing and shaking her head, half in outrage. “Oh, and bullshit, Nick. You’re not really going to pretend that was normal, what we saw––?”

      Before she could get any further, Charlie’s voice cut her off.

      “Nick’s right,” the homicide detective said, her voice low, tense. “We have to go. To this party. All three of us.”

      Nick and Kit looked at her.

      They might have looked at her for different reasons, though.

      Nick frowned down at Charlie when she met his gaze, making a subtle gesture with his fingers. He didn’t want Kit going. It hadn’t really hit him how much he didn’t want her going––not until Charlie spoke.

      Charlie only shook her head, though.

      “I’m sorry, Nick,” the detective said apologetically, glancing between him and Kit and shaking her head. “But I really have to ask both of you if you’ll go to this with me, at least for a little while. Keep her with you the whole time, if you want… and she can leave early. But it would help me a ton if I could get in there unnoticed. I could do that, if I went in with both of you. They wouldn’t look twice at me if I was the guest of two fighters… if they know you’re a cop and I’m a cop, it’s going to look weird.”

      “She’s I.S.F.,” Nick growled. “And no. She’s just a kid.”

      “Hey!” Kit said, outraged. “I’m twenty-four!”

      “My point exactly,” Nick said, giving her a hard look. “There will be vampires there, Kit. A lot of them––”

      “And Farlucci. And a lot of human fighters,” she shot back. “And it might actually help my fighting career… or hadn’t that occurred to you?”

      Charlie frowned at Nick. “Just keep her with you,” she said. “She’ll be with both of us. She’ll be fine. No one’s going to fuck with you, Nick… not after tonight’s performance.”

      “And I don’t need a babysitter, Mr. Overprotective Grumpypants,” Kit grumbled, obviously offended as she folded her arms, glaring at him. She aimed a thumb at Charlie. “Jeez. This cop isn’t even that much older than me, and you’re not coddling her.”

      “Maybe I like you more,” Nick retorted.

      Charlie let out a half-laugh.

      Kit wasn’t amused.

      “Or maybe you’ve got some weird hang-up with me,” she shot back. “One where you constantly treat me like I’m fourteen instead of twenty-four.”

      Nick scowled, feeling ganged up on.

      He did treat Kit like she was young.

      He knew he did, but couldn’t seem to help himself.

      Something about her brought it out in him.

      He found himself flashing back to his kid sister, Maya, back when he was human. She hadn’t been all that amused by his “big brother bullshit” either, as she called it, especially when it resulted in Nick punching her then-husband in the face when he found out the fucker had an affair while his sister was eight months pregnant.

      Thinking about that now, he looked between the two of them, his lip twitching over his fangs.

      Finally, seeing the outrage on Kit’s face, and the calm implacability of Charlie’s expression, he felt himself giving in.

      “Fine,” he said. He glared at Kit. “You’re not leaving my sight. I mean it, Kit.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You’re being ridiculous. They have groupies and blood whores for the fighters. I won’t get a second glance, trust me––”

      “Just the fact that you think that tells me I can’t leave you alone,” he growled back. “Vampires like to hunt, Kit. These vampires are more or less paid to let those instincts run wild. They’re going to find you a lot more interesting than some venom-addicted blood whore––”

      “She’ll be fine, Nick,” Charlie said, holding up a hand between them. “Honestly, I’m more worried about you than I am about her, in a place like that.”

      At Kit’s smirk, Nick turned on Charlie, feeling his annoyance intensify.

      But Charlie wasn’t looking at him.

      Her face grim, she was focused on the tunnel ahead, obviously thinking ahead to where they were going, at least if the internal focus of her eyes was any indication.

      “…And I really think you should consider letting them recruit you,” Charlie added, obviously thinking aloud, including them in only part of the conversation she was having with herself. “At least for a little while,” she added. “Until I can get a handle on the case.”

      Nick and Kit exchanged looks.

      Kit let out a disbelieving snort.

      Nick had a similar reaction, at least initially.

      Thinking about it, though, he could see Charlie’s point.

      He wasn’t sure how thrilled he was with the idea of fighting more cage matches, no matter how well it paid––but he would have wanted the same thing, if their positions were reversed. Charlie had an “in” now. She had an honest-to-God informant in a subculture where gaining access wasn’t easy.

      She wasn’t going to want to give that up, not until she knew whether and how Farlucci was involved in her case. Even if Farlucci himself was squeaky clean, there was a good chance these killers-slash-vampire harvesters were tied somehow to his organization.

      For the same reason, the club was a good place to start.

      “We’ll talk about that later,” Nick said.

      Glancing between the two of them, trying not to be worried about Kit coming along as a tourist on a damned murder investigation, he shoved his hands in his pockets, glancing ahead to where the escalators to the train platform were now visible.

      “…Let’s just get through tonight, first,” he added, gruff.
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      He still hadn’t called Wynter.

      Well, he called her… technically.

      But he hadn’t called her.

      He sent her a text.

      Like a fucking coward, he sent her a written text, not even a verbal message, telling her he was all right, that he’d give her a real call tomorrow.

      Guilt brought an actual, physical pain to his chest whenever he let himself think about what he’d written, not to mention the fact that he’d shut off his headset to incoming texts and other messages after he wrote it.

      Thinking about that now, Nick winced again, raising a hand to his ear in reflex, squinting against the throbbing strobe lights and heavy thump of bass. After a few seconds of trying to see through the colorful, flashing lights, he plucked out the dark contact lenses he wore, sticking them back into the small case Tom had given him.

      He glanced around the floor of the club.

      Charlie was leaning against the bar, talking to a vamp fighter.

      Flirting with him, really.

      The vamp was handsome, with long black hair, muscular if lean shoulders and chest, and a snake tattoo on his neck that glowed a pale green. He was also definitely interested.

      Nick had seen him staring down Charlie’s top for the past twenty or so minutes, not to mention the flash of his too-white fangs that showed whenever he laughed at something Charlie said, or whenever he smiled at her.

      He’d also seen the vamp staring at Charlie’s throat.

      Still, he wasn’t hiding his interest, or treating her overtly like prey… and Charlie was an adult. If she wanted to go home with a vampire, or hell, screw him in one of the filthy, graffiti-covered bathroom stalls of this place while he fed on her, that was definitely her prerogative.

      It was hard to view his other human charge the same.

      At the thought, Nick’s eyes slid to his left, taking in the massive dance floor, which was filled with jerking, gyrating, and swaying humans and vamps, along with giant purple, blue and green virtual starbursts, virtual animals and mythical creatures, virtual trees and mushrooms, and even virtual robots, most of them overtly sexual in design. The sheer number of lights and three-dimensional illusions made it slightly more difficult to make out faces.

      He found her in a few seconds, though.

      Kit was dancing––with a female human, not a vampire.

      Nick found that only marginally reassuring.

      Truthfully, as he stood there, he was wondering more and more why he was there. He had no interest in talking to Farlucci’s fighters. He, Kit and Charlie had gotten in easily enough, with a few of Farlucci’s fighters approaching him within seconds of Nick walking through the door.

      The fact that they came up so quickly told Nick two things.

      One, Farlucci sent out some kind of company-wide notice, likely with Nick’s face attached, telling everyone who he was; and two, Farlucci told them he might show up at the club that night, and that if he did, they should be hospitable.

      When Nick more or less brushed them off, however, they gave him space.

      Whatever Farlucci told them, Nick also saw them sizing him up.

      A few did so in a curious, interested, colleague to colleague kind of way––but a number of those stares were significantly less friendly. At the very least, that latter group viewed him warily, and Nick caught a few stares that made him think they were mentally calculating things they might try against him in the ring already, in the event they were paired in a fight.

      Watching them stare at him, he found himself thinking he’d have a tougher time in his next few fights. That was assuming there were any more fights after tonight… and assuming he didn’t get jumped in the alley when he left the club tonight.

      He was having trouble caring about any of that, though.

      Nick’s chest was starting to hurt.

      More than anything, he wanted to tell Wynter to come down here.

      He wanted to call her, and tell her to come to Queens.

      Or, better yet, he wanted to tell her to meet him at his apartment in Washington Heights––even though the thought of her in his building, where there was some chance one of the vampires there might smell her for what she was, also turned him borderline homicidal.

      He had to bite his tongue to not ask her to come when he left his last message.

      Turning his headset back on, he sent her another message, a verbal one that time.

      When it clicked through, he was silent for what had to be a few seconds.

      “We’re at a club,” he said after that silence. “They’re trying to recruit me.”

      He winced, knowing how angry this would make her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, gruff. “I’m really sorry about tonight, Wynter. And I want to see you so fucking badly, it’s all I can think about. I hope the fight didn’t freak you out…”

      Trailing, he struggled, briefly at a loss for words.

      He glanced up at the VR light display, watching the stars swirl overhead, seeing nebulae explode out of the darkness, doing strange things to the half-naked humans and vamps dancing in cages over the stage. The DJ on that stage wore a wolf-like mask, also lit up with VR enhancements, his glowing teeth flashing in time to the music.

      “Tomorrow,” he said into his headset. “Tomorrow, okay? I can’t talk to you right now, or I’ll do something stupid. Something I shouldn’t do. I’m sorry I’m leaving you these fucking messages, but it’s all I can do right now, honey.”

      Not wanting to clarify that to her, he clenched his jaw.

      “Tomorrow,” he repeated. “I don’t think I can wait any longer than that. But call me if I have to… if you want us to wait. Call me if you don’t want me there. If you don’t tell me not to come, I will come, Wynter.”

      Pausing, he added, gruff,

      “I’m sorry. About tonight. About all of it. I fucking miss you. Tomorrow, okay?”

      Before he could second-guess that, or think about trying to explain it, to her or to himself––and before he started to apologize again––he disconnected the line.

      Leaning against the bar behind him, he exhaled like a human.

      Forcing himself to calm down, realizing the fight might still be affecting him, not to mention how long it had been since he’d seen her in the flesh, he looked out over the dance floor, finding Kit with his eyes.

      She was still dancing with the female human.

      He saw a few vampire eyes on both Kit and her dancing partner, but nothing that alarmed him, at least not overly.

      Like he’d expected, she was more interesting to a lot of them than the groupies. Her muscular arms and tats didn’t hurt, or the fact that she was obviously a fighter.

      They were keeping their distance so far, the vamps he saw, so obviously there was some awareness of the rules here. That, or they knew she’d come in with him.

      Either way, they appeared to be watching only, without entering her physical space, or even circling closer. Nick saw no one who looked like they were hunting her.

      It should have reassured him, but it really didn’t.

      He was trying to decide if he could bow out of there, take the kid with him so he could stop worrying about her, make sure she got home safe before it was fully light out––

      ––when a voice spoke up from by his elbow.

      “You aren’t feeding tonight?”

      Nick stiffened, then turned.

      He already knew it was a vampire.

      No human could get that close to him without him hearing it.

      Even with a vampire, he should have felt them before they got that far into his personal space. If he hadn’t been in crowds all night, if the club hadn’t been so damned loud, if his head wasn’t still throbbing from the drug, if he hadn’t been thinking about Wynter––

      He met the crystal eyes, and realized he recognized the person who stared back at him.

      He didn’t know them, but he recognized them.

      It was the vampire with the brown, spiked mohawk, from the first fight he’d seen that night. The vampire who wore the same Farlucci-sea-monster tat Nick wore during his fight, who’d beaten the tall, green-haired vamp and nearly ripped his face in half.

      Remembering that fight, and remembering the tattoo on the mohawked vampire’s back, Nick realized the other vamp’s tattoo was likely as fake as Nick’s had been.

      He hoped it wasn’t the same tattoo Nick himself wore.

      If it was, there was some chance this vamp knew who he was.

      “No,” Nick said, belatedly, as he saw the vamp studying his face curiously. “I’m exclusive,” he explained.

      There was a pause as Nick’s words sank in.

      Then the male vampire shrugged. For the first time, those crystal-colored eyes shifted away, losing some of their intensity.

      “You can order it fresh from the vein at the bar, brother,” he said, his voice indifferent. “Most of us are hungry after the fights.”

      His full lips curved in a faint smile as he glanced back at Nick.

      “…of course, your fight was pretty short. Maybe you didn’t work up much of an appetite, compared to the rest of us.”

      Nick stared at him, his expression unmoving.

      Still, he got the distinct impression the vamp wanted something.

      “Can I help you?” he said.

      He was still thinking about that damned tattoo.

      He wondered if there was any way he could ask, without the other vamp asking him the same thing.

      The vamp gave him a shrewd look. “Can I help you?” he countered. “You seem like you want to ask me something, brother. What is it?”

      Nick hesitated.

      Then he decided, what the fuck.

      “Your tattoo,” he said. “I noticed you wore the Farlucci tat. In the ring––”

      But the other vamp was already smiling knowingly, nodding.

      “Ah, yes. Of course. I should have known you’d ask.”

      Nick frowned, puzzled by that, but the vampire was already lifting his shirt. Pulling it up to his neck and shoulders, he swiveled around on his barstool so that his back faced Nick. He flashed the dark blue, implanted tattoo at Nick, giving him a faint smirk over his shoulder as he did.

      “What do you think, brother?” the other said.

      Nick stared at the symbol there.

      Before he could fully wrap his head around what he was looking at, what it meant displayed on the back of the male vampire sitting in front of him, the other vampire was lowering his shirt back down, grinning at Nick, a cigarette balanced on his lips as he swiveled the stool around so they once more faced one another.

      “You like?” the vampire said, pulling the cigarette from his mouth and smirking as he ashed the glowing end in an old-fashioned crystal ashtray.

      Nick frowned. “Isn’t that the symbol of that racist? Dimitry Yi?” His frown deepened. “Why the fuck would you wear that shit? You’re a vampire.”

      The vamp shrugged.

      “Can’t let humans own the symbols, brother,” he said cryptically. “The mark predates Yi. It predates humans. Purity is something all the races should care about. It’s only natural we should all cleave to our own kind. It’s nature.”

      Nick’s frown hardened. “Bullshit.”

      The vamp blinked. Then he laughed, raising the cigarette back to his lips and inhaling smoke, letting it pool out in liquid wisps around his full mouth. He smiled at Nick, looking him over more overtly.

      “You sound human, brother,” the vamp said, still smiling that subtle smile. “Is it true you’re a Midnight?” His voice grew slightly harder. “I hope you use that job of yours to hunt them… not your own people, brother.”

      Nick frowned, watching the other vamp look him over.

      No wonder Farlucci had his people obscure that bullshit, racial purity symbol while this asshole fought. It likely would have offended a fair-few people otherwise, human and vamp. It was like wearing a damned swastika or iron cross back in the pre-war period.

      Nick hated that racist b.s.

      Even so, he didn’t walk away.

      He didn’t know why he didn’t walk away, not at first. It might have been because it felt like this vamp wanted something from him––something specific, that is, something other than simply to kick his ass in a fight.

      Of course, based on what he’d just said, it was more than likely the other vamp’s agenda with him was purely political. He probably wanted to know where Nick’s allegiances lay, whether he was race-loyal, how much of a lackey he was to his human owners, how much of a lackey he was to the NYPD, how much of a lackey he was to the racial authorities, the I.S.F. in particular. Or maybe he wanted to recruit Nick to his bullshit Dimitry Yi trip.

      Nick noticed a lot of vampires tried to suss out his loyalties once they found out where he worked. He supposed it made sense.

      Being a Midnight meant he worked for the enemy, in many vamp’s eyes.

      It put him in a strange category, vis a vis others of his race.

      He couldn’t help noticing the liquid mannerisms of the other male, or the way his eyes took in the rest of the club. He couldn’t miss the predatory look in those eyes, or the faint bloom of scarlet around his pitch-black pupils.

      Nick remembered what the other vamp had done to the green-haired vampire.

      Clearly, racial-purity boy here wasn’t so pro-vamp he’d minded nearly decapitating one of his own with his bare hands.

      “She your exclusive?” the vamp said then.

      Nick followed his eyes.

      Realizing the vampire was staring at Kit, Nick felt his muscles tense.

      “No,” he growled.

      The vampire glanced at him, smiling.

      “Don’t get offended, brother. A lot of our kind grow attached to cubs.”

      He languorously exhaled more smoke.

      “Anyway,” he added casually. “I only wondered if the two of you wanted to fuck.” He glanced over Nick’s body, looking over the edge of the bar to deliberately take in the length of him. “Really, I mostly just want to fuck you. But if you’re exclusive, I thought perhaps––”

      “No.” Nick’s voice came out harder than he intended. “No… thank you, brother. But no.”

      That faint smile returned, an amused flicker of the crystal eyes.

      “‘Thank you’?” The vampire chuckled. “Brother… no offense, but I think you should take my offer. If not mine, someone’s here. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a vampire so hungry.” He exhaled more smoke, still smiling. “Whoever your ‘exclusive’ is, she or he is a stingy fuck––”

      Nick scowled, but the other wasn’t finished.

      “––All of us saw it. Even in the ring,” the mohawked vampire added, giving him another faint smirk as he took a drag of his smoke, leaning deeper into the bar. “I thought perhaps it was the Midnight rules about feeding… but if you really have an exclusive, they have a lot to answer for, brother. I’m quite cross with them, truthfully, for treating a brother of mine so. Particularly given how utterly tempting my brother is––”

      Nick didn’t wait to hear the rest.

      He walked away.
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      It was something that would have been inexcusably rude to do to a human.

      It was less rude to do it to a vampire, but still got Nick’s point across.

      He made his way around the bar to the next empty space.

      He avoided looking around or making eye contact with anyone until he was sandwiched between two groups of humans, both of them talking amongst themselves and utterly indifferent to him. Staring down the length of the semi-organic counter, he noted the positions of both Charlie and Kit, then found himself turning over what the vamp had said.

      Not the sex part.

      The blood part.

      Maybe he was right.

      Nick had drunk from nothing but blood bags for weeks.

      After what happened to him in the ring, he also wondered if he was repressing more than he’d realized. Hell, some part of him wondered if he should take the fight contract with Farlucci, even apart from helping out Charlie with the case of the dead vamps. He wondered if he needed something more than surfing and his Midnight job to blow off steam.

      More to the point, he wondered if he needed more safeguards in place––personally, that is––to keep from snapping when it really mattered.

      For roughly the same reasons, fresh blood struck him as not a bad idea.

      Anyway, it might help clear his head.

      He looked for the bartender. He realized the male behind the lit counter was a vampire only after he caught his eye, and saw it was the color of clear, cracked crystal.

      Hesitating only a bare breath, Nick motioned him over.

      The vampire glided to where Nick was, as if floating on a cloud of air. The movements were so graceful, so effortless… so vampire-like… Nick couldn’t help but realize again the brown-haired vamp was right, in a sense.

      Nick had spent so much time with humans lately, he’d almost forgotten what vamps were like when they weren’t trying to blend.

      He leaned over the counter when the vamp got close enough.

      “Is it true you have fresh blood?” he said.

      He had to remind himself not to shout, not to attempt to compensate for human ears, despite the thumping music.

      The vampire nodded, smiling at him.

      “You have a type preference?” the bartender said.

      “No. Whatever’s freshest.”

      He found himself glancing at Kit, then at Charlie.

      He didn’t usually eat around his human friends.

      Shoving off the thought, he displayed his barcode for the vamp bartender to scan when he handed over the drink.

      The bartender waved him off.

      “On the house,” he said, voice firm. “Winners get their first drink free.”

      Nick quirked an eyebrow at the other vamp, then shrugged it off.

      “Okay. Thanks,” he said.

      He picked up the morphing, glass-looking container, hit a pressure indentation on the side to make it switch from transparent to opaque… then took a long drink.

      His fangs extended at the first swallow.

      It wasn’t just fresh; it was still fucking warm. Not re-heated warm, either. Nick could definitely taste the difference when blood had cooled and been reheated artificially, no matter what heating mechanism was used.

      He didn’t realize he’d closed his eyes until he opened them and saw the vamp bartender smiling at him.

      “Good?” he said.

      “Fucking amazing,” Nick said truthfully.

      He glanced ruefully at the bottom of the glass.

      “I guess I needed that,” he added, hearing the disappointment in his own voice.

      The bartender smiled, holding out a pale hand.

      “Hand it over if you’ve finished, brother. You’ve got several waiting for you, in addition to the house drink. Pre-paid.”

      Nick frowned, licking his lips after he took the last few drops from the bottom of the container. He couldn’t believe how fast he’d drunk that. He hadn’t realized how much he’d drank until it was gone.

      “What do you mean, pre-paid?” he said, putting the cup back down on the bar and sliding it towards the bartender.

      The bartender gave him a sideways smile, lifting Nick’s drink container and dropping it in the sink. Grabbing a clean cup, he filled it from the same heat-capture carafe under the counter.

      “You have admirers, brother,” the vampire said with a shrug. “After tonight, does that surprise you?” Still smiling, he placed the new cup on the counter in front of Nick. “I can’t say I blame them. But I heard you tell that other vamp you are exclusive.”

      Seeing Nick’s eyebrow go up, the vampire added apologetically,

      “…Entirely incidentally, my friend. I will say, the news will spread fast in here. It will also sadden a number of our brothers and sisters on this night.” The blond bartender winked at Nick. “Myself included.”

      Nick grunted, glancing down the bar.

      He caught the vamp with the brown mohawk staring at him.

      When Nick didn’t look away immediately, the other vampire smirked at him, running his shockingly-red tongue over a shockingly-white fang.

      “Did he buy the drinks?” Nick said, tilting his head in brown mohawk’s direction. “The one I was talking to before? Who showed me his back?”

      The bartender followed Nick’s gaze, eyes narrow.

      After a pause, he shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “Not him. I saw and heard you talking to him… but he isn’t the one who paid for your drinks. I had three vamps give me their barcodes. None were him.”

      Nick grunted, finishing off the last of the second glass of blood.

      He felt clearer already.

      “Fresh meat?” he said, glancing at the bartender as he placed the glass back on the bar. “I suppose a new face is always fair game.”

      The bartender chuckled, plucking the container out of Nick’s fingers.

      “Something like that,” he said, leaning down to fill it again.

      Nick watched him drop it in the sink, and pluck a clean one out of a rack.

      On a whim, he spoke up.

      “Hey. You heard I’m a Midnight, right?” Nick grunted, glancing around the room. “I’m assuming everyone in here knows everything I told Farlucci by now.”

      The vamp bartender gave him a cautious look, then seemed to make up his mind.

      “Yes,” he said. “We all heard.”

      “I figured,” Nick muttered.

      Talking a few long swallows of the warm blood, he closed his eyes again briefly as they slid down his throat. Lowering the glass, he looked at the bartender.

      “Such a small group in here, I figure everyone knows everything… all the vamps, at least.”

      The bartender nodded. “You’d be right. More or less.”

      That faint wariness remained in his eyes.

      “Something on your mind, brother?” he said politely, as Nick set down his third empty glass. “You seem to want to ask something.”

      Nick nodded, watching him grab yet another clean cup.

      “I do,” he admitted. “I heard something tonight, brother… from human cops. Cops I know. Who are friendly, at least to me. When I told them I was down here, they said to be careful. They told me to watch my back.”

      The vampire bartender glanced sideways at him.

      Studying Nick’s eyes and face, he frowned, handing over another full glass.

      “Did they say why?” he said.

      “They did,” Nick said, blunt. “Dead vampires.”

      He saw the bartender flinch.

      “––A whole lot of them, apparently,” Nick added. “Drained of blood and venom. Hearts ripped out by alligators. Bodies left outside the dome shield to rot.” He paused, noting the pinched look that came to the other’s eyes and mouth. “You hear anything about that, brother? I’ve been on leave for a while from my department, so it was news to me.”

      The bartender hesitated.

      Nick took a sip of his fresh glass of blood. He was savoring it now, hovering at the edge of full. His eyes never left the bartender’s face.

      The bartender stared back at him.

      Nick definitely got the feeling the other male was weighing him openly now. He also got the feeling his instincts had been right; the vamps in here definitely knew something.

      “You wouldn’t want to put our brothers and sisters in danger, would you, friend?” Nick said. “You wouldn’t stay silent about something like that, would you?”

      The bartender moved so fast, Nick barely saw it, even with his vampire eyes.

      White fingers clutched his wrist. Cool lips brushed his ear, a low voice speaking in a murmur––a murmur so low, even nearby vampires wouldn’t hear.

      “Don’t ask about that in here,” he murmured. “My beautiful brother… shut the fuck up. Speak to no one of this in here. You are playing with fire.”

      Before Nick could blink, the bartender released him.

      The tall, blond vamp leaned back to his side of the bar.

      Nick continued to stare at him, bewildered, as the other’s irises bloomed with a scarlet flower in the center, his fangs extending so that they slightly pushed out his narrow lips. Noting the warning––no, the threatening look in the other’s eyes––it took Nick a second more to realize it wasn’t anger he was seeing.

      It was fear.

      Nick was still sitting there, frowning, trying to make sense of what he saw, trying to decide what to say back, what he could say to get the other to talk to him––

      When rough hands grabbed him from behind.

      Nick didn’t think.

      He was on his feet in a millisecond. He fought to turn, even as his mind clicked on, cataloguing his attackers in rote.

      His mind tracked four of them. Human.

      Big.

      Really big.

      The size of tanks. The size of Farlucci’s people by the gate earlier. He writhed in their hands and arms, in the chokehold one of them had him in, snarling––

      A syringe jabbed into his neck.

      Thick fingers pressed down the stopper, expelling the entire cylinder directly into his vein before Nick managed to whip his head around.

      For the second time that night––

      Everything went abruptly black.
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      Michael frowned, staring around the back of the garage outside the warehouse.

      He felt it, even before he saw it.

      Even before he made sense of what he saw, what was wrong.

      He was still outside the chain-link fence.

      His mind tracked the motion then, even as he blinked at the bright light. He watched the bare light bulb swing back and forth, creating disorienting shadows against walls stained with rust and long lines of mud and mold.

      He’d seen it swing before, when the door opened or closed to the room at the other end of the docking bay. He’d never seen it swing at that exact arc––or for that long.

      He stood on a dirt lot on the outskirts of Brooklyn, not far where the swamp seeped under the edges of the dome.

      Michael had heard alligators, real ones, out here.

      He looked up the noise on the network to confirm what he heard; during the day, he’d seen their heads poking up like bits of wood, half-submerged in red reeds that choked the deeper pools of water. He knew they’d been recorded walking down the streets here, at the very edges of the dome, near what used to be JFK International Airport.

      The water was fresher there, apparently, or at least half-and-half.

      Where they came from, Michael didn’t know.

      They may have been someone’s pets once; or maybe they escaped from one of the zoos during the wars. That, or the alligators had simply adapted so that they could swim all the way up to New York from where they used to live in the southern states.

      Either way, it was wet here.

      Everything smelled like it was decomposing.

      They’d opted to use this part of the city after the bodies hit the police network. Once the cops knew about the harvested vamps found outside the dome walls of Manhattan, they switched to the swamps, and the Brooklyn side of the dome.

      No one came out here.

      Most criminals didn’t even come out here.

      The swamps swallowed everything.

      The swamps were wild, not part of the human world at all.

      Now, Michael felt like he had eyes on him, animal-eyes. He felt like he’d been found by something that lived out here––something higher on the food chain than himself, perhaps.

      Had an alligator wandered into the garage?

      Or was it something that looked a lot more like him?

      Michael glanced carefully around the orange-lit garage. As he stood there, he felt a shiver of misgiving so intense, he froze in place, like a rabbit shocked by headlights into standing unnaturally still.

      He stood there, prey-like.

      He stood there, ready to bolt like a deer… and waited.

      He’d left the docking garage about forty minutes earlier, leaving his comrades to hold down the operation long enough for him to pick up a coffee-soda mix shake, a protein-paste sandwich, and some bean-cake cookies.

      He’d been working for over seven hours at that point, without a break. He’d needed the jolt of energy, despite their tight timeline. He also knew if he leaned too heavily on sugar, he’d end up more tired than if he ate nothing at all.

      These days, he got tired more easily.

      A tenser vibration rose to his mind at the thought.

      You work too much… a voice murmured, soft. You work too much, brother.

      The voice was faint. It was fainter now, with distance, with time––but he still heard it. He heard it, and the words calmed him.

      The faint agitation in the back of his mind dimmed.

      That was it. That was all it was. Michael worked too much.

      He was tired because he worked too much.

      Exhaling, he focused back on the warehouse, back on the work he had to do tonight.

      They still had six more of the walking corpses to do after they finished with the cop. He had to power through a few more hours of harvesting, then aid in the disposal of the bodies. But he could do that. He would make it until dawn.

      Then he could sleep most of tomorrow.

      Before going in search of ways to boost his energy for the remaining time, he’d waited until the three of them––Michael, Felix, Melissa––dragged the muscular vampire up to the edge of the stainless-steel table. He and Felix then lifted him the rest of the way up, with Melissa holding his arm for reasons Michael couldn’t fathom.

      Felix grabbed his shoulders while Michael grabbed him by the knees.

      Even with Felix’s help, even with the muscles both of them cultivated from months and months of doing this work, Michael heard his spine pop when they hefted him up to the stainless-steel table. They got him there in the end, muscles staining, Felix cursing, but it convinced Michael he needed food before he did the rest of the vamps.

      Once they had him down, Michael stayed to help them arrange the cop’s body on the slick surface. They positioned him near the pumps and started attaching needles and electrodes to drain him as fast as the pumps could operate.

      Fifteen minutes later they finished, using their last working rig to monitor his bodily functions while they completed the harvest.

      Felix agreed to stay inside, to work on extracting the venom from the cop’s fangs while the pump went to work on his veins. He told Michael to go, assuring him it was his turn to watch over the extraction––and Melissa––and that he was fine to work the next few hours without a break. He even agreed to start prep on the next vamp in the cooler if he had time before Michael got back, so they could transition faster once they finished with the cop.

      Michael was grateful.

      Despite being a nonbeliever, Felix could be touchingly generous at times, especially after he’d gotten a nap and popped a few uppers, both of which Michael suspected had recently transpired.

      Michael didn’t begrudge the other man for it.

      Harvesting nights were tough.

      It was nonstop, backbreaking work, pretty much from one dawn to the next, between picking up the bodies from the designated drop-off points to bringing them all here, setting them up, and extracting each one before disposing of the remains afterwards.

      Even Melissa worked hard.

      They got through it how they got through it.

      Whatever Felix’s personal reasons for participating in their good work, whether those reasons were devotional or not, Michael ultimately didn’t care. He considered the other human a brother in this, even if hadn’t yet found his way to the Light. In the meantime, knowingly or not, Felix accrued blessings to himself, doing this work.

      While Felix did that, Michael went to the nearest twenty-four-hour food dispensary.

      That dispensary ended up being over a mile away.

      Michael should have known that.

      His headset provided a map, along with detailed GPS directions, but Michael hadn’t bothered to click it on until he was already halfway there, and wondering why he hadn’t yet seen the glowing, blue-green sign.

      He should have borrowed the truck.

      He should have driven down and back, not left the two of them alone for so long. He’d thought the walk would do him good. He thought it would wake him up, clear his head.

      It did those things, but it took longer than it should have.

      The sandwich was stale and overpriced, the cookies were powdery, but the caffeine was already working its magic.

      In some ways, he envied Felix’s more aggressive means of staying awake––mainly in the form of the little purple pills he took. According to Felix, the one time Michael allowed himself to ask, those pills kept him up easily for twelve-hour stints, and without much burnout, at least not until the following day.

      Turning that over now, Michael decided that if this didn’t work, meaning the sandwich and the caffeine shake, he would make an exception tonight. He would ask Felix if he could purchase some of his stash.

      It wasn’t the clean way to do it, but the work had to come first.

      The work came above everything––even the purity of his body.

      Michael finished the protein-paste sandwich before he was halfway back to the warehouse. Now following the GPS thread on his headset, if only to gauge the time and whether he needed to call ahead, he munched the bean-paste cookies over the last part of his walk, washing them down with the coffee-soda shake, which had the added benefit of wiping away the worst of the taste of the sandwich.

      He didn’t notice anything until he was within sight of the chain-link fence.

      That’s when he noticed the swinging light.

      It was a little thing.

      A light swinging––it wasn’t a major red flag.

      It happened when they opened the back door. Felix might have opened that door––for a number of different reasons. He might have come out to get something from the truck. He might have come out to grab a snack, or take more drugs, to pull a bottle of water from the cooler.

      The lamp swinging, on its own, didn’t matter.

      But it was swinging too wide; the arc was wrong.

      It felt wrong.

      It felt really, really wrong.

      Michael couldn’t explain that part, even to himself.

      He didn’t stop walking.

      He walked right up to the fence. He saw the gap someone left between the fence wall and the gate and his misgiving worsened.

      Unlike with the swinging lightbulb, there were no good reasons Felix would have come out here. No routine reasons. None that connoted “business as usual.”

      Michael shut the gate when he left.

      He was sure of it.

      He’d rolled the whole thing sideways, and it got stuck before he managed to hook the chain, then clip the lock back on. He’d had to put his whole weight into yanking it those last few inches. His arms were shaking by the end, after all the lifting he’d done that night already, including of the big vampire cop.

      He’d definitely closed that gate.

      He remembered being annoyed with the rusted wheels, with how easily they wanted to jump out of the ruts in the cement. He remembered when he finally got it closed, and yanking on the heavy padlock to make sure the mechanism had caught.

      Now it was open a good four feet.

      Would Felix or Melissa have come out here?

      It was against protocol to leave the gate open. Their rules were oft-repeated and strict, and with good reason. Those rules were for their protection. Melissa might be a space cadet, and a junkie, but she’d never broken those rules before. She had a healthy respect for what they were doing, and for what they risked.

      Felix was even more paranoid than Michael.

      The drugs he took didn’t dull that paranoia; they intensified it.

      Now breathing harder, his heart hammering in his chest, Michael set the remnants of his shake on the sidewalk, keeping to the shadows and making as little noise as possible.

      Reaching into his coat, he pulled out the modified handgun he carried.

      They were all required to be armed.

      That was another of their rules.

      Even Melissa carried a small, hand-held plasma weapon, although Michael had never asked her where she carried it on her person. He’d asked to see it once, just to check in on those rules, and she disappeared for a few seconds into the cooler, and reemerged to show it to him.

      Michael checked his own gun every day before a harvest.

      He also did his best to keep his skills up, visiting a shooting range or going out to the swamp to shoot at moving targets several times a week.

      He liked the gun, which was dead metal merged with dark-green organics, giving it a dated yet somehow futuristic cowboy feel. The original barrel probably got built during or shortly after the wars, but when he bought it from the underground dealer, the man assured him it had been completely revamped since––no pun intended.

      While projectile-based, not a plasma, the bullets the gun used were thrown out with five or six times the force of the old combustion weapons from the wars.

      Michael held that gun down by his leg now, his finger resting on the barrel as he walked softly towards the open gate. After scanning the shadowy parking area with his eyes, he darted forward, moving low to the ground, keeping the gun aimed at the cement.

      He reached the next set of shadows, to the right of the gate, and stopped again. He kept his body behind one of the cement pillars that held up that part of the garage, putting it between himself and the loading dock.

      His next run forward got him to the van.

      Felix wasn’t inside.

      No one was.

      The orange lightbulb still swayed lightly at the edge of the garage nearest to the loading dock, but it was slowing now. The shadows and slashes of light it created were less dramatic and more soothing.

      Michael peered out from behind the van, his eyes seeking out the door to the back of the warehouse.

      He still hadn’t heard a damned thing.

      His eyes found the door, and then his heart pounded harder, almost painfully in his chest.

      The door was open.

      Not a few inches. Not even a foot.

      Someone left the door wide, wide open.

      Blue-white light filtered softly out the opening, more or less killed by the orange lights of the garage a few feet past the cement steps that led up to the door. Michael could see the blue-green light on the white walls inside the processing room. He could see the walls, even sections of ceiling, since he was at a slightly lower angle, but he couldn’t see much of the floor.

      He saw no movement whatsoever.

      He should have been able to see them.

      If Melissa and Felix had been in the room, and working, he should see them. He should at least see them walking back and forth from the control panel for the pumps to the rig on the vampire’s veins and teeth.

      If Felix left the door open to start transferring the already-harvested vampire corpses from the cooler to the van, Michael definitely would have seen him, unless both of them were inside the walk-in freezer unit for some reason.

      Anyway, if Felix decided to take time in the lull to lug some of the corpses to the van, he still would have closed the door between trips.

      And why would he do that now?

      Why not just wait for Michael to get back?

      The job went twice as fast with two people.

      Michael checked the timepiece in his headset.

      Frowning as he refocused on the open door in front of him, he held the gun up, now gripping it with both hands.

      He’d been gone almost an hour.

      As the thought penetrated, it hit him that he knew.

      He knew.

      Not only that something was wrong, but that something had gone badly, badly wrong.

      His life was in danger.

      Michael’s mind continued to look for reasonable and/or logical explanations for what he was seeing and feeling; his mind continued to try and fit the puzzle pieces together differently.

      None of that changed what he knew.

      Something was definitely wrong.

      Felix wouldn’t be lugging drained vamps out to the van on his own, no matter how anxious he was to get the work done and get back to his girlfriend.

      Even if he and Melissa finished draining the cop, Felix would have waited for him, Michael, before transferring his emaciated corpse to the van. The vamp would be a lot lighter without his blood and heart, but he’d still be heavy as hell… and there was simply no reason for him to do that. There was no reason for him to do any of it.

      They had two tables.

      They didn’t need to move him at all, not right away.

      They certainly didn’t need to move him before they hooked up the next animal from the freezer for processing.

      Fingering the trigger with his fingers, Michael clenched his jaw, resolving himself.

      Before he could change his mind, he made a run for the back of the building.

      He hesitated only once he’d nearly reached the door, trying to decide if he should stop, try listening again. Some part of him wondered if he was being foolish, just running inside, blind, before he’d discerned if anyone else might be inside waiting for him.

      In the end, he did it anyway.

      Either he’d run in and get shot or ripped apart by vampire fangs––or he wouldn’t.

      Chances were, whoever was inside already knew Michael was there. There were monitors on the processing center wall, displaying the garage, the gate, the back door. If someone was in there, someone besides Felix and Melissa, they were likely watching him right now.

      If there was anything to hear, he likely would have heard it by now.

      Michael ran inside the cool room with the blue-green lit walls, and the two stainless-steel tables.

      It was empty.

      He stared around, still gripping his gun, white-knuckled, in two hands. Breathing hard, and not from the run, he spun around in a circle, looking for anything, anyone––but there was nothing there.

      Felix and Melissa weren’t there.

      By then, he’d half-expected to find them in trouble, on the floor, hurt, even killed, bit or their necks snapped by vampires who got tipped off to their operation, or even by humans who wanted the venom––

      But they just weren’t there.

      The big vampire with the jet-black hair, whom Michael had last seen strapped to the table, had also disappeared. No other vampire had been pulled out of the cooler to replace him. The rig lay on the floor, along with a spray of blood, as if someone yanked the needles out of his arm and neck veins without putting pressure on the wounds.

      Those threads of blood coagulated on the floor, weirdly dark and inhuman-looking.

      The texture and sickly-sweet smell made Michael grimace.

      He looked around the floor, but saw nothing else that told him anything.

      Other than the rig and the blood, he saw nothing.

      He lifted his eyes, finding the walk-in freezer unit. As soon as he did, he realized why it was even colder in here than he remembered.

      Just like the door from the docking bay, the door to the freezer was open.

      Steam trickled out the opening, floating up to the ceiling. Drops condensed there, gradually growing as they collected there, dripping down on the floor below.

      Michael walked to the freezer door.

      He now aimed the gun at the opening.

      Using his elbow, he widened the gap of the open door from inches to a several feet, stepping sideways to push open the thick panel without taking his eyes off the interior of the walk-in unit––or lowering the gun.

      Clouds of steam came out of the open door, making it hard to see.

      Hands shaking, he winced at the cold air, blinking and staring into the opening and fighting to control his hammering heart.

      It felt like minutes, but probably only seconds passed before the view cleared.

      He found himself staring inside the freezing unit, now aiming the gun at nothing as he stared down at the bodies on the floor.

      Vampire bodies that he’d help put there remained.

      He and Melissa stacked them in twos and threes next to the industrial shelving unit to the left of the door, all of them naked, chalk-white, unnaturally stiff.

      Those bodies looked stuck in a permanent state of shock.

      They stared up at nothing, eyes milky, eyelids wide and unnervingly saggy. Ragged holes formed black and scarlet-tinged star shapes in their bare chests where their hearts had been ripped out. The rest of their skin was chalk-white, the color of new snow. Their drained vamp bodies appeared strangely old, strangely desiccated from the harvest. They looked less like dead animals and more like wax dolls, or movie props.

      Despite all this, the sight of them was familiar.

      Michael had seen them before.

      Far more alarming than the sight of the drained vampire corpses was the realization of what wasn’t there.

      The larger, undrained vamps were gone.

      All six bodies that had been frozen in here, awaiting harvest, had vanished.

      That’s when Michael saw them.

      Someone had tossed them on top of the pile of dead vampires towards the back of the freezer unit, so he’d missed their specific faces and outlines in his first pass of the contents of the freezer unit. If Michael’s eyes tracked their specific shapes at all, his mind catalogued them as two more dead vamps.

      Then he saw Melissa’s long, stringy blond hair.

      It also struck him that she was wearing clothes.

      They’d had no female vamps tonight.

      None of the vamps they harvested and drained wore shirts or shoes after they finished with them, and the two bodies Michael saw now wore both. As steam continued to swirl through the open space, he noted her thin arms, bronze skin, the violet, baby-doll shirt, black pants, combat boots. He caught sight of her small fingers, but something was weird about them.

      Something was weird about all of it.

      Her hand lay on the shoulder of a dead vampire, half-open, in a near-supplicating pose, decorated with silver rings, but the fingers were misshapen, like someone had broken all of them in multiple places, pulverizing the bones inside.

      He looked past her.

      That’s when he picked out the outline of the male human.

      Felix.

      Just visible to the right of her tangle of stringy blond hair, he saw Felix’s face, staring up at the roof of the freezer. His eyes were unnaturally wide––even more wide than the eyes of the dead vamps. His face looked misshapen, like her fingers.

      Every capillary in his eyes had burst, leaving the whites solid red.

      Michael slid closer, breathing hard, every nerve in his body now on hair-trigger alert. He renewed his grip on the gun as he edged around the line of dead vampires, stepping sideways as he made his way down the aisle. He scanned the faces and disposition of every one, making sure they were dead, making sure they were all naked, that they all had those ragged holes in their chests.

      He knew every face, every body.

      They were all unmistakably dead.

      All but one was a vamp he’d cut the cord on himself, using the alligator to rip the heart out of its chest. The only one he hadn’t killed was the one Melissa insisted on doing herself––the one nearest to the freezer door.

      Then he stood over the two humans.

      He stared down, half in disbelief.

      Like the vampires, they were both irrefutably, irrevocably dead.

      Melissa’s face, in profile, half-obscured by her hair, showed the same red eyes, the same blank stare and waxy skin as Felix. Her face also looked misshapen, distorted. Her shoulders were out of alignment, as broken-looking as her hands. So were her legs.

      The two of them appeared somehow more real, more unnervingly physical, more animal-like, more…

      …well, more dead than the dead vampires.

      Maybe it was because they still looked more or less human, despite their red eyes and graying skin. Even with their broken bodies, twisted bones and faces, he saw the humanity there. Or perhaps he sensed it somehow, felt it akin to his own.

      Maybe it was because they still had most of their blood.

      Michael stared down at their faces, fighting to make sense of it, to acknowledge it as real.

      What the hell had happened to them?

      Who had done that to them?

      He was still staring down…

      When he sensed movement behind him.

      He whirled, his heart leaping to his throat.

      He raised the gun, aiming it at the freezer door, even as the heavy panel shut with a resounding click. Michael stared at the closed door in shock, for a full beat.

      Then he lowered the gun, running for it.

      He threw his whole weight into the silver door, but it didn’t budge.

      Looking down, he hit his palm into the emergency door release, a big, round, white stopper in the middle of the door, larger than his palm.

      The door didn’t open.

      He hit the release mechanism again. He kept hitting it, harder each time, but the heavy metal slab didn’t move.

      “Hey!” He raised his voice to a yell, not thinking about how stupid that was until he’d already done it. Panic went through him, overriding reason, overriding logic. He threw his shoulder into the door, slamming his palm into the release hammer. “Hey! Someone’s in here! Let me out! LET ME OUT!”

      His words came out deadened, wrapped in plumes of steam.

      His bare hands, fingers, neck, and face were already prickling with cold, despite the sweat that broke out over him as he stared up at the closed panel. He watched his breath plume up and felt his panic worsen.

      “HEY! LET ME OUT! LET ME OUT OF HERE!”

      No one answered.

      The door didn’t move.

      “YOU CAN’T LEAVE ME IN HERE!” Feeling his heart slamming into his ribs, he blurted. “I’M HUMAN! I’M HUMAN, GODDAMN IT! LET ME OUT!”

      If someone out there heard him, they made no sound.

      They didn’t answer.

      He screamed in his head, screaming for his brother.

      He screamed for his brother, his best friend.

      HELP ME! HELP ME, BROTHER!

      If the voice answered, Michael didn’t hear that answer.

      The silence of his mind deepened.

      He heard nothing but his own pounding, erratic heartbeat, the sigh of his clouded breath, the slap of his palm as he hit against the door release, over and over, like a prayer.

      If anyone was outside, if anyone heard him…

      They simply walked away.

      If anyone inside him answered…

      Michael could no longer hear that call.
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      Light flickered overhead, dodging in and out.

      He saw eyes there.

      Ice-blue eyes.

      Eyes that seemed to look through him––those ice-cold daggers stared through to the other side of his mind and heart. He saw them, but nothing else.

      The light around them flashed, cutting up his view, making the eyes disappear and reappear, but the look he saw there never wavered.

      Something about the expression in those crystal blue irises made him want to cry.

      He heard a voice in there, a whisper.

      Hands clutched his fingers…

      He was cold.

      He was so fucking cold.

      His skin burned with cold, hardening his flesh.

      He felt unbearably exposed, like he’d been stripped naked and staked out, spread-eagled, in the middle of the tundra, left for wolves to eat down to the bone, to eat leisurely, lingering around his half-consumed corpse to growl over his bones. He watched them there, in his mind’s eye. He watched them rip him apart, snarl and snap over his half-eaten ribs.

      The pain didn’t start until later.

      He didn’t know how long he’d been lying there, when the real pain started.

      He heard more voices by then.

      “Get him to eat something,” one of them said.

      A male voice. He recognized it.

      “He’s got to fucking eat something––” the voice began, angry.

      “He can’t,” another voice said. Female. “Not yet. He’s too weak––”

      “So what? Pour it down his fucking throat before he dies. Look at him, for fuck’s sake. Just look at him––”

      “Calm down,” the second voice said. “Just calm down, Damon. We have him back. He’ll be okay––”

      “The fuck he will. Jesus.” The anger wavered, turning into something like disgust, or maybe some other emotion Nick couldn’t read. “Bullshit, he’ll be okay. I can’t believe you just said that, given what––”

      Nick lost the rest.

      He faded out without warning.

      That light flickered overhead, those ice-blue eyes…

      Then everything eclipsed, leaving only silence.
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      “GET BACK! Jesus! Get back! Now! We have no idea if those restraints will hold!”

      Fear.

      Prey. Fear.

      Prey…

      Food.

      His hunger surged, turning on with such an intensity, he couldn’t control his limbs. All around him, he heard snarling. He saw wolves. He saw the wolves again, snarling and snapping over him in a starving pack, fangs flashing white, sharp as knives behind his eyes…

      The snarling grew louder… more familiar.

      “Stay there. By the door. We’ll hit the release once all of us are out of there––”

      “Can he knock down the door?”

      “No. It should be okay. We’ve held vamps in here before––”

      “Sure, lady. Sure. I’m sure you’ve had vamps exactly like this in here before––”

      “No. She’s right. It’s the only way.” A third voice. Male. Decisive. “We’re going to have to lock him in. Leave the food. Hope it calms him down enough that he’ll regain reason. Once we can get him feeding normally again, he should calm down––”

      “You’re assuming he can come back,” the other voice said. “You’re assuming he’s still in there somewhere. That he didn’t lose his fucking mind in all of this––”

      The female voice again.

      Hard. As decisive as the male’s.

      “He’ll come back.”

      The other male scoffed. “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I insist upon it,” the voice said coldly.

      Another voice, younger, worried, female. “Is that going to be enough?”

      The male scoffed again. “Does it matter? I don’t think blood bags are going to cut it right now, even if we give him gallons of the shit…”

      That voice was familiar.

      So damned familiar.

      Male. He knew it.

      He knew that voice––

      “Well what do you suggest, for fuck’s sake?” Another voice, one he didn’t remember hearing before. Female. Younger than the one before. “You want to offer him your wrist right now, dude? Seriously? He’ll rip your head off, then probably chuck it across the room like a football, just for the hell of it.” A pause, then open impatience, worry. “Would you just come over here? We need to lock up. You’re playing with fire. If those straps break––”

      “All right,” the male voice grumbled. “All right. Chill the fuck out––”

      Nick could smell it now.

      The smell of blood overpowered him.

      It blinded him, making his tongue hurt, his mouth, his lips, his veins––

      His mind tried to wrap around that voice.

      He fought with the male voice, the female voice.

      He tried to distinguish them, to give them names.

      He fought to find names, faces, eyes to go with them. He struggled not to hear them as different flavors of prey…

      He couldn’t.

      He fucking couldn’t.

      The snarling grew louder, more guttural.

      His chest hurt.

      His chest hurt so fucking bad.

      “Okay.” The older woman’s voice. “I’m going to release the straps.”

      She paused, and he could almost feel her watching him.

      The snarling grew deeper, heavier.

      “…Is everyone ready?”

      He didn’t know he was straining against resistance. He didn’t know he was fighting anything physically. He couldn’t feel his body at all.

      He didn’t know the resistance until, suddenly…

      It was gone.

      The resistance vanished.

      He was on his feet, blind, and that snarling followed him.

      He smelled blood, heard snarling, and a beating in his ears, like the combined sound of ten-thousand heartbeats, throbbing behind his eyes.

      Sensation converged, blinding him.

      He felt all of them, in excruciating detail… even as they crashed into one another in the darkness of his mind, wiping him clean, emptying the more logical parts of his consciousness of any meaningful information. He stopped trying to listen, to smell… to think.

      He stopped trying to move. He stopped trying not to move.

      Everything turned grey.

      Somewhere in that, Nick ceased to be.

      Nick ceased.

      He simply… disappeared.
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      He was running.

      He was running, and it felt good to run.

      It felt good, urgent, important, desperate, unimaginably better to run.

      He didn’t know where he was.

      It was dark.

      It was dark, there were trees, streetlights off in the distance that flashed and flickered like stars as he leapt and ran down a narrow game trail between dense thickets. He saw those lights, but they didn’t illuminate where he was. He kept to the shadows, to the deepest part of the dark, out of sight––but he was running, and he could see everything.

      He had a memory of people before this.

      He remembered people, crowds.

      He got through them somehow.

      He remembered pushing his way through.

      He remembered pushing, knowing what he wanted, even though he couldn’t articulate any of it, not even to himself. He didn’t try. He knew what he wanted.

      He knew where he wanted to go.

      He felt it so intensely, so fucking intensely, he couldn’t see or feel anything else.

      It consumed him.

      It wiped out everything else.

      His mind, what he could feel of it, fixated on that one thing.

      He didn’t stop to feed.

      He knew if he stopped to feed, they would stop him from getting where he wanted to go. He knew if he fought them, hurt them, called attention to himself in any way––he wouldn’t get where he wanted to go. They would knock him out again. They would hit him, beat him, chain him, drain his blood. He wouldn’t make it, and he had to make it.

      He fucking had to.

      He had to make it––

      Now that he was free of them, he could run.

      He could run, and follow the maps and numbers in his head, lines that slid through and illuminated the darkness in front of him, telling him where he needed to go. Instinct aligned with the lights he could see, a strange marriage of machine and animal that allowed him to move at top speed, to stretch his legs, despite how tired he was.

      Despite how fucking tired he was, how much his head hurt––

      Then… he was there.

      It happened suddenly. The forest ended.

      He wasn’t there, he was running through trees––

      And then he was.

      He was there, and he didn’t even know what or where there was.

      He knew it was right.

      He knew it from the intensity of relief that washed over him.

      The emotions that rose in his chest, in his very veins, nearly bringing him to his knees, a confused fullness and grief, sadness, relief, hope, fear. He would be safe here. He would be safe. He could have cried. If he were human, he would have cried.

      He wasn’t human, though.

      Instead, the intensity of it blanked out the parts of him that still played at being human, that still thought like a human, needed to rationalize and explain like a human. That stronger, more instinctive flare of feeling overwhelmed all of that, paralyzing his more rational mind, blanking it out with pure, unfiltered emotion.

      He didn’t realize he was just standing there, not doing anything, until the door in front of him opened. He didn’t fully comprehend that it was a door until the light in front of him changed, until the white panel swung inward, revealing the dark interior of a two-story house on a street lined with trees.

      It opened, and she stood there.

      She blinked into the streetlight, wrapped in something gauzy, something that looked soft and flowing, like liquid fabric, an otherworldly, ghostly blue-white. He could see the curves of her through the cloth, even as his eyes grew riveted with swaths of bare, pale skin he could see on her arms, her throat, her face, her collarbones.

      Then his eyes rose to hers.

      Blue-green irises caught the moonlight.

      They stared at one another.

      She looked at him, and he saw grief there.

      He saw grief in her eyes as she looked at him.

      He saw confusion, grief, uncertainty, like she wasn’t sure if he was real.

      He knew he should speak.

      He should say something.

      She walked up to him then, still clutching that mesmerizing fabric around her shoulders and arms. He watched her move, followed every incremental tense and relaxation of her muscles, every millimeter of her face, the micro-expressions there, the way her eyes studied his, cautious, the way her black hair hung down her shoulders and back, the streaks of blue and green and scarlet color highlighted in the dark strands.

      She walked up to him, until he could feel her and smell her all around him.

      When she was close enough that he could have touched her, where he could have reached out and touched her, his doubt vanished.

      Relief returned.

      That relief grew almost debilitating.

      He didn’t think.

      He moved with a vampire’s caution.

      He knew it would be fast to her, possibly too fast for her to track in its entirety––but to him, it was deliberate, almost excruciatingly slowed down, every movement calculated, measured, executed with thought and precision. He stepped forward in a single, gliding motion, sliding his body up against hers, and his fingers coiled into her hair, cupping the back of her head, his other hand curling around her jaw.

      He stroked her jaw, her throat.

      Her eyes closed, her head tilting back. He felt her soften, like everything in her just abruptly surrendered. When he felt that, his whole body tensed.

      He kissed her.

      His fangs pressed against his lips, but he didn’t use them. He kissed her, using his tongue instead, and she softened more. He kissed her longer, deeper, and she gripped his arms, moaning a breath against his mouth.

      He felt her go softer in his hands.

      He kissed her again, and she kissed him back, pulling on him, her hands wrapped tighter around his arms, pulling him closer.

      When he raised his head, some time later––some incomprehensible amount of time later, when he’d more or less forgotten where he was again, or why––she slid her hands into his hair, stopping him from moving away from her entirely.

      “Are you coming in?” she said, breathless.

      His relief intensified.

      For a moment he couldn’t speak.

      “Can I?” he said.

      Only then did she step back.

      Her blue-green eyes flashed at him, a mixture of anger, confusion, bewilderment, relief. She smacked him in the chest. When he leapt forward, grasping her wrist as she swung at him again, she didn’t look alarmed. She didn’t back down at all, but scowled up at him.

      “Two weeks!” she snarled at him. “Two fucking weeks!”

      He blinked, more in surprise.

      “I thought you were dead! I thought you were fucking dead, Nick!”

      He stared at her, unmoving, studying her face.

      He didn’t understand.

      His mind clicked through her words.

      He grappled with them. He grappled with the anger he could see on her, that he could feel all around her. He wanted to understand, but more than anything, all he wanted was to make that anger go away.

      “I’m sorry,” he said.

      Her mouth––that perfect, sculpted mouth he wanted to kiss again––firmed and curved into a frown. He watched every increment of that movement as she struggled with his words, seemingly wanting to understand them as much as he wanted to understand hers.

      Her eyes were bright, and he wanted to kiss them, too.

      Before he could make up his mind what to do, she was pulling at him, pulling at the hand of his that still trapped her wrist in his fingers. She pulled at him, dragging him backwards via his own grip on her, pulling him backwards into her house.

      He kept his grip on her, and she dragged him upstairs.

      He continued to hold her wrist as she brought him into a dark room lit with that blue-white glow from the floor-to-ceiling windows.

      He saw her bed then, and his relief returned.

      “I need to sleep,” he told her.

      She’d carefully extracted her wrist from his fingers and was unbuttoning his shirt.

      “Vampires don’t sleep,” she told him.

      “Sometimes we do,” he said. “Sometimes we have to. I need to sleep.”

      She looked up, and he stared down at her, watching her face as she absorbed his words.

      “You came here to sleep?” she said, puzzled.

      He thought about that.

      He stared at her bed, then the window, and that blue-white light. His eyes returned to her face, to her high cheekbones, that perfect mouth.

      “You look like a seer,” he told her, caressing one high cheekbone with the back of his fingers. His other hand curled into her hair, stroking it back from her face, gripping it and massaging her skull. “You look so much like a seer.”

      She pushed his fingers away, but he saw and felt her skin warm.

      “Why did you come here, Nick?” she said.

      He thought about that.

      He wanted to tell her the truth.

      It felt desperately important that he tell her the truth.

      When he met her gaze next, he saw her watching his face, that scrutiny more prominent in her blue-green eyes.

      “It’s safe here,” he said simply.

      There was a silence where she only looked at him.

      He didn’t move. He could practically see her thinking about his words, understanding warring with confusion. She understood, he realized. She wanted to know the details. She wanted to know what he was talking about. At the same time, she understood. She knew it didn’t matter. She knew what he was telling her.

      She finished with his shirt, pulling it off his shoulders.

      “Gaos,” she murmured, caressing his chest. “Where have you been, Nick?”

      He didn’t know how to answer that, either.

      “Can I?” he said, motioning towards the bed. “Is it all right, Wynter?”

      She nodded, watching him as he kicked off his shoes.

      He wanted to strip naked, but he was worried that would be rude––

      “Hey,” she said.

      He stopped, mid-stride.

      It hit him only then that he’d been walking to her bed.

      She walked up to him, moving around in front of where he’d frozen, halfway to where she slept every night. He just stood there when she reached for his belt. She didn’t ask him. She didn’t hesitate, or even look at him first.

      He watched her unhook the tongue, biting his tongue with fangs that were still extended. He stood there, unmoving as she got it undone and pulled it out from around him. He looked down when she started unfastening the front of his pants.

      “You can’t sleep in this,” she told him.

      He didn’t answer.

      He watched her finish undoing his pants.

      When she pulled them down his legs, he stepped out of them, feeling more than seeing her look at him as he did.

      He didn’t wait.

      He walked to the bed.

      He climbed under the covers, inhaling her scent, inhaling the remnants of her warmth from when he’d pulled her out of bed. He lay there, and the relief on him grew so intense he could have cried.

      He looked up, and saw her staring down at him.

      He stared at her robe, at the liquid-thin shirt she wore under it.

      “Take that off,” he said, his words hard, but infused with need. “Take all of it off, and sleep with me.”

      He saw her blush.

      He saw it more through the spectrums of light that showed him the heat of it than he did the color.

      She walked over to the window.

      He watched her shoulder off the white, flowing robe, letting it fall to the tile floor around her bare feet. She pulled the gauzy shirt she wore under it over her head, then tugged her underwear down to her feet and stepped out of those.

      He was hard as fuck by the end, but his fatigue was coming back.

      He hadn’t been lying to her.

      He needed to sleep.

      He had to.

      It wouldn’t matter what he wanted.

      He watched her shut the curtains over the window, the gauzy ones, that looked almost like her robe, then the heavier ones, that made the room dark.

      When it hit him why she’d done it, he felt another intense flush of gratitude. It was a dual gratitude as her actions sank in … partly for her thinking of him, with the sun, the other for her undressing in all of that light so he could see every inch of her before she closed the drapes.

      He could have seen her with the curtains closed.

      He could have seen her, with his vampire eyes, but that wasn’t the point.

      It wasn’t the fucking point.

      He didn’t know how to tell her how much he appreciated both things.

      He watched her walk back around the bed, so that she was on the opposite side as him, after he made room for her on the mattress. He watched her lift the thick comforter. He drank in her naked body as she slid under the blanket, then crawled over to him on the mattress.

      She didn’t hesitate.

      She didn’t just move close to him…

      She moved into him.

      She slid into his open arms, molding her body into his.

      She coiled a warm leg around his waist, pressing her chest into his as she wrapped her arm around as much of him as she could. She lay on him as much as next to him, her belly pressed into his side, her breasts, her thighs, her hip conforming to the angles of his body.

      Resting her head on his chest, she exhaled.

      He felt every fragment of his own relief reflected in that breath.

      She curled her fingers around his ribs, pulling the blanket tighter around her back and snuggling closer to him. He knew he couldn’t keep her warm. His body wasn’t designed to keep her warm, but she didn’t seem to mind. She stroked his skin with her fingers, pressing her cheek into his chest, gripping him and pressing into him with an intensity that caused his arms to tighten around her, pulling her further on top of him.

      Once she was fully settled, it felt like she belonged there.

      It felt like she fucking grew out of him.

      He lay there with her like that as long as he could.

      He stayed conscious as long as he could.

      He listened to and felt her heart beat against his skin as long as he could.

      He listened to and felt her breath, the warmth of it on his skin.

      He felt her hands explore parts of him cautiously, without straying so far that he felt he had to do anything about it, to say anything about what she might want.

      He felt that relief on her, and all it brought up was more of the same in him.

      Eventually, though, he couldn’t remain.

      He couldn’t stay with her, not in the ways he wanted.

      He receded back into that tunneling darkness.

      He receded backwards, but for the first time, he let it go without reservation.

      He relaxed into that numbing space, one thought echoing in his head.

      He was safe.

      He was finally fucking safe.
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      They were arguing.

      He heard it, in the fogged, half-consciousness of his mind.

      He heard it long before he knew he heard it.

      He heard it long before he understood a single word.

      He lay there, half in and half out of consciousness, eyes closed, missing her body against his. He couldn’t remember if he’d been awake before now. He couldn’t remember when he’d come here, how long he’d been here. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten.

      He was hungry, though.

      He was really fucking hungry.

      His body hurt with that hunger, whining at him for how famished it was.

      He lay there, thinking about eating.

      He thought about eating, and heard them argue.

      Then he smelled blood, and turned his head.

      A cup was on the table by the bed, and it was steaming. Whoever put it there, they’d put it there recently.

      Memory flooded his mind.

      He remembered her waking him up, just enough to feed him. She fed him blood, and then he went out again. Some time later, she’d wake him again, feed him more. He didn’t know how often she’d done it. He didn’t know how she’d known to do it, or when.

      He didn’t know how he’d managed not to bite her.

      Truthfully, he didn’t know how he’d managed not to kill her.

      Rolling to his side, he slid over and up without thought. He scooped the mug off the table and put it to his lips without the barest, incremental pause. He drained the cup. Wanted more. He saw the small fridge there, on the tile, the heater above it.

      It hit him that she’d brought that in here; it hadn’t been in here before.

      It hadn’t been here the night he got here.

      He heated up two more bags of blood.

      Drained those.

      He heated up two more.

      His mind was slowly leveling.

      He listened to them argue as he drank those bags. He began to really listen, to pick out words here and there, even if he missed the larger threads and currents of what they were arguing about. He heated up two more from the cooler, which seemed to have about twenty bags inside, and downed those.

      He’d lost count by then, but he didn’t care.

      He heated up two more.

      He heard a pause in the argument downstairs when the heater dinged at him, and he realized it was the first time he’d let it run long enough to ding. Rather than bothering with the mug, he ripped into the bag with his fangs, and drank it down, careful not to spill anything on the white comforter covering her bed.

      The silence ended downstairs.

      They went back to arguing.

      They weren’t in the same room as him.

      He found himself listening to words in sentences now.

      He found himself making meaning out of those words.

      “…He’s not going with you.”

      Wynter. Wynter’s voice.

      He got hard, just hearing her voice. Sinking his fangs into the second blood bag he’d heated, he drank it down, pulling from the holes he created in the bag and emptying it out in a matter of seconds.

      He was getting full. Finally.

      He heated up two more, just for the fuck of it.

      Well, maybe not entirely randomly.

      He wanted to be full. He wanted to be over-full.

      Maybe to keep from biting his girlfriend the next time he saw her.

      Another voice rose, male.

      Jordan. It was Damon Jordon.

      “…Look, lady,” he snapped. “I appreciate you think you’re protecting him, but we’re trying to protect you. I don’t think you’re hearing us––”

      “I’m hearing you just fine… detective.”

      Wynter again, making Nick’s eyes close, even as that desire to fuck intensified to the point of blinding him.

      “…I don’t think you’re listening to me,” she was saying now. “That, or you think I’m lying to you, for reasons that are beyond me. I’m telling you, he’s not a danger to me. He came here to get away from all of you––”

      “He took six bodyguards out to get to you,” Damon said, cold.

      “Took… out?” For the first time, Wynter’s voice hesitated. “He killed them?”

      Damon hesitated.

      Nick did too. He lowered the mostly-empty blood bag, listening intently for the cop’s answer.

      “No,” Jordan said after that beat. “He didn’t kill anyone…”

      Nick felt a huge rush of relief.

      He swore he felt the same on Wynter, even through the floor and ceiling.

      Jordan’s voice grew harder.

      “But he broke the collarbone of one of them,” the detective said. “He broke the leg of another. He threw them into walls. He picked one up and slammed him against the one-way window until we opened the door and let him out––”

      Nick winced.

      Wynter’s voice was stronger, though.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have imprisoned him, then,” she broke in angrily. “Maybe you should have taken him where he wanted to go.”

      “He didn’t tell us where he wanted to go!” Jordan snapped back. “He wasn’t talking, lady! He went from lying there like a dead person to snarling at us like a fucking animal. The only words out of his mouth were ‘Open the door or I snap his neck…’ Other than that, we might as well have tried to reason with a damned lion––”

      “He was traumatized!” she said. “Do you really not get that?”

      “Calm down,” a third voice said. “Both of you. You know he’s upstairs.”

      “He’s listening,” a fourth voice offered cheerfully. “He just ate a lot and he’s listening.”

      Nick winced, recognizing that voice, too.

      It was a little kid’s voice.

      It was the voice of a young girl.

      What the hell was she doing here?

      Another, fifth voice rose from the kitchen.

      Nick found himself recognizing that one, too.

      “If he’s feeding himself,” Lara St. Maarten said. “And if Ms. James is certain she is not in any physical danger, perhaps we should simply let the two of them be. At least until he’s recovered enough that––”

      “How can you say that?” Jordan said. “You saw what he was like––”

      “He was down over three-fourths of his blood,” St. Maarten reminded him. “He was literally almost dead when we got to him, detective. He wasn’t in his right mind––”

      “And just how did you get to him?” Jordan snapped. “Because I’m still not exactly clear on that part. How the hell did you even find him, much less get him out of there? And what are we supposed to do about I.S.F.? They’ve got to have alerts out on him by now. He’s been off their radar for almost four weeks––”

      “Don’t worry about I.S.F.,” Ms. St. Maarten said. “I’ve got that end of things covered.”

      “Because that’s not at all creepy,” Jordan said, angry.

      “Damon… calm down.”

      Morley’s voice. Jesus.

      How many fucking people were down there?

      “We don’t even know who tried to kill him!” Jordan burst out. “But you’re cool with this school principal, who’s got zero skills or qualifications to keep him, much less herself safe… no offense, lady… you want her taking on that risk, too? She’s a civilian, for fuck’s sake. What if Tanaka can I.D. the people who tried to kill him? Or hadn’t it occurred to you that he probably got picked up in the first place because he got too close to that vampire-harvesting group Charlie was going after?”

      “I think she’s right,” the third voice spoke up, the one that told everyone to calm down before.

      Nick realized it was Kit.

      “…Ms. St. Maarten, I mean,” Kit clarified, her voice cautious. “Nick clearly wanted to come here. If this little kid’s right, and he’s awake and feeding himself and listening to us talk, then he’s one hundred percent better than he was when we last saw him at Phoenix Tower.

      “Anyway,” she added, her voice matter-of-fact. “Even at his absolute worst, he didn’t kill anyone. He somehow managed to get on a train… and ride it up here… all without feeding on anyone. He found his way from the train station to here. So, some part of Nick was clearly still there, even when he was mostly dead––”

      “Well, that’s fucking reassuring,” Jordan muttered.

      “It should be,” Kit said, her voice sharper. “He could have killed all of us. Every damned one of us. And you know it.”

      There was a silence.

      “He hasn’t bit me,” Wynter said. “And believe me, he’s had plenty of opportunities. I as much as offered it to him.”

      The kid laughed.

      Nick knew for sure now that it was Tai.

      Again, he wondered what the fuck she was doing here.

      Was her asshole brother here, too? The prescient?

      And what was Kit doing, talking about the kid being psychic in front of Jordan and Morley? Did Kit know she was a seer? Did everyone know she was a seer now?

      He remembered then.

      St. Maarten got the kid an ident-tattoo.

      Tai was now, officially, a hybrid––according to the U.S. government, I.S.F. and the H.R.A. They must think she was more psychic than your average hybrid. Which was still risky as fuck, but it was better than anyone knowing the truth.

      Labeling her a hybrid made sense. Tai wasn’t a very believable human.

      Neither was her brother.

      Despite all of his mental grumbling, Nick realized he wanted to see her. Tai. The thought filled him with a kind of longing pull, even as he finished off the last of the blood bag he’d been working on. He’d meant to visit her up here before now.

      He’d meant to come up and see how she was doing in school.

      He hadn’t seen the kid in ages.

      He hadn’t really seen her since the night he’d first met her.

      If they were right, that was even longer ago than he’d realized.

      Had they really said it’d been four weeks since he’d last been in his apartment?

      He had a vague memory of arriving here.

      He had a memory of Wynter hitting him, of her saying…

      “Two weeks.”

      Nick turned at the voice.

      His eyes connected with the small figure in the doorway.

      It only occurred to him then that he’d spaced out, stopped listening to the conversation downstairs as he tried to recount the last month of his life.

      Somewhere in that gap, the conversation must have ended.

      “She said two weeks,” Tai repeated, smiling at him. “And I missed you, too.”

      The kid just stood there in the doorway, her pale, blue-silver eyes shining.

      When Nick didn’t speak, she walked over to him, sitting on the bed next to his legs. She bounced lightly on the mattress, a pleased smile growing on her kid-round face.

      “This is a good bed,” she announced. “Perfect amount of bounce.”

      It hit Nick uncomfortably that he was naked under the comforter. He looked under it briefly to confirm that, then pulled it higher up so that it covered his stomach, crossing his legs and sitting up straighter, his back leaning partly against the wall.

      “What are you doing here?” he said to her.

      “I wanted to see you,” she informed him. “Weren’t you just thinking you wanted to see me, too?”

      “Don’t you have school?”

      She shrugged. “It’s Saturday. Ms. St. Maarten said she was coming to visit you and the principal, so I asked if I could come, too.”

      Nick nodded, frowning as he looked her over. He hugged the comforter to his chest, his voice gruff.

      “You’re eating now, at least,” he observed. “Does it confuse your brother, to see what a normal, non-underfed kid looks like?”

      She laughed, picking up one of Wynter’s pale blue throw pillows and chucking at him.

      He batted it away, but smiled at her.

      “How are your classes?” he said, his voice still gruff. “Or do you spend all of your time in the cafeteria, trying to scam food off the lunch lady?”

      She laughed again, smacking him again with the pillow. “I like astronomy.”

      “Astronomy, huh?” He grunted. “Figures. That’s about as useful as studying philosophy, kid. You can’t even see the real stars in here.”

      “We can!” she said, outraged in her little-kid way. “We can see satellite feeds––”

      Nick rolled his eyes dramatically. “Awesome. You watch the sky on television. How utterly inspirational. Borderline spiritual, one might say––”

      “Tai.” Another voice, male, from the doorway. “Come here.”

      Tai turned around without getting up off the bed.

      Staring at the tall form of her brother in the doorway of Wynter’s bedroom, she hugged Wynter’s other throw pillow to her chest. That one was a sharp, lime-green in color.

      “Why?” she said, puzzled.

      “Come here, Tai. Get off the bed and come here.”

      “He’s fine!” Tai protested. “You’re being dumb, Mal.”

      The male seer clenched his jaw. His mismatched eyes flickered to Nick’s.

      Nick kept his face purposefully blank.

      Still frowning at her brother, Tai looked back at Nick, too.

      “You’re okay, aren’t you, Nick?”

      Nick nodded, smiling at her. “More or less.”

      “Tai…” the male seer growled.

      “I wanted to come visit you earlier,” Tai said, ignoring her brother. “But Ms. James said I should wait. She said you were sleeping. I thought vampires don’t sleep?”

      “We don’t… usually,” Nick said, ignoring the tall seer fuming by the door. “But if we get hurt or really tired we do. I guess I was tired.”

      She laughed. “You must have been. Ms. James said you slept for two weeks. Two weeks! How does anyone sleep that long?”

      Nick smiled, shrugging. “Dunno.”

      “Did you dream all that time? What did you dream about?”

      “Tai!” Malek snapped.

      She jumped that time, still squeezing the lime-green pillow in her arms. Then she scowled. Giving Nick an apologetic look, she released the pillow, dropping it on the bed. She slid off the side of the bed and walked around it and back towards the door of the bedroom. Nick watched her go, deliberately ignoring the male seer until Malek cleared his throat pointedly.

      Nick’s eyes flickered over then, meeting the male seer’s.

      He’d forgotten how strange those eyes were.

      Tai’s eyes were a silvery shade of blue, and more shocking on an initial glance than her brother’s, but Nick found he adjusted to Tai’s eyes pretty quickly. He generally got used to the unreal glow of Tai’s silvery irises after just a few minutes of talking to her.

      Conversely, the eyes of Tai’s brother seemed to grow more unnerving and strange the longer Nick stared at them.

      Malek’s eyes were two different colors.

      That was part of it––but it wasn’t all of it.

      One of Malek’s eyes shone a pale turquoise color; the other was a dark, near-black that reminded Nick of polished volcanic rock.

      The contrast in those irises made them look like they were different sizes and shapes, not only different in color. Something about those eyes also had a way of making Malek himself appear unstable, as if two different people were staring out from inside that skull.

      Which might be appropriate, really, given what Malek was.

      Malek was a prescient.

      Even for a seer, it was a highly unusual gift.

      Malek saw the future. He didn’t always understand what he saw, from what Nick gathered, but the male seer got glimpses of the future, which he often painted or sketched, maybe in the hopes someone else might understand them.

      Of course, Nick had reason to believe Tai had “unusual gifts” as well, but if she did, no one would admit to him what they were.

      She could read vampires. That was strange enough.

      Most seers couldn’t do that. Seers could read humans. Seers could also read other seers, for the most part; meaning, they could read other seers who let them, or who weren’t skilled enough to block them from reading them.

      But they couldn’t read vampires.

      Then again, as far as Nick knew, Tai and her big brother, Malek, were the only two seers left on the entire planet.

      He watched the little girl seer vanish back out of Wynter’s bedroom.

      Malek continued to stand there, in the doorway, as Nick listened to Tai clump down the stairs in her boots––boots he bought for her right after she first came up here to attend school at Kellerman Prep.

      Nick frowned at Malek, folding his arms across his bare chest.

      “Do I have you to thank?” he said, gruff. “For finding me?”

      Malek blinked.

      Some of the hardness grew less in his angular face.

      “Yes,” he said.

      Nick nodded, refolding his arms. “Thanks.” Pausing, he clenched his jaw briefly. “How did you get me out of there?”

      “Do you remember where you were?”

      Nick shook his head. “No. I just heard you talking about it downstairs.” He paused. “I remember the club in Queens. But Jordan mentioned a warehouse––”

      “Don’t worry about any of that now,” Malek said, his voice warning. “Lara is looking into it.”

      Nick frowned. “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning, you don’t need to worry about it,” Malek said, his voice maddeningly immovable. “The people who had you are no longer in the picture. The ones in the warehouse, at least, the ones who could ID you––”

      “You mean they’re dead,” Nick said, his voice equally warning.

      “They are no longer your problem,” Malek corrected. “As for who hired them, or who might have really been behind it, we’re working on it. I.S.F. is working on it. Archangel is working on it. NYPD is working on it. You don’t need to be working on it, Nick. Not now.”

      “Is Charlie okay? I didn’t hear her down there.”

      “She’s fine.”

      Nick waited for the seer to say more.

      He didn’t.

      “Is she still on the case?” Nick said. “Charlie.”

      “Yes. She is still assigned to it.”

      Nick frowned again.

      He was about to try and follow up on that question too, when he heard more steps on the stairs. That time, they were going up, not down. They were also decidedly louder and heavier than Tai’s feet, and clumsier, which told Nick they belonged to a human.

      Jordan’s face appeared in the doorway.

      He gave Malek a wary look, definitely focusing a few beats too long on the oddity of his eyes. Then the human detective pushed past the ghost-like seer and into the bedroom.

      For the first time, it occurred to Nick that Malek was wearing long sleeves.

      Jordan likely didn’t have any idea who Malek was, in terms of the Kellerman case. He likely had no clue Malek was the mysterious “artist” who’d been leaving prescient paintings for them around the city for days while they hunted the killers.

      Nick wondered how the hell St. Maarten had introduced them. He wondered how she explained what and who Malek and his sister were, and what they were doing there.

      Jordan probably thought they were insane for bringing a kid here.

      Nick wasn’t entirely sure he disagreed with him.

      Jordan was staring at Nick now, his dark eyes taking in the length of him, and probably the shocking white of Nick’s bare upper body, not to mention the tattoos he wore on his arms and shoulders.

      Nick frowned a little under that scrutiny, unable to help it.

      “How many fucking people are going to come in here?” he grumbled. “I’m not exactly decent for guests. Someone could at least give me a shirt, if we’re going to have a tea party up here and exchange pleasantries––”

      “How are you, man?” Jordan said, ignoring his grumble. “You look… almost sane again.”

      Nick shook his head, half in humor, half in irritation, combing his fingers through his hair. It struck him to wonder how long it had been since he’d taken a shower. His hair was gritty, like he’d rolled in the dirt for a few hours.

      “Gee, thanks, Damon,” he said, snorting.

      When he glanced up at Jordan, he saw the human visibly relax.

      “You are yourself again,” he said, that relief in his voice. “…Back to the grumpy old man vampire we all know and love.”

      Malek frowned from the doorway.

      Something about the expression on the seer’s face made Nick want to laugh.

      He didn’t, though.

      He focused on Jordan instead.

      “Is Charlie okay?” he said.

      Jordan’s scowl returned.

      That time, it didn’t seem aimed at him, meaning Nick.

      “Why the fuck didn’t you tell me, man?” Jordan said, sounding openly annoyed. “Why didn’t you say anything? I can’t believe she roped you into this bullshit case of hers and you didn’t even fucking mention it when we spoke that morning.”

      When Nick only blinked, Jordan’s voice sharpened.

      “…I would have told you not to do it, by the way,” he added. “You know that, right? I would have told you, you’re out of your fucking mind, Midnight, getting into that ring. The vampire deaths have been all over the damned news channels. I would have told you to stay home. Hell, I would’ve called Ms. Wynter James and had her come to your place.”

      Nick frowned back.

      His mind clicked through the other’s words, fighting to keep up.

      That time, it wasn’t him trying to figure out what had happened so much as him trying to figure out what the cover story was for Jordan and the NYPD.

      It sounded like Charlie had taken the fall for him.

      When Jordan fell silent, and clearly seemed to be waiting for Nick to say something in response, Nick shrugged.

      “Well,” he said, wrapping his arms more tightly around his chest, still feeling weird about being shirtless for some reason. “It made sense to use me. You can’t exactly blame Charlie for that. Who else was going to do it?”

      “How about not you,” Jordan said, angry. “How about a C.I.? Someone who was already in the circuit?”

      “I’m a Midnight,” Nick reminded him. “I’m more or less owned by––”

      But Jordan didn’t seem to hear him.

      Or maybe he just didn’t care.

      “––To throw you in the ring like that. In Farlucci’s fight crew. With vampires dying all over the city, every damned fight night. Just sheer fucking stupidity.”

      “What about Farlucci?” Nick said, remembering. “Does he think I blew him off?”

      There was a silence.

      In it, Jordan scowled at him, his eyes showing disbelief, like he couldn’t believe Nick was even asking about that.

      “No,” he snapped after a few seconds. “Morley’s got Charlie’s back on this. They had lawyers contact Farlucci. They’re in negotiation. Farlucci’s people and the NYPD and I.S.F. lawyers who handle contracts for Midnights and other I.S.F. reg’d vamps who seek employment outside their I.S.F. classifications. They’ve managed to keep him occupied these past few weeks, arguing the terms of the contract for using you as a fighter––”

      “So it’s still on?” Nick said.

      Weirdly, his reaction wasn’t disappointment.

      It was relief.

      Well, not exactly relief.

      It was more like aggression, anger, a burning desire to act… mixed with relief that he had some place to aim all those feelings. It didn’t really sink in what drove him in all that, either, not until he thought back on what he’d overheard them saying in the kitchen below, while he’d been sucking down blood bags and eavesdropping on what had happened to him.

      He still didn’t know everything.

      There was still a lot he didn’t know.

      But he knew enough.

      He wanted to catch these fuckers.

      He wanted to be there when they brought them down.

      “So Charlie still thinks Farlucci is involved?” Nick said.

      “Nick.” Jordan sounded genuinely angry. “Are you seriously wanting to talk about the case right now? I mean, seriously… this is your priority? You almost fucking died, Tanaka. That St. Maarten lady was feeding you intravenously for days, and you weren’t coming back. You just lay there, like a corpse. We thought you were gone. We all thought you were really fucking gone, that you weren’t coming back––”

      Nick frowned.

      Jordan looked at him, as if expecting more of a reaction.

      When he didn’t get it, the human exhaled in open frustration.

      “You don’t remember any of this. Do you?”

      Nick shook his head. “No.”

      “Well, I was there when you finally woke up,” Jordan snapped. “You came out of it and you went fucking nuts. St. Maarten called in her guards and you went through then like they were the high school math club. I seriously thought you were going to kill all of us.”

      Grunting a little as he seemed to think about his own words, the muscular human folded his arms across his chest, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

      “…Turns out,” he added sourly. “You just wanted to come up here and hang out with your girlfriend.”

      Nick didn’t know what to say to that, either.

      “So,” he said cautiously, when Jordan didn’t go on. “Am I still on the case?”

      Jordan stared at him.

      After a few seconds, he threw up his hands.

      “I give up, man,” he said. “You’re as crazy as Charlie. Only difference is, she’s trying to get you killed. And for some reason, you’re trying to help her––”

      Nick frowned. “Meaning I’m on it, or not?”

      Damon glared at him. “You’re on it. If you want it. Morley wanted me to come up here and find out how much more time you need.”

      Nick felt his relief sharpen.

      Some of that must have shown on his face, because Jordan threw up his hands again.

      “Just call me when you’re ready, man,” he said. “Or hell… come to think of it, don’t call me. Call Morley. I’m tired of being an accessory to your murder. I guess immortality is getting boring for you, and okay, fine, that’s your right. But maybe think about your girlfriend, Tanaka. Somehow I doubt she’ll be thrilled about you wading back into this bullshit, either.”

      Nick opened his mouth, about to answer, when Wynter appeared in the doorway behind Jordan and the tall seer with the mismatched eyes.

      He hadn’t even heard her on the stairs.

      Seeing the expression on her face, Nick shut his mouth.

      Her frown deepened.

      She looked away, aiming that frown at Jordan and Malek.

      “All right, that’s enough,” she said. “You need to go. Both of you. At least let him recover before you try to kill him again.”

      Jordan gave her a surprised look, his eyes borderline offended.

      “Hey, lady. Don’t go there with me. I’m trying to save his ass––”

      “Then go talk to your boss,” Wynter snapped. “And that woman cop who wants him back in the ring this weekend… working for those same psychopaths who tried to kill him once already. Maybe tell them to leave him the fuck alone––”

      “No,” Nick said.

      When Jordan and Wynter turned, glaring at him, Nick gave Wynter an apologetic look, then met Jordan’s gaze.

      “Don’t tell him that, Damon,” he said. “I’m in. I want in.”

      Wynter’s stare grew murderous.

      Nick did his best to ignore it, but wasn’t overly successful.

      He watched Jordan stalk angrily out of the room, muttering,

      “Preaching to the damned choir, lady…”

      Malek melted out of the doorway as silently as he’d appeared there.

      Nick watched them go, arms folded over his chest, ignoring his furious girlfriend’s glare as he listened to Jordan walk back down the stairs. He heard more murmurs and voices in the kitchen, then a lot of footsteps across the ground floor, presumably as everyone made their way from the back of the house back to Wynter’s front door.

      A few seconds later, Nick’s suspicions were verified when he heard the front door open, heard more talking and murmuring as they collected coats, talking to one another as they walked out the open front door, and back out into the New England air.

      Not long after that, the door closed.

      Nick and Wynter were alone.
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      He glanced at her after the silence stretched a few seconds.

      Once he had, he winced.

      She wasn’t looking at him.

      She was staring at the tile floor, where he’d thrown the empty blood bags. Her jaw was clenched, her eyes overly bright.

      “I’ll clean it up,” he said.

      She shook her head, but her frown didn’t lessen. “How many did you drink?”

      Nick followed her eyes back down to the tile. “I don’t know. Ten?”

      She looked up at him, still frowning. “Do you want more?”

      “No.” He shook his head, then jerked his chin towards the cooler. “There are more in there. I didn’t drink them all.” Pausing at her silence, he cleared his throat. “Could I take a shower, though?”

      She blinked, staring at him.

      “Of course,” she said, like she was bewildered he was even asking. “Do you want your clothes? I washed them,” she added, probably at the confusion on his face. “I don’t have quite your stamina for power sleeping.”

      Frowning at the bed, she added,

      “…I should change the sheets, too, now that you’re up.”

      Nick shook his head, firm. “I’ll do all of that. Just let me take a shower, first––”

      “Do you want company?” she said. “In the shower?”

      He hesitated.

      For the first time, he really looked at her.

      It hadn’t fully occurred to him that he’d been avoiding doing that until he did.

      He focused on her clothes first, on the dark pants she wore, the skin-tight blue-green top that matched her eyes, her bare feet, her long dark hair with the streaks of color. His eyes shifted to her face, her high, angular cheekbones, her sharp jaw, that mouth…

      “It’s a bad idea,” he said, reluctant.

      She stared at him.

      “What?” she said.

      Hearing the edge in that one word, he winced, wishing he’d stayed silent.

      At the same time, he wasn’t sure what to say apart from that.

      “Let me shower first,” he said after a pause. “Let me… pull my head back together, Wynter. I want to talk to you. I want to talk to you, and I can’t do that if the first time we interact both of us are naked and I’m spending the whole time thinking about…”

      He trailed.

      Realizing he was avoiding her eyes again, he looked up, meeting her gaze.

      “Okay?” he said, when she didn’t speak.

      Looking at her, he felt his frustration worsen when he realized he had no idea how she’d reacted to anything he’d just said.

      He worried he’d offended her.

      Looking at her, he got increasingly paranoid he’d offended her.

      “Wynter,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      She shook her head.

      Now she was avoiding his eyes.

      She walked over to a door on the other side of the room.

      It occurred to Nick only then that the second door, the one near the curtained window, must lead to her bathroom.

      Wynter opened the door and disappeared inside.

      Nick sat there, waiting, feeling increasingly uncomfortable as he glanced around the room. It hit him again that he’d really been in here for two weeks. Two weeks of her waking him up to feed him. Two weeks of him monopolizing her bed. Two weeks where she had to go to work, shower, work around the half-dead vampire in her bed.

      The room probably stank.

      He probably stank.

      All he could smell was her, the blood bags, himself…

      He wondered how different he and the room would smell to him if he’d just walked in here, versus having had a few weeks to marinate in whatever he’d done to her personal space. If this was the first time he’d smelled any of it, rather than having been in it for days, drifting in and out of consciousness, he suspected he’d be even more paranoid.

      His guilt sharpened when she re-opened the bathroom door, and he got a whiff of the smell of flowers, soap, shampoo, tile cleaner, warm water.

      It was definitely cleaner in there than it was in here.

      “Wynter––” he began, his voice softer, deeper.

      She talked over him.

      “––Okay,” she said, still not quite meeting his gaze. “There are clean towels in there. I pulled some out of the cabinet. The blue ones. But if you need more, there are more. I have shampoo. Conditioner. Scrub. Soap. If you need anything that’s not in there, let me know.”

      Nick tracked her with his eyes as she walked across the room.

      He followed her course back to the door.

      He hesitating, fighting with whether to speak as she walked back into the hall.

      She shut the door behind her then, and it was too late.

      It didn’t occur to him until the door shut behind her with a click that she’d left so he wouldn’t have to get out of the bed, naked, in front of her.

      Scowling faintly, mostly at himself, he sat there for a beat more.

      Then he threw back the comforter and regained his feet.

      He stood too fast, and froze, hit with a head-rush so intense he briefly couldn’t move without falling. He stood there, unmoving, waiting for it to pass.

      When it did, he walked, moving cautiously as he aimed his feet for the open bathroom door. His muscles and bones felt stiff, not quite weak but strangely mechanical, as if they’d been stuck too long in the same pose.

      It felt good to move.

      It felt good enough that he found himself relaxing into it by the time he reached the bathroom door. He began deliberately and methodically stretching his limbs, rolling his neck, head, shoulders, wrists, clenching and unclenching his hands as he toyed with the edges of working out some of the kinks in his unused body.

      He entered her bathroom and glanced around.

      Green tile. A long mirror. Two sinks.

      He stared at the two sinks.

      He wondered if she’d ever lived here with anyone else.

      The thought brought a flush of heat, a hard pulse of possessiveness that briefly wiped out his rational mind. That heat reached his face and jaw, closing his throat, hurting his chest. It was intense enough that his fangs extended, even as he clenched his back molars.

      “Fuck,” he said, forcing himself to dial it back.

      He looked to the glass-enclosed shower in front of him, then turned his head, staring at the giant, claw-footed bathtub to his right. That brought back another twinge of possessiveness, and further convinced him he was fucking crazy.

      “Fuck,” he repeated, running his hand through his hair.

      He glanced at the mirror, looking at himself.

      He had blood on his neck.

      He’s spilled blood on his fucking neck.

      Had he been talking to Tai like that?

      Probably.

      He looked insanely pale, even for what he was.

      His hair looked longer––the hair on his head, that is.

      One of the weird side-effects of becoming a vampire was that he no longer had to shave. He didn’t grow hair on his face anymore. He’d come across a few vampires with beards, so he knew it wasn’t universal, but being a vampire for Nick meant having his late-twenties face, only better-looking than he had been as a human, and entirely clean-shaven… not to mention about six shades paler, in terms of his skin tone. He’d been dark in his twenties, and not only from surfing––not even from being stationed in mostly hot-as-fuck, sun-beating-on-your-face places during his years in the military.

      It still occasionally surprised him, how young he looked in the mirror.

      He’d been forty-four when he was turned.

      He knew what he looked like, when he looked older than he looked now.

      He wondered how he looked to Wynter.

      Shoving that from his mind, he walked to the shower, back to swinging his arms, testing out his joints, his muscles, even the pliability of his skin, given how dehydrated he’d felt when he first woke up.

      He wasn’t himself, but he was coming back.

      He was coming back.

      He’d be ready when he went back into that ring.
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        * * *

      

      He came out of the bathroom some time later.

      He didn’t know how long.

      It felt like he’d been in there for hours.

      The entire bathroom was one giant steam cloud when he finally left the shower––and he could have stayed in there two hours longer.

      He’d never known a shower could be so damned heavenly.

      Showers felt better as a vampire anyway.

      His vampire senses loved it; his hypersensitive skin loved it. His vampire ears even loved the sound of it, and his vampire sense of smell loved the smell of it. Maybe some of it was that he increasingly loved anything warm and sensual, given that his vampire body was cold and hard for the most part.

      He made himself get out because of Wynter.

      He washed his hair three times.

      He scrubbed his whole body.

      He stood under the hot water until he couldn’t stop thinking about her, out there, waiting for him to come out. He heard her in the other room with his vampire ears. He frowned faintly when he realized she was probably cleaning up, despite what he’d said to her.

      His suspicions were confirmed when he finally shut off the water, wrapped a towel around his waist, and walked out of the bathroom.

      The room was unrecognizable.

      The drapes were open, and Nick realized for the first time a balcony lived out there, not just a large window, as he’d thought that first night. She’d opened the balcony doors, flooding the room with air and light from outside. He smelled trees, grass, the faint smell of barbeque, probably from one of her neighbors down the street.

      The sun was falling in the sky.

      From what Nick could tell, it was roughly five o’clock.

      Maybe as late as five-thirty.

      She’d changed the sheets.

      The old ones had been all white. These were pale blue and pale green, like the throw pillows Tai had been playing with.

      The blood bags were gone from the white tile floor.

      She’d removed the small cooler, and the heater.

      Fuck. It looked like she’d mopped the floor.

      He stared around, a little bewildered at how much she’d done while he’d been in there. When she appeared back in the doorway, he looked at her, that bewilderment reaching his voice.

      “How long was I in there?” he said.

      Surprised flickered across her face.

      She followed his eyes around the room.

      Then she seemed to understand what he meant, why he asked, and laughed.

      “A while,” she admitted, quirking her lips at him. “Truthfully, I’ve been dying to do all this, so I worked fast. I don’t know if I mentioned it before, but I’m kind of a clean freak.” She paused, studying his eyes. “Do you feel better?”

      He nodded. “Unbelievably better.”

      He gauged her face, cautious.

      “Are you mad at me?” he said.

      There was a silence.

      Then her scowl returned, making him immediately regret the question.

      Her sharp jaw hardened, and he found himself tracing the line of it with his eyes.

      He’d never reacted to a face, any face, the way he reacted to hers.

      He liked every part of it. He liked her mouth, her eyes, that angular jaw, her high cheekbones, her eyebrows. He even liked the line she got in her forehead when she was pissed off at him. He was still studying those lines and shadows when she turned, glaring up at him, her blue-green eyes glinting in the late-afternoon light.

      “Why would I be mad at you, Nick?” she said at the end of that long-feeling beat. “Just because you still won’t let me touch you, or see you naked, unless you’re literally on the brink of death? Or the fact that you simply can’t wait to go back out there and try to kill yourself all over again? Or that you’re willing to go back to work for a guy who might have put those vampire hunters up to kidnapping you in the first place––”

      “He didn’t,” Nick cut in.

      “You know that?” she shot back. “You really know that? Really? Because I heard you tell Detective Jordan that you don’t remember anything.”

      “I’m just saying… it doesn’t make sense that it would be Farlucci,” Nick explained. “He knew I was a Midnight. I told him. Why would he go through all the work of negotiating a contract with the I.S.F. and Morley, if he tried to get me killed?”

      “Gee, I don’t know, Nick,” she said, sarcastic. “Maybe for cover? Maybe because he doesn’t want us to know he hired a bunch of ghouls to drain all of your blood?”

      Nick opened his mouth, about to argue.

      He shut it when he realized she might be right.

      Farlucci had him unconscious below the rings the night of the fight.

      He could have taken him then.

      But he’d known Nick didn’t come to the stadium alone. He’d known Nick had people waiting for him, people who knew where Nick was. He’d probably known at least one of them was a cop. Farlucci also had Tom encourage Nick to go to that club.

      It would have been a hell of a lot easier for Farlucci to play innocent if Nick got grabbed at the club, versus if he disappeared from Farlucci’s clubhouse right after a fight.

      Farlucci knew Nick was a Midnight.

      He knew Nick’s friends would be looking for him.

      Guilty or innocent, Farlucci continuing to try and negotiate with the NYPD to have him fight for his club made sense. If he hadn’t been behind it, he likely still wanted Nick to fight. If he had been behind it, going forward was good cover, as Wynter said.

      Farlucci could even have been using the contract in an attempt to find out where Nick was now. If he was behind the vampire deaths, they would want to know where Nick was hiding out, who was sheltering him, whether he’d recovered, what he remembered.

      Who he remembered.

      No, Wynter was right.

      It was way too early to scratch Farlucci off the suspect list.

      “You see?” Wynter said, as if she’d heard his thoughts. “Why are you doing this, Nick? They tried to kill you––”

      “That’s why,” he said, giving her a slightly harder work. “That’s why, Wynter.”

      “That’s stupid,” she said, undaunted.

      He opened his mouth to argue that, then closed it.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Still, he felt like he felt.

      When he looked at her next, she was staring at him in the towel.

      He felt some scrutiny behind the look, like she was trying to make up her mind what kind of shape he was in. At the same time, he could see more there, enough that he felt himself reacting to her eyes on him. He couldn’t help thinking that she seemed to be looking at him the same way he’d been looking at her a few seconds before.

      “What is it?” he said, speaking aloud before he knew he meant to. “What is it between us, Wynter?”

      When her eyes slid up, locking with his, he swallowed, even though he didn’t need to swallow.

      “Are we ever going to talk about it?” he said.

      Her expression went from angry and frustrated to something closer to puzzled.

      Then he saw her frustration return in a rush that heated her cheeks.

      Despite that, he couldn’t help but be touched by her confusion, and the intensity of feeling he saw and felt behind it. It touched him, and brought up empathy in him, and resonated with his own confusion enough that he had to fight the impulse to grab her, to pull her into his arms.

      “Talk about what?” she said, pulling his eyes back to hers.

      Her eyes grew bright as she watched him look at her.

      “What would we talk about, Nick?” she said. “The fact that you can’t make up your mind if you’re going to run away from this or not?”

      Her words hit like a gut punch.

      He felt his jaw harden.

      He fought with what to say.

      He tried to decide if she was right.

      But he already knew she was right.

      He wouldn’t insult her by denying it.

      “Have you eaten?” he said instead.

      She blinked, then scowled at him.

      “Wynter,” he said. “Let’s go downstairs.”

      Something about his awareness of her bed––right there, in the periphery of his vision, with new, clean sheets––was making it harder to think around her than usual.

      She stared at him, that confusion worsening in her expression.

      Then, right as the frustration he saw in her eyes glinted into real anger, she turned her back on him, and headed for the stairs. He watched her walk, realized he was staring at her ass, and made himself look away again.

      He watched her go, and fought not to dart after her.

      He made himself stand there, biting his tongue instead, maybe so he wouldn’t do or say anything to make it worse.

      Some part of him still grappled with… this.

      Most of him grappled with it.

      The parts of him that didn’t grapple with it, that understood it and had no issue with it, would have fucked her and bit her the first day he met her, probably the instant they were alone together. The rest of him didn’t even know what to call this.

      Whatever it was, he couldn’t deny the sexual component.

      Sex was the easy part, though.

      Sex wasn’t the part that was bothering him.

      He could pretend it was, but he knew it wasn’t.

      He tried to convince himself it was the part she cared about––that sex was the reason she was angry with him, and confused, and emotional.

      He told himself she just wanted to fuck him. He told himself it was an unacknowledged vampire fetish, or, even more likely, some kind of seer’s sex-crush––which he knew they were prone to. That, or some combination of the two things.

      She struck him as a lot more seer than human in the way her hybrid genetics manifested.

      Fixation. That’s what the seers he knew used to call it.

      She was just fixated on him.

      That’s what he told himself.

      Fixations were superficial. They were about sex––fucking. They were like hyper-intense, light-infused crushes, a human crush times ten. They were crushes exaggerated all out of proportion due to seers and their crazy emotions and aleimic––or living light––reactions. Because vampires had similarly insane emotional reactions, her fixation on him was making him crazy, too.

      She would get over it.

      That’s what he told himself.

      But he knew that wasn’t it––not for either of them.

      He knew it the same way he knew she wanted to strangle him right then, that he’d confused her and hurt her feelings, even as he still somehow managed to turn her on, if only by being an emotionally-stunted jerk while wearing only a towel.

      He knew all that and he sympathized more with her position than he did with his own, even though he knew the more rational elements of his confusion were smarter than both of them––meaning him and Wynter’s more seer and vampire sides.

      That part of him knew they could deeply hurt one another, given what they were.

      That part of him screamed at him that he should know better, that he’d been down this road before. That part of Nick remembered how he always, without fail, picked the wrong fucking person for himself. He picked the ones who didn’t want him back, or who did want him but were bad for him… or who did want him, but he was deadly for them.

      That part of him told Nick this was a mistake.

      That part of him told him he was an idiot, and an asshole.

      The rest of him didn’t care.

      The rest of him knew whatever was between them, it was more than sex, more than a crush, more than some blood thing, more than either of their races.

      That scared him a hell of a lot more, truthfully. It also made him question whether he was using the excuse of faux “rationality” to avoid getting hurt.

      Was he really that much of a coward?

      He glanced at her bed, frowning.

      He’d come here, half-crazed, and he hadn’t fed on her.

      How had he managed to not feed on her?

      He focused on the trunk at the end of her bed, and saw his clothes, folded, where she must have left them. Not just his shirt and pants. His coat was there, also cleaned, and his boots and socks were on the floor at the foot of the chest.

      Staring at all of it, it hit him that she expected him to leave.

      She expected him to put his clothes back on, and walk out her door. She thought he would get dressed, make some kind of half-assed apology at the bottom of the stairs, express some kind of awkward gratitude even as he backed away, making his way to her front door.

      She expected him to bail.

      She thought he’d come here when he was at his lowest point, but he would leave now, running away like the coward he was.

      Still staring at the pile of washed and pressed clothes, he realized he should do that.

      He should do exactly what she feared he would do.

      He knew he should. He knew all the reasons why he should.

      Just like he knew he wouldn’t.

      He wouldn’t do that.

      Standing there, the reality of that truth hit him, nearly paralyzed him.

      He’d been lying to himself.

      Worse, he’d been taking her along for the ride.

      No wonder she wanted to punch him half the time.

      She was entirely right about him––even as she was entirely wrong about him. She wasn’t wrong about the contents of the more dishonest corners of his mind, just the fact that he actually believed any of it enough to listen to it.

      As much as he played games with himself, trying to convince himself he might still walk away from all of this, that he might still do the right thing, that he might still stop this before it went too far, before either of them could walk it back…

      He wouldn’t. He wouldn’t do that.

      That door had closed.

      Whatever it looked like on Wynter’s side, whatever Wynter was still telling herself, or weighing, or trying to convince herself––on Nick’s side, the decision had already and irrevocably been made.

      The door had closed.

      Irrationally, nonsensically, inexplicably… it felt like it had been closed even before he met her.
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      He walked down the stairs cautiously.

      He left his coat upstairs.

      He left his boots and socks upstairs.

      The house was warm, so he left one of his shirts upstairs, too.

      He wore a white T-shirt he’d had on under the dress shirt, and his black pants. Reaching the bottom of the stairs, he smelled something from the kitchen, then heard her bare feet on the tile floor.

      Shifting direction, he walked down a narrow hall to the lit doorway at the end. Reaching it, he just stood there, watching her.

      She had a row of containers open in front of her.

      It smelled like Chinese food.

      His stomach growled.

      He’d loved Chinese food as a human.

      She glanced over. He saw her eyes flicker up and down him in silent appraisal. He saw a glimmer of surprise as she took in the T-shirt, the pants, his bare feet.

      She kept her face mostly expressionless when she returned his stare.

      “Are you hungry again?” she said.

      Thinking about that, he nodded.

      He started to walk towards the cooler, which he realized stood on the counter across from the sink, but she waved him off.

      “No,” she said. “Go sit down. I’m not cooking, just heating up take-out from last night.” She jerked her chin towards the door where he’d walked in. “Is the living room okay?” she said. “I’d rather sit on the couch.”

      He motioned towards the containers that were steaming.

      “I can carry things,” he offered.

      She gave him another surprised look, then nodded back. “Okay.”

      He walked up to the counter in the middle of her kitchen, a slab of dark blue stone that he would have sworn matched the darker shades in her eyes.

      He scooped up all four of the containers that smelled warm and like Chinese food and walked them out of the kitchen and down the hall. Realizing he didn’t remember any of this, he poked his head into an open doorway as he passed, glancing over what must be her office.

      Like her office at Kellerman, it was full of books.

      He saw another fish tank, too, only instead of goldfish, like her tank at Kellerman, this one appeared to be full of turtles.

      She had more plants here than she did at Kellerman.

      Vines and exotic-looking flowers covered three different window sills. The windows themselves were long, horizontal and narrow, letting in pink and orange and red-tinted sunset light from the west, where they faced.

      What first appeared to be an old-fashioned globe took up residence on a stand by her desk. He saw the virtual satellites rotating around it then, and realized it wasn’t an antique, just designed to look like one. When he blinked, glancing at the land masses, he saw virtual depictions of the domed protected areas, and lit up tracks that were probably real trains currently traveling between the domes.

      “Do you like it?” a quiet voice asked.

      He turned, glancing at her.

      She stood directly behind him.

      He looked down at the tray she held.

      A large, heat-capture mug that smelled like blood stood in a sun design in the center of the tray. Around it fanned a glass of wine, two small bowls of what looked like soy sauce and duck sauce, and two glasses of water.

      He smiled.

      “I like it,” he said.

      She smiled back tentatively, then tilted her head to motion down the hall.

      “Come on,” she said. “I’m starving.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She sat on the couch, and he sat next to her.

      After a bare hesitation, where he watched her open containers, peering into each one in a way that he could almost see her weighing which one she wanted to eat first… he decided it wasn’t enough. He didn’t just want to sit next to her.

      Without saying a word, he picked her up.

      She let out a half-yelp of surprise––

      But then he had her in his lap, between his legs, and he’d slid under her, so that her food was still in front of her, still in easy reach. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her snug up against him, but leaning forward enough that he would be a better chair for her while she ate. Once he had her situated, he felt her surprise turn into disbelief.

      She turned her head, craning her neck to look back at him as he tightened his arms around her, sliding his hands under the thin material of the green shirt.

      That quirk was back in her lips.

      “Is this all right?” he said, gruff.

      She laughed.

      “Go ahead,” he said, jerking his chin towards the table. “Eat.”

      “Aren’t you going to eat?” she said.

      Realizing she was right, that he hadn’t really taken into account his own hands and mouth, he frowned. Seeing his expression, she laughed again.

      Sliding down and through his lap, rather than out of it, she pushed his legs apart, sitting on the rug under the table and couch. Leaning into his thighs, and resting her head on his crotch, she looked up at him.

      “What about this?” she said. Quirking another smile at him, she added, “If you’re hell-bent on feeling me up while I eat, you can do it from the top of my shirt.”

      He grunted a laugh, then wrapped his hand into her hair, jerking her head back instead. Leaning down, he lowered his mouth to hers.

      His fangs pressed against his lips from behind, but he fought to ignore it, using his tongue and lips instead, going deeper when she kissed him back.

      After a few seconds, she wrapped an arm around his neck, pulling him closer.

      He let himself fall into it… he didn’t know for how long.

      When he grew conscious of the smell of Chinese food again, when he remembered her saying she was hungry, it finally occurred to him to end the kiss. He lifted his head reluctantly as the thought sank in, and she let out an overt groan, not hiding her disappointment.

      “Fuck,” she said, half-murmuring it.

      When he looked down at her, her eyes were closed.

      “I told myself I dreamt that, last time.” She clenched her fingers tighter in his hair. “I told myself I was half awake… that I was still dreaming the first time you kissed me. I told myself it couldn’t possibly have been as good as I remembered.”

      He kissed the side of her mouth, stroking her hair back from her face.

      “Eat,” he said, kissing her cheek. “You’re starving. Remember?”

      She sighed.

      He raised his head when she released him, and he watched her sit up.

      She was still leaning against his inner thigh as she grabbed what the container of what looked and smelled like sweet and sour pork. She picked up a pair of chopsticks and sighed again, then dug into the vegetables and artificial meat.

      He watched her eat for a few seconds, then leaned over where she sat, grabbing the organic heat-capture container that smelled like blood.

      Flipping open one side of the container, he took a long drink, leaning back into the couch. He sank into the cushions, drinking from the mug when he thought of it, watching her eat, closing his eyes occasionally. He wondered if she’d want to watch a movie with him when she finished.

      He wanted to watch a movie, and make out periodically.

      He wanted to stay in here after she was done eating, and hang out on the couch.

      And yes, he wanted to feel her up and make out––

      “Do you want to watch a movie?” she said, looking back at him.

      He laughed.

      She smiled with him, but he saw the puzzlement in her eyes.

      “What?”

      “Yes,” he said. “I want to watch a movie. You pick it, though. I mostly want an excuse to grope you on the couch, so I can’t promise I’ll pay a lot of attention.”

      She laughed, half in disbelief.

      “Did you pop a few Quaaludes while you were upstairs?” she said.

      He frowned at her, puzzled. “How the hell would you have heard of Quaaludes? Those had disappeared by the time I was old enough to know what they were. As a human, I mean.”

      “They’re making them again,” she explained. “Didn’t you hear? It was some kind of nostalgia thing… they brought them back.”

      When he didn’t answer that, she pushed at his leg.

      “Well?” she said. “Did you?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t think Quaaludes would work on vampires.”

      “Are there any Quaalude-equivalents in the vampire world?”

      He frowned, thinking.

      He took another few long swallows of blood, still thinking.

      “None that I know of,” he said finally, lowering the container back to his leg.

      Still looking at him, she pursed her lips, eyes puzzled.

      Her voice grew a touch sharper.

      “Are you trying to butter me up before you go and attempt suicide again this weekend?” she said.

      Thinking about that, he contemplated a smart-ass reply, then thought better of it.

      Holding her gaze, he shrugged, his expression still.

      “I still want to do it,” he said. “I have no intention of dying, Wynter.” He paused. “You saw me fight? That night, I mean?”

      “I know you avoided me after,” she said, her voice annoyed again.

      He leaned over the table, putting down the heat-capture container and pressing the lid closed. Once they were free, he wrapped his hands into her hair, pulling her against him. Leaning his mouth down to her ear, he spoke in a murmur against her skin.

      “I’m trying to figure out how to apologize to you––” he said, soft.

      “I don’t want an apology, Nick––”

      “––I’m also trying to figure out how to say thank you––”

      “I don’t want your gratitude, either, Naoko.” She turned her head to glare up at him. “You are completely impossible. Do you really not know how maddeningly, frustratingly, ridiculously impossible you are? Were you this bad in relationships as a human?”

      He knew it wasn’t a real question.

      At least not one she expected an answer to.

      He found himself thinking about it anyway.

      “Yes,” he said, blunt. “Yes. I was.”

      She blinked up at him.

      He saw her thinking he was just giving her shit, and he tugged her hair and head back again, kissing her mouth. She fell into the kiss as readily as she had before, her hands sliding into his hair. He found himself slowing down, slowing deliberately, holding her back as he kissed her neck, forcing her to wait, his fingers gripping her hair, trying to gauge how much she would let him control things.

      She softened, the more he forced her to conform to his pace.

      When he paused next, raising his head, she had her arm coiled around his neck. She pulled him closer, but when he stopped her, she looked up at him, her head tilted back, and he let out a low groan, unable to help it.

      He lowered his mouth back to hers and she tightened her arm, pulling him closer. He let out another involuntary groan, his arm wrapping around her back, half-lifting her up to him.

      He didn’t track the mechanics of it.

      He didn’t even try to move like a human.

      Lifting her easily, he brought her up to the couch, turning to bring her under him. He used his hand and knee to spread her legs… and then, after the barest pause, he rested his weight. Once he had most of it pressed into her, he stared down at her face, watching her pant, watching her eyes close as she reacted to what he’d done.

      He leaned his body into hers and she pressed up against him, letting out a weak, almost pleading sound.

      Then he was off her.

      He disentangled himself roughly from her hold… and she clutched at him, protesting, more in sounds than words… at least until he was sitting there, at the edge of the couch, looking at her.

      “Take off your shirt,” he said.

      She stared at him.

      Then, sitting up, she tugged up her shirt, pulling it up and getting it half-stuck on her arms and shoulder in her haste to get it over her head. Something about that, about her getting tangled in the cloth, made his cock hurt, even before it occurred to him she was doing what he said. She dropped the shirt to the floor and waited.

      Fuck.

      He got up off the couch altogether before he knew he intended to. Pushing her backwards into the cushions, he unfastened the front of her pants, not wanting to wait for her that time. He got up again, long enough to yank them down off her, then to do the same to her underwear.

      He didn’t bother trying to slow down his movements for that, either.

      He undressed her like a vampire.

      It turned him on more when he realized she was okay with it.

      More than okay with it; it turned her on, too.

      He stood over her briefly, staring down at her on the green couch.

      It didn’t occur to him that the green almost matched her eyes until he saw all that skin there, the contrast with her brown skin and pale, blue-green eyes.

      “Fuck.” He didn’t realize he’d said it aloud until he saw her face react.

      She motioned towards him, her hand and fingers fascinatingly graceful.

      “Take off your clothes,” she said.

      He stared at her.

      Then he gripped the collar of his T-shirt, pulling it over his head. He’d barely dropped it on the floor before he was unhooking his belt, then the front of his pants.

      He must have done it fast.

      He felt her shock when he rejoined her on the couch, both of them naked now. She let out a startled cry when he pressed into her.

      She gasped out loud again when he pressed his weight like he had before. He found himself arching into her harder when she gasped, mostly to feel her react.

      The heat of her skin brought up emotion, an irrational wash of possessiveness.

      The feeling overwhelmed him briefly, closing his eyes––worsening until he groaned, pressing his face into hers. He kissed her neck, coiling an arm around her waist and groaned again.

      He wanted to talk to her, like he’d said before.

      He had a million fucking questions, too many questions, starting with that extra goddamned sink upstairs, and why she needed such a big fucking bathtub… and whether she cared that he didn’t have extra parts on his cock like a seer… and when she’d had sex last, and with whom.

      He wanted to know if she’d fucked anyone while he’d been stuck in New York.

      Thinking about those last few things, in particular, and about Malek being here, watching her, probably knowing exactly what she was, he groaned again, leaning his forehead on her bare shoulder.

      That time, it wasn’t all about sex.

      “Bite me,” she murmured, her lips brushing his ear.

      He groaned louder, even as he shook his head. “No.”

      Her fingers wrapped around his arms. He felt her frustration intensify… he fucking felt it, almost like he had bit her, like he was reading her emotions through her blood.

      Feeling that was worse than her saying it.

      It was worse than her asking him for it.

      He kissed her throat, groaning as he pressed his lips and fangs against her, then sucked on her, using his tongue and fighting not to nip at her with his teeth. His mind fought to wrap around what he was doing, how easily he’d fallen into this, how little it took to give himself permission to do it… how badly he wanted to order her around, ask her questions, claim her in some way he couldn’t even think about rationally.

      “You expected me to leave,” he said.

      Paranoia hit him, even as he said it.

      “Were you hoping I’d leave?” he said.

      She smacked his chest, in a way that might have hurt, if he were human.

      His fingers tightened in her hair, even as he pulled himself half off her. She hit him again, and he grabbed her wrist, pinning her down, kissing her mouth.

      “Have you fucked a vampire before?” he blurted, raising his head.

      She shook her head, her face flushed. He realized part of it was his choice of words, not to mention what they implied.

      “No.”

      “What about a seer?” he growled. “Have you fucked a seer?”

      “No.”

      “A hybrid?”

      She hesitated, and his jealousy worsened.

      Her fingers slid into his hair, gripping him hard, forcing his eyes open. He hadn’t fully realized he’d closed them until he found himself looking down at her.

      “Hey,” she said, soft. “Don’t be afraid, Nick. Don’t be afraid of me.”

      “Why do you have two sinks?” he said. “In the bathroom?”

      “I was married. We bought this house together.”

      His jealousy grew debilitating as her words sunk in, closing his chest.

      He looked away, feeling his jaw harden.

      “Hey.” She gripped his hair tighter. Her voice grew lulling, soft. “Nick. Honey. Calm down. It’s okay. I promise you, this is okay––”

      He shook his head. “You can’t promise me that.”

      His hands were on her even as he said it, stroking her skin, feeling her react as he made his way down her body. One hand slid between her legs.

      His fingers were inside her before he made a conscious decision, and she moaned in shock, arching up against him. He felt her again, felt her emotions hit out at him, strongly enough that he groaned, pressing his face against hers. His fingers stroked and caressed, exploring, and she writhed under him, gasping.

      He felt her willing him to fuck her.

      He felt her willing it, pulling on him with all her might.

      She didn’t speak… he couldn’t hear her… but God, it felt so damned real, and the feeling was so disturbingly familiar he clenched his hand in her hair, making her gasp.

      “Please,” she murmured. “Please… don’t walk away, Nick. Please.”

      He clenched his jaw, raising his head.

      He stared down at her, watching her look up at him. Her eyes grew unnaturally bright, and he felt every part of his self-control sliding away from him.

      Her hand was on his chest, massaging and stroking muscle and skin, and he flashed to waking up to her, to her feeding him, stroking his face. He saw himself grab her hand, putting it on his cock while he fed, barely conscious while he fed and she stroked him…

      He let out a deeper groan.

      She was looking at him when he opened his eyes.

      She caressed his face, his lips, his fangs, his jaw, pulling on him… willing him…

      He spread her legs roughly.

      She softened, gripping his neck as he positioned himself over her.

      “You said you loved me.” Her voice was a whisper, softer than a murmur. Her lips brushed his ear. “You woke up and told me that. You didn’t know what you were saying. You weren’t even awake… but God, it fucking hurt, Nick. It hurt, because I knew you didn’t mean it. I knew you didn’t know what you were saying.”

      He closed his eyes.

      Hanging over her, he hesitated.

      Bare, not a breath… not even a second…

      A vampire’s hesitation, there and gone before a human heartbeat…

      Then he arched up into her.

      She cried out.

      No… God… she yelled.

      She fucking yelled.

      He angled into her, his eyes closing as he went as deep as he could.

      He felt shock on her, disbelief, heard her heart stop in her chest, her breath catch, her throat contract. They hung there like that, and then she was panting, clutching at him. Her arms wound around him, her legs, seemingly every part of her, and something about the way she held him caught in his chest and throat all over again, confusing him even as it turned him on.

      He arched into her, hard, throwing his weight behind it.

      She called out his name.

      That shocked him, too.

      Then it nearly made him bite her.

      He felt her pulling on him, wanting more, wanting more, harder… more.

      He tried to do what she wanted.

      He kept his mouth off her, away from her flesh as he slowed down, but his chest hurt as he raised himself up. His fangs extended as he raised his head and chest. He didn’t feel any of the nervousness he normally got from humans when he got aggressive, much less when his fangs extended like that, turning him into an animal, a monster.

      He didn’t feel her drawing back, or wanting him to ease up.

      Her pulling on him blotted out any last element of his rationality, his ability to comprehend what was happening… or even if he might be hurting her.

      She was still saying his name.

      There was something so soft in that… so insanely fucking open and soft.

      He gripped her hair, putting every ounce of his weight into each thrust, at least what he could, with how tightly she held him, especially with her legs.

      He found an angle she liked.

      He found an angle and friction she liked and she let out a drawn-out cry.

      He found himself gasping, despite his lack of needing breath.

      He realized some part of him was trying to talk to her, to communicate with her in some way, to force breath up out of himself, into speech, even as he worked that angle harder and slower, forcing her to slow with him. Some part of him wanted to yell at her again, maybe just to dominate her, again in some way he couldn’t fully articulate.

      He got more precise, watching every muscle on her face as he experimented with it until he saw her eyes change to the point where he couldn’t think straight.

      He fucked her there, hard, harder––

      Then she was coming and he groaned, feeling her spasm around him, watching her head tilt back as her body bucked up against his, moving with him in a kind of animal rhythm that had him fighting not to bite her again, if only to feel how it was for her.

      He slowed, waited, then grew more precise again.

      She came a second time and he lost it…

      Then he was climaxing, gripping her like she’d gripped him, his arms around her shoulders and waist, forcing the small of her back into a curve so he could go deeper, grinding up into her as she talked to him, telling him…

      God, he could barely listen to her.

      She told him how it felt, how fucking good it felt, how amazingly fucking good his cock felt…

      She asked him to bite her.

      She begged him to bite her, so she could feel him.

      She told him how badly she wanted him to drink from her.

      He groaned when she got to the last, even as he pulled out of her, making himself do it, if only to force himself to pause, to pull back.

      He pulled out of her, but couldn’t bring himself to move away from her.

      He lay with her instead, and fought to calm down.

      He fought to think, to calm the fuck down.

      He lay on her, groaning and fighting to calm down, still holding her too tightly, tightly enough that he should have been worried about hurting her for real.

      When he could see again, she was kissing his throat, her tongue and lips caressing and pulling at his skin. She worked her way from his jaw down to the base of his neck, then her fingers were in his hair as she kissed his face, pushing him lightly with her hands to get him to move off her, to shift to his side.

      He moved with her prompt, already feeling what she wanted, already half-gasping from deeper in his chest. She slid down his body, and then she had her mouth on him… and he gripped her hair in his hands, still fighting to calm the fuck down, even as she started kissing his cock, maddeningly slowly at first, with a sensuality that blanked out his mind.

      After she’d been doing it a while, he stopped caring about calming down.

      He stopped caring about any of it.

      He had no idea how long she kept him there, like that.

      He fell into that no-mind state in a near relief.

      He couldn’t see anything past it.

      He couldn’t make himself fucking care about anything past it.

      When he came, it shocked him.

      It hurt. It fucking hurt, and he groaned, half in pain. He’d been in such a liquid, pleasure-filled, completely mesmerized state… climaxing came as a shock, a painful, twisted jolt of pleasure and pain that had him fucking her mouth, his fingers clenched.

      She moved with him.

      She moved with him and he groaned, watching her.

      She stayed with him until he finished.

      Then she was off him, and he yanked her up to him, pulling her under him to kiss her mouth, her throat, her breasts. His fingers slid back inside her, and he wanted to taste her, like she had him.

      She heard him.

      She fucking heard him that time… he was sure of it.

      “Nick.” She kissed his face, his throat, kissing and biting his shoulder. “You can do what you want. You can do whatever you want.”

      His eyes closed.

      She murmured the words, gasping them, her eyes glassy, her hair matted to her neck with sweat. Her fingers gripped his shoulders, her nails digging into his skin.

      “You can, Nick. I promise you, you can. I want you to… I want you to…”

      “I’m not going to bite you,” he said.

      He met her gaze, fighting to hold it when he saw the frustration rise there, the wince of pain when his words sank in.

      He realized she was in pain.

      That fucking seer’s pain…

      God, he’d forgotten all about that.

      It was what happened to seers.

      It happened to them when they wanted to fuck. More than fuck… that had been explained to him, too. That pain happened to seers when they wanted to connect, when they wanted to get closer to someone, to merge with them in some way, sometimes even to possess whoever they were with––assuming that pain was aimed at a specific person, and not a frustration with isolation, a lack of sufficient affection, and disconnection more generally.

      How the hell had he forgotten about that?

      He didn’t realize he was groaning until she was caressing his jaw again, tracing his lips, the extended fangs behind those lips.

      “Gaos,” she said. It came out as a soft groan, half a whisper. “Gods… why do I want you to drink from me so badly? Why, Nick?”

      He forced her legs apart.

      His mouth was on her.

      He closed his eyes, losing himself there.

      He didn’t do what he said he wouldn’t do… what he told her he wouldn’t do.

      He didn’t bite her.

      He had to be careful. He had to be really fucking careful. He managed it somehow, even through her frustration, even when she fought to buck up against him.

      He held her down until she cursed at him, gripping his wrists in her fingers, sinking her nails into his skin.

      He had no idea how long he did that.

      He felt more than one orgasm.

      He didn’t stop, didn’t even try to pay attention to that. He tried to dull the edge of the other thing instead, that maddening, pulling, demanding thing in both of them. When he couldn’t do it with his tongue and fingers, he tried again with his cock, turning her over that time and fucking her from behind until she was begging him to bite her again.

      He didn’t.

      God, he wanted to.

      He wanted to so badly. He even stopped a few times; he had to stop, and one of those times, he even had to leave the room.

      But he didn’t.

      He didn’t bite her.
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        * * *

      

      They were on the floor.

      He couldn’t remember whose idea that was.

      He didn’t care… nor did he mind.

      He lay on his stomach, sated enough that he was thinking about the thermos of blood on the table over him, wondering if it was still warm.

      He had no concept of how long they’d been doing that.

      He wondered if she still wanted to watch a movie.

      He wondered if she’d watch porn with him while he fucked her again.

      She was half-curled around him from behind, tracing his back with her fingers, her leg resting on the small of his back and his ass. The sensation of her fingers was maddening, lulling, both relaxing him and making him hard. The feelings and sensations and pulls warred there, balanced but not, teetering towards one impulse then the other.

      “What is this?” she said, soft.

      She kissed his back, tracing it with her tongue.

      “What is it?” she said again, softer. “What does it mean? The wings?”

      He turned, looking up at her.

      She met his gaze, holding it as he resettled his face on his arm so he could continue to look at her without craning his neck.

      “You don’t know?” he said, soft.

      He heard a faint growl in his voice.

      She heard it too.

      He saw her shiver, right before her fingers tightened on him, clenching briefly in his hair.

      His eyes closed, then opened, only to find her looking at him, her eyes brighter.

      She smiled, then shook her head.

      “No,” she said. “I know it was different. When you fought, it was different… it wasn’t the same design.”

      “They changed it,” he said. “In virtual. Disguised it with Farlucci’s club design.” Hesitating, he watched her eyes carefully when he added, “It’s White Death. It’s their mark.”

      He watched her take that in.

      If he’d been human, he might have held his breath.

      As it was, he watched her minutely, studying every nuance of her expression as she turned over what he’d said, what it meant.

      “How long ago?” she said, at the end of that silence.

      “Over twenty years,” he told her, just as he’d told Farlucci.

      She nodded, her eyes still on his.

      She hesitated, her eyes full, her mouth pursed, then went back to stroking the tattoo with her fingers. Despite it being an implant, he felt every brush of her fingers, every shift in temperature and pressure.

      “You must have been high up,” she ventured, cautious. “When you were with them. They can’t all have these. They can’t all have tattoos like this.”

      He opened his eyes, realizing only then that he’d closed them.

      Watching her as closely as she watched him, he nodded. “Yes.”

      “But you left.”

      “Yes.”

      “But you were free with them,” she said, a frown pinching the space between her eyebrows. “With them, you didn’t have to be with I.S.F. Or NYPD. You were free. Right?”

      He smiled wryly, but not at her.

      He shook his head, his voice growing lower, softer.

      “No one is free with them,” he said.

      “But you weren’t owned. Technically, I mean.”

      “I was more owned by them than I ever will be by the I.S.F… or any human government.”

      He watched her think about that.

      “Is that where you learned to fight like that?” she said. “What I saw you do in the ring. Is that who taught you? The White Death?”

      Nick hesitated.

      Then he shook his head.

      “No,” he said. “Seers taught me that.” He saw her eyes flinch. “Well,” he amended. “I learned a lot from vampires too, including in the White Death, but most of it I learned before I ran with them. In the war.”

      He saw her think about that, too.

      He looked for fear, for shock… for disgust.

      He didn’t see it.

      He saw surprise. He saw her thinking about everything he’d said. He saw her absorbing each word, turning each one over carefully and coming to conclusions about each piece he fed her before she pressed further.

      “You loved a seer,” she said.

      His mouth tensed.

      He saw her notice.

      He nodded, reluctantly that time. “Yes.”

      “What was she like?”

      She asked that too fast.

      She asked it way too fast. Nick heard the emotion there. He heard it, heard her heart beating faster, felt a flush of heat as her skin reacted to her fear.

      He shook his head.

      “No,” he said, soft.

      Leaning up, he kissed her, pressing his face against her, nuzzling her skin.

      “No,” he murmured, withdrawing enough that he could look at her. “Not tonight, Wynter. No. Or I’ll start asking questions again, too. I’ll want to know about your husband. I’ll want to know too much about your husband. Then we’ll get into it about you and your past. Then you’ll have to deal with crazy, jealous, possessive, commitment-phobic, shithead vampire.”

      Instead of laughing, as he half-hoped, she nodded, eyes serious.

      Taking a breath, she nodded again, but he saw dissatisfaction in her eyes.

      “No, Wynter,” he repeated, caressing her face. “No. I’m serious. You don’t want to go there with me. Not tonight. Let me… mellow out about this first.”

      “What was her name?” she said. “Can you tell me that much?”

      “No,” he said. “And it wasn’t a her.”

      She blinked, staring at him.

      He felt her surprise.

      At the same time, he felt her absorbing his words again, slowing down. Her fear didn’t dissipate, but she was with him again. She’d heard what he said about them driving one another crazy. She was trying to understand, not looking for things to intensify her fear, to give it dimension. She frowned, staring down at his back, her eyes unfocused.

      Then those stunning, blue-green irises flickered back up to his.

      “Vampires are like seers, then?” she said.

      He knew what she meant.

      Thinking about that, he nodded, slowly.

      “More or less,” he said. “Preferences don’t mean much, in terms of certain connections.” He continued to study her face cautiously, trying to gauge her reaction. Seeing her jealousy worsening again at his words, he offered, “I prefer females.”

      He watched her think about that, too.

      He saw a faint relief touch her eyes.

      “Good,” she muttered.

      She said it soft, more an exhaled breath than a word.

      He was a vampire, though.

      He heard it as clearly as if she’d spoken it right into his ear.

      He laughed.
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      He picked up at the ping in his headset, doing it without thought.

      He’d expected it to be Jordan… or Kit.

      He’d been awake at Wynter’s for a week. Therefore, it had been a week since he’d seen either Jordan or Kit in the flesh, but he’d been in contact with them both off and on throughout that time.

      Jordan called him every day.

      Kit called most days.

      Jordan called ostensibly to update him on unfolding events with the case. He kept Nick abreast of the contracting issues with Farlucci and the I.S.F. He told Nick what Charlie had been up to. He told him anything new Charlie found on Farlucci or the other victims. He told Nick about other suspects they were looking at inside the fight circuit.

      He even occasionally sent Nick files, or told him about new bodies they’d found.

      Without fail, Jordan also spent at least half of their conversations telling Nick––again––that he was being a naïve idiot. He warned Nick he was letting himself be made into a mark by the NYPD, and by Charlie, specifically.

      He said Nick shouldn’t open the door to letting them use him for shit like this.

      He said if Nick did it once, they’d ask again. And again.

      He said they’d get Nick killed in the end.

      In principle, Nick didn’t disagree.

      Funnily enough, Kit was even more strident than Jordan, if generally more cryptic in her wording. Kit also spent a chunk of their calls trying to get information off Nick.

      She didn’t like how St. Maarten found him.

      More to the point, she didn’t understand how St. Maarten found him.

      Kit explained to Nick, more than once, that the people who’d taken him had known all about I.S.F. ident-tats for vamps. They’d apparently done something to neutralize the GPS Nick wore, so I.S.F. and his assigned employers––in Nick’s case, the NYPD––couldn’t track him. Kit said it worked like a virus, that she had to fix the damned thing manually after they found him, while he was still unconscious in St. Maarten’s penthouse in Phoenix Tower.

      She mentioned it to him again.

      And again.

      She explained it slowly a few times, like maybe she figured Nick couldn’t possibly be as calm as he was about the whole thing if he really understood what she was saying.

      Nick couldn’t tell her about Malek.

      He couldn’t tell her Malek was a full-blooded seer.

      He couldn’t tell her St. Maarten knew where he was because she had a pet prescient seer who could track Nick down using his psychic visions.

      He couldn’t tell Kit any of that––for a lot of reasons, not the least of which being, knowing any of that would put Kit herself in a lot of danger, and not only because she worked for the I.S.F. and was legally bound to report a full-blooded seer to her superiors.

      Nick couldn’t tell Jordan about Malek either.

      He also couldn’t tell Jordan or Kit about Tai.

      Luckily, Jordan didn’t ask how St. Maarten found him. Jordan didn’t ask about Nick’s I.S.F. race-cat tattoo, either. From what Nick could tell, Damon chalked all that up to Archangel voodoo, meaning St. Maarten used her wealth, military connections, and vast company resources to track Nick down at that warehouse in Queens.

      Jordan was more hung up on Farlucci.

      He was more hung up on Nick going undercover as a vamp fighter.

      For the same reason, whenever Jordan called to update him on the case, Jordan also updated him on the likelihood Nick would see the ring that weekend. From what Nick could tell, it was a fifty-fifty chance, even as late as Friday night.

      So when his headset pinged, he assumed it would be Kit or Damon again.

      He expected it to be Damon, telling him the final verdict on the Saturday fights.

      Or Kit, telling him not to do it.

      Or Damon calling to tell him the verdict and then telling him not to do it.

      But it wasn’t either of them.

      “Hey.” Her voice was cautious, borderline nervous. “You okay?”

      Nick glanced over at the other side of the bed.

      Wynter sprawled there, her face smoothed in sleep.

      Looking at her, he felt his throat and chest tighten, a kind of sympathetic pain that brought up flickers of memory from earlier that night. It hadn’t gotten any easier, or any mellower, since the day he’d woken up here.

      Wynter hadn’t gotten any mellower.

      Nick definitely hadn’t gotten any mellower.

      He kept trying to convince both Wynter and himself that he would.

      Get mellower, that is.

      Eventually.

      Forcing his mind off that, and back on the person on the line, he slid cautiously off the edge of the mattress, moving it as little as possible so he wouldn’t wake his hybrid girlfriend.

      He switched to sub-vocals as he moved, continuing to walk, vampire-quiet, for the door to the bedroom, aiming his feet for the stairs.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I’m good, Charlie. Any word on this weekend?”

      He felt her hesitate.

      He practically felt her wanting to apologize.

      He felt her wanting to apologize, and not knowing how.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” he said, brusque. “It was mine.”

      She exhaled, as if she’d been holding a lot more than just air in her chest.

      “No,” she said. “It wasn’t your fault, Nick. It was absolutely mine. We were there to find out information. You were the only one who was actually trying to do that––”

      “Charlie, let it go. Tell me about this weekend.”

      She hesitated a third time.

      Then she seemed to give up, exhaling sharply.

      “You’re in.”

      Nick felt a tension in his chest relax. He nodded, even as his muscles tensed.

      “All right. Does he know where I am now? Farlucci?”

      “Nick… I don’t even know where you are right now. Jordan wouldn’t tell me. Morley isn’t saying shit, either. They just said you were laying low for a while.” Pausing again, she added in a mutter, “Jordan’s pissed as hell at me about all this.”

      “Yeah.” Nick made an exhaling sound of his own. “About that. Thanks for covering for me. For taking the fall for me being out of the apartment.”

      He hesitated.

      He wanted to ask about the GPS, about whether I.S.F. was asking questions about that. Realizing that was probably more of a Kit and/or St. Maarten question, he decided it was better not to go there with Charlie, not without her broaching the subject with him.

      Knowing St. Maarten, she’d worked that whole angle through I.S.F. already.

      He couldn’t help wondering what Morley thought, though––and what story the NYPD was fed about why Nick’s GPS wasn’t accessible to them any longer.

      Shoving all that aside, he walked into Wynter’s kitchen, turning off the sub-vocals as he did. Now that he wasn’t in danger of waking Wynter, it was more comfortable to talk that way, and took less of his concentration.

      He strolled around the center island and its stone countertop, not really thinking about the fact that he was naked as he opened the cooler and took out a few blood bags. Ripping the tab off the top of the first one, he squeezed it into the heat-mug, emptying out every drop before he grabbed the second one, ripping off the tab and filling up the second half of the mug.

      Tossing the empty bags into the trash, he stuck the mug into the heater and hit the auto-temp switch to warm it up.

      “What time’s my first fight?” Nick said. “Is it tonight? Or––”

      “Tonight? It’s still night, Nick.”

      “You know what I mean. Tomorrow to you. Tonight by the clock.”

      She exhaled, as if realizing how wound up she was.

      “Yes. They want you at the stadium in Queens at four o’clock. Farlucci was pretty pissed it took so long to put things through. He wanted to talk to you, but Morley was adamant that there be no contact until the deal was hammered out and signed.”

      “Morley’s still on board with this?” Nick said. “With the op? Using me?”

      “He is,” Charlie acknowledged. “I think he’s a little angry at all the interference from I.S.F. and that St. Maarten chick from Archangel––”

      Nick nodded, remembering hearing Morley’s voice when he came by that morning, how he’d talked to St. Maarten and Kit.

      “Yeah, I figured.”

      Pausing, Nick realized he had a lot of questions.

      He hesitated, then said,

      “So? Any new developments from that night in Queens? Did you get any names of the people who took me? I know they have bosses, that they were just hired hands, but were you able to find or charge any of them––”

      “Find any of them?” Charlie’s voice was blank. “Charge them?”

      The human’s voice lost the guilt edge he’d heard in it since the beginning of their conversation.

      “Nick, didn’t anyone tell you?” she said. “They’re all dead.”

      Nick frowned. “I know the two in the warehouse were dead, but more than those two took me, right? All I saw was some skinny junkie and another guy of average build… both of them full human. No way it was only those two who brought me down… or who dragged all those vampires in there to drain. From the photos Damon showed me, the two of them wouldn’t even have been able to lift me up on the table without help.

      He could already hear Charlie shaking her head.

      “No, Nick. That’s why Morley’s so pissed. Archangel had their private security forces go in there to get you… and to do clean-up afterwards. Zero head’s up to us, while they hunted down your captors. Zero official authorization. They didn’t even notify us while it was happening, much less beforehand… although, apparently, they have enough pull that no one in I.S.F. charged them for operating illegally, or even seemed to care when we complained.”

      Before Nick could speak, she added,

      “Archangel performed a military-style extraction to get you out of there––like a hit, Nick. The cameras were all shut off. No witnesses. No bodycams. Then they went after the humans who took you out of that club… tracing them in some way they wouldn’t even share with us… and killed them, too. Presumably so no one could identify you.”

      Her voice grew increasingly annoyed, the longer she spoke.

      “…We went down to that warehouse the next day, after they told us what they’d done. There are tons of homeless down there, including a handful of C.I.s. No one would admit to having seen a vehicle, or anyone carrying weapons. We found two dead human bodies Archangel left for us in the walk-in cooler. We found extraction equipment for venom and blood in the makeshift ‘lab’ the vampire harvesters were using in the warehouse. And we found a deeply gross pile of dead vampires who’d had their blood, venom and hearts extracted. Our people found the blood vats in nearby vans, ready for transport, at the other end of pumps that transferred the blood through the damned walls. They’d clearly used the site before––”

      “Did they ID the bodies?” Nick said. “Any of them?”

      “You mean the humans? We ID’d the humans, yeah. Some of the vamps… the ones who had barcodes and implants… we were also able to ID. The squints figure some of them were living off the grid. Maybe low-level White Death, but probably not. Probably just addicts and hustlers who sold their blood to people on the street. Whoever this group is, meaning the ones doing the extractions… they seem to have steered pretty far clear of anything to do with White Death, or anyone who worked for them.”

      Nick grunted, pulling the warming mug out of the heater when it let out a low tone. Reconfiguring the semi-organic container, he took a few cautious sips off the newly-formed opening, then longer swallows when he realized the temperature was perfect.

      Wynter had gotten it down to a science.

      Shivering a little, he brushed off the thought.

      Charlie kept talking.

      “––The human woman was a junkie,” she added. “She’d been in and out of the system, but mostly little stuff. She’d been in rehab more recently for artificial opiate abuse, and… you’re going to love this… vampire venom addiction. They had her on one serious charge. Again, color me surprised… it was for smuggling illegal organic components. From the redacted records, it sounds like she was dealing in vampire blood, body parts, and artificially sustained live cells, which is pretty unusual, since they don’t use vampires for organic machines.”

      Nick grimaced, but didn’t comment, taking another drink of blood.

      “What about the male?” he said. “Anything more on him?”

      “Felix Lee. He had a rap sheet––a long one. Lots of serious stuff on his, most of it current. His records stretched back at least fifteen years though, in all. Smuggling, including organics. Kidnapping, both hybrids and humans. Trafficking. He’d also done time for B&E, assault, possession of illegal weapons and organic machines. At least one murder charge, although he got off on a technicality––”

      “‘At least’ one murder charge?” Nick frowned, taking another long drink off the mug as he leaned on the stone countertop, gazing sightlessly over the island in the middle of the kitchen. “What does that mean?”

      “Like hers, his records were redacted. His were more heavily redacted, though… and parts were sealed. Something like thirty pages referred to in the directory were absent from his official file, despite this case receiving a high security clearance. Even Morley couldn’t look at those missing pages, and believe me, he tried. He brought the whole damned thing to a judge, trying to get a court order to see the unredacted version. No dice.”

      Nick leaned on the counter, thinking.

      “Who the hell has their criminal records sealed from the NYPD?” he said after a beat.

      It was a rhetorical question, one he didn’t expect an answer to, but he found himself attempting to answer it, anyway.

      “Military? I.S.F.?” He frowned, taking in another swallow of warm blood. “Could he have worked for one of those as a C.I.? Some kind of plant?”

      “Possibly. Or he could have fought out in the frontiers.”

      Nick thought about that, too.

      Taking another few swallows of blood, he filed it away for later.

      “So there were really only two of them?” he said. “That was their mastermind operation? A junkie human and some kind of spec-ops asshole? Handling all of those bodies?” Pausing, he grunted. “Did they have a crane?”

      “One might have gotten away,” Charlie admitted. “We got DNA samples and prints on a third person. It’s possible they hid and Archangel missed them somehow.”

      Nick frowned. “They managed to find the guys who drugged me at the club, but they missed a whole person at the warehouse operation?” He paused. “How?”

      “No way of knowing. They didn’t tell us shit, Nick. They didn’t even call us directly after they pulled the extraction to get you out. We got an anonymous fucking tip. That’s about as much as they deigned to involve us in any of it.”

      Nick scowled.

      He wished he’d asked St. Maarten a lot more questions while she’d been here––and Malek, for that matter.

      Hell, maybe he should have asked Tai.

      At least Tai was honest with him.

      “That’s not the only thing,” Charlie added. “The bodies… the human ones, that is… they were killed in a really weird way, Nick.”

      “Meaning what?”

      “Meaning… we have no record of a weapon that could have done to them what the autopsies found. Whatever it was, it basically liquified their brains. It liquified a lot of their internal organs. Hearts… kidneys. The woman had almost none of her organs left. The coroner told me she was basically a bag of bones with liquid sloshing around inside clumps of muscle.”

      Nick grimaced, glancing at his mug of blood, then lowering it to the counter. “What did the entry wounds look like?”

      “No entry wounds. Not a single one.”

      “Some kind of sonic weapon?”

      “Possibly. From what the coroner told us, that didn’t quite match with what they found, but it was the closest. She was really disturbed by it. According to her, whatever did that, it was completely off the books. She hadn’t even heard about experiments along those lines, and she’s pretty good about keeping up with current tech. She sees a lot what comes out of White Death and the black market, and I’ve never seen her that weirded out by a body before.”

      Nick filed that away as another question for St. Maarten.

      Knowing the Archangel exec, she wouldn’t tell him shit, of course––not unless he gave her a compelling reason to. He’d definitely noticed Lara St. Maarten wasn’t prone to share any more information than she absolutely had to.

      She might tell Malek more.

      She probably told Malek more.

      Then again, Malek could probably read most of it off her, given what he was.

      Malek definitely seemed to be in her inner circle, though, even if Nick couldn’t quite wrap his head around what their relationship entailed. The often homeless-looking and -acting seer seemed to spend a lot of time at Phoenix Tower.

      When he wasn’t there, he lived like a vagrant in the Cauldron, painting pictures of the crazy shit he saw in his head.

      Shaking off his annoyance around all of that, knowing he couldn’t share any of it with Charlie, he picked up his mug and finished off the last of the blood, leaning his palm on the stone-topped island in front of him.

      “So what’s the plan with this?” he said into the silence, brusque. “With using me? You figure they’ll try to take me out again? Whoever’s behind this?”

      Charlie didn’t answer.

      Then again, she didn’t really have to.

      Nick nodded, mostly to himself.

      “How do you think they’ll come at me?” he said. “Through the fight? Try to make it look like an accident?”

      Charlie exhaled. “Possibly. But doubtful. From what I saw, you’d be pretty hard to kill in a fight, Nick. I think, and Morley does too, they’re more likely to try for you afterwards. Or possibly before… but afterwards makes more sense, unless they’re trying to send a very particular kind of message.”

      Pausing at Nick’s silence, she explained,

      “The fight’s been promo’d quite a bit already, Nick. It would hit all the news channels if he killed you before you could fight, much less during the match. We’re assuming, whoever it is, they would want to avoid that kind of publicity.”

      Nick frowned, silent.

      After another pause, the human detective exhaled.

      “But, yes… we think they’ll make a move on you. Whoever’s behind this ring has a pretty vested interest in taking you out, especially now. Whether it’s Farlucci or someone else, they’re going to be suspicious as fuck that you’d be willing to fight for Farlucci’s club after what happened to you. It makes sense they’d assume it was a set-up… that NYPD sent you back in. But we still think there’s a good chance they’ll try to take you out. They likely have no idea how you got found in Queens, so they’re going to assume you know who they are. Also…”

      Her voice grew more apologetic.

      “…They know it’d be harder to build up much public outcry over a vampire death. Even a Midnight. Even a pro-fighter. They likely think you’re more dangerous to them alive than dead, given that you could testify in court if you were able to ID them. And right now, you’re still relatively unknown as an individual, Nick. The more well-known you get via the fight circuit, the more dangerous you are to them.”

      Nick nodded.

      Weirdly, her saying it out loud calmed him down, rather than angering him.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Makes sense.” He paused. “So that’s the goal with the fights? You put me into play, wait for someone to make a move?”

      Again, he almost saw her wince.

      She didn’t get cagey on him, though.

      He appreciated that, at least.

      “More or less, yes,” she admitted, the guilt in her voice audible. “Morley made it pretty clear security would be there to keep an eye on you both before and after the fight. Security is most of what Morley, the I.S.F. and Farlucci have been arguing about for the past two weeks.”

      Exhaling, she added,

      “Farlucci wanted his own people to handle it. Morley, understandably, was not in favor of that. He also couldn’t appear to agree with it, even with undercover agents. Not without it looking suspicious. He kept his language vague with Farlucci… talked in terms of ‘credible threats’ against you, due to your involvement with a particular case, without going into detail. That way, if Farlucci knows what happened to you, we aren’t being too obvious about the infiltration. He’ll still have suspicions, of course. If he’s directly involved, they’ll be more than just suspicions––”

      “Do you still think Farlucci’s behind this?” Nick said.

      Charlie exhaled another sigh.

      “Maybe,” she admitted. “Morley still thinks it’s a possibility.”

      “What do you think?”

      At that, Charlie hesitated.

      Her voice grew thoughtful.

      “Honestly? I’m a lot less sure than Morley and Jordie. I think if Farlucci is involved, it’s likely he’s working for someone else. He may not even know his precise role.”

      “Any thoughts on who he could be working for?”

      “There are a few human cartels that are on our short list,” she said.

      “Any Farlucci has connections to?”

      “That we can prove? No. But yes, there are connections. He’s a boxing promoter. He rubs shoulders with a lot of the underground. Especially here, in New York.”

      “Which ones are high on the list?”

      “You mean besides White Death?” she said, her voice faintly sarcastic. “There are a few, Nick––”

      “Send me the list,” he said. “And the connections. I’ll look it over on the train ride back.”

      She hesitated, then he heard her nod.

      “Okay. I’ll send you everything we’ve been talking about for the past week or so.”

      “Thanks.”

      There was a silence.

      He felt her thinking again.

      When she spoke next, her voice was back to thoughtful.

      “I will say one thing,” she said. “Farlucci’s a hell of an actor, if he is involved. He really seemed angry that Morley was giving him such a hard time about negotiating with the I.S.F. for part of your contract. He threatened lawsuits if they couldn’t produce a legal exception as to why you weren’t eligible… told them he had a verbal agreement with you, that they were impinging on your rights to legal employment. He threatened to involve the vampire rights’ groups, and said Morley was going to force him to make this into a civil rights case with the H.S.A. He seemed genuinely pissed a few times. He called Morley a racist to his face…”

      Nick nodded to himself, thinking about that.

      He knew what she was saying.

      What she was implying, anyway.

      “He doesn’t feel right to you,” he said. “Farlucci. You don’t like him for this, do you? You’re not buying that he was in on what happened to me?”

      He heard her frown.

      “No,” she said after a pause. “I guess I’m not.”

      Nick nodded again.

      He was about to speak, but she did before he could.

      “––But Nick,” she said. “That doesn’t mean I think Farlucci’s harmless. Or clean. It definitely doesn’t mean I think you won’t be in danger if you do this. There’s a good chance he’s involved, knowingly or not. There’s a good chance if not him, someone in that circuit is behind it, even just as an employee of one of the cartels. Someone could be using his operation as cover. All of those vamps we found, in that cooler… as far as we can tell, they were all taken the same night you were, the night of the fights. That connection still hasn’t been explained.”

      Nick nodded to that, too.

      He suspected she was right.

      “Okay,” he said. “I’m heading back to the city on the next train I can catch. Send me that stuff you mentioned. And the address of where I need to be… and what time.”

      “Nick…”

      She hesitated.

      He waited.

      While he waited, he picked the warming mug off the counter, hitting a pressure point on the side to open up the top. Sucking out the last few drops of blood as he walked to the sink, he stuck the top of the mug in the soap-scrubber and washed out the container.

      He wondered if Charlie was going to tell him not to do this, too.

      He wondered if she’d fall somewhere halfway, and just tell him he didn’t have to do it, that if he was having second thoughts, it was okay, that she’d understand.

      Truthfully, he was growing a bit weary of the dance.

      He waited, though, expecting it.

      Instead, she sighed.

      “Thanks,” she said. “Thanks for this. I’ll be there this time, Nick. You won’t be on your own. I swear to you, I’ll have back up there, and I’ll be there. I’ll be there. I promise.”

      His shoulders relaxed.

      He nodded.

      “We’ll catch these fuckers,” he said only. “See you in a few hours, Charlie.”

      Without waiting for her to answer, he cut the connection.

      He stuck the mug on the drying rack and turned around.

      As soon as he did, he froze.

      Wynter stood there, in the doorway.

      Like before, she’d snuck up on him without him hearing a damned thing. She leaned lightly on the door frame, wrapped in the same gauzy robe he remembered from the first night he’d shown up here, her feet, arms and legs bare.

      Like that night, it immediately turned him on.

      She was frowning, her arms folded in front of her body. Her black and color-streaked hair was mussed, her green and blue eyes glowing faintly from her face, from skin shades darker than his own when he saw it under the light.

      She was so fucking beautiful he could barely stand it.

      Some part of him didn’t even want to go there.

      He didn’t want to acknowledge her like that in any way.

      Not her mind. Not her presence. Not how he saw her physically. Not how she made him feel. Not how she’d been with him over the past few days. Not anything about her that reminded him that he wanted her, or how much… or how rarely that ever worked out for him.

      Her race scared him.

      The abilities she had, her race-based abilities, scared him.

      How little he understood about her, and about the two of them, scared him.

      Increasingly, he got the sense she knew more than she was saying, too.

      There were things about herself she wasn’t telling him; things that confused him, that might have more to do with the connection between them than she was letting on.

      He couldn’t explain that to himself, either.

      It was a gut feeling, like everything with her.

      He didn’t even know how much her race was exaggerating or amplifying the connection he felt between them… a connection that also increasingly scared him, and one that seemed to be strengthening.

      Then there was the other thing.

      Nick never got the women he wanted. Never.

      He never got the people he wanted.

      Not as a human.

      Sure as hell not as a vampire.

      Sex, sure. He got sex with the people he wanted.

      But the ones he really wanted? They always wanted someone else. They always wanted something else. They sometimes wanted to fuck him, for a variety of different reasons, but in the end, they always wanted… not-him.

      Not-Nick.

      He had a friend who used to tell him that was his fault.

      She called him a commitment-phobe, told him he deliberately chose people who were already spoken for, or who could never want him.

      He didn’t know if that was true or not.

      He just knew he didn’t seem to have any control over any of it.

      Even with Wynter angry with him, standing there in front of him, understanding and anger burning in her stunning eyes as she clenched her jaw at him, he struggled with his own reactions. The truth was, he wanted more than anything to curl his arms around her, pull her back to her living room, back to her couch, where he could lie down with her and kiss her until she stopped being angry at him.

      He wished there was something he could say, at least.

      He wished there were some magical, reasonable-sounding words he could use that would make her not care he was doing this.

      He had no idea what those would be, though.

      Truthfully, if their positions were reversed, he would be a lot less rational.

      He would probably be a full-blown asshole about it.

      Before he could come close to finding some way to express any of that, she spoke.

      “Are you going?” she said. “Now, Nick. Are you going now?”

      Hesitating, he nodded.

      He considered saying more.

      He considered telling her not to worry.

      He considered promising he’d be back… in one night. Two at most.

      He didn’t.

      She watched him hesitate.

      She watched him turn over words, consider speaking… then not.

      He saw her expression harden, even as understanding grew in her eyes.

      Still staring at his face, studying his eyes, she nodded.

      He watched her wrap her arms tighter around her torso, right before she turned around and walked away from him. He watched her retreat back into the darkness of her two-story house. He listened to her feet as she ascended the stairs back to her bedroom.

      He listened and winced, even as his jaw hardened, his resolve hardening with it. He swore to himself, at least, that he would be back.

      He would come back here.

      He wouldn’t be a coward. He would come back to her.

      He wanted the fuckers who’d done this to him.

      He couldn’t deny that some part of him looked forward to that. The animal part of him looked forward to it, to hunting them down, to looking them in the eye for what they’d done to him––right before he ripped their throats out with his teeth.

      Or, barring that, he would content himself with watching Charlie put them in restraints, maybe ask her to taze them a few extra times before dragging them down to the cells under the NYPD. Assuming the court system worked like it should, he relished the thought of eventually seeing them in Rikers, maybe even dropping by to flip them the bird now and then.

      It was more than that, though.

      Now, it was more than revenge.

      More than the part of Nick that wanted justice, revenge, retribution… that felt compelled to hunt them down and make them pay for its own selfish, animalistic reasons… Nick knew he needed to find them now.

      He’d done that. That part was his fault, too.

      In coming here for refuge, in using Wynter as his sanctuary, he’d painted a target on his girlfriend’s back.

      He hadn’t meant to, but he’d put her in danger, too.

      So yes, he wanted them for his own, selfish, fucked up, purely vampire reasons.

      He wanted them for Wynter more.

      He wanted to come back to Wynter more.
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      Archangel met him at the train station.

      Nick knew they were Archangel.

      He knew even before Veronica Racine, Lara St. Maarten’s personal assistant and bodyguard, stepped out of the back of the limousine, wearing an all-white, faux leather suit that probably cost more than Nick made in a few months of his Midnight allowance.

      Nick watched as she straightened to her full height, walking towards him as she opened an enormous black umbrella that entirely blocked the morning sunlight.

      Most of that area of the curb was still in shade as the sun rose, blocked by buildings on either side, but the deep black umbrella blocked what little sunlight was already lighting up the section directly in front of Central Station.

      “Mr. Tanaka,” she said politely.

      Bowing her head, she motioned towards the open door of the limousine, indicating clearly for him to join her under the umbrella.

      She didn’t get too close to him, he noticed.

      He frowned, looking from the open door back to her.

      “We don’t have much time, Mr. Tanaka,” Ms. Racine said, clearly noting his hesitation. “Ms. St. Maarten is concerned about your safety this evening. She would like to offer you her…”

      She paused artfully.

      “…assistance. In minimizing the risks you will be taking upon yourself as a part of this operation. She asked me to accompany you to her residence, where she has a number of resources waiting to provide you with additional tools for this evening.”

      Nick scowled a little at the theatrics, glancing up and down the street.

      No one was nearby, but the woman’s words still struck him as brazen.

      Surveillance drones and cameras literally covered New York.

      He couldn’t help but notice her changed demeanor towards him, too. Something about her politeness struck him as forced.

      He heard a thread of what sounded a lot like hostility under it.

      They’d gotten along well enough before, so Nick found himself thinking it had something to do with how he’d escaped Phoenix Tower after they’d found him in that warehouse.

      Thinking about what Damon told him, he frowned, studying the woman’s face.

      Something had definitely changed.

      As he looked her over, noting that coldness in her eyes, he remembered that he’d not only attacked St. Maarten’s security people, he’d supposedly hospitalized some of them.

      He wondered if he should apologize.

      Seeing the immovable look on the woman’s face, he decided it could wait.

      “Mr. Tanaka?” she said again.

      She checked her watch pointedly.

      Given that she probably used her headset to tell the time, like most normal people, it was likely theatrics, but Nick got the point.

      Anyway, he knew she was right.

      He really didn’t have much time.

      He could also use all the help he could get.

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, he nodded, mostly to himself.

      He stepped out from under the overhang in the same beat, joining the tall human under the thick umbrella and letting her lead him to the back of the long, white car.
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        * * *

      

      “All right.” Kit frowned, staring down at Nick’s exposed arm. It lay, inner arm up on the table between them. “They won’t be able to get past that… I don’t think.”

      Nick frowned, staring down at the semi-organic tat.

      They were in a small, nearly featureless room in St. Maarten’s penthouse.

      Given this room, the virtual reality station he’d seen on the way in here, and the extensive lab equipment he’d glimpsed as he walked through another glass-enclosed hallway on the other side of the elevators… Nick was beginning to suspect this whole “luxury penthouse” was actually some kind of supervillain’s lair from an old spy movie.

      “You don’t think?” he muttered. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      When she didn’t answer, or even look up from whatever she was doing to his ident-tat, he nudged her with his arm, scowling when she lifted her eyes to his.

      “You don’t think they can get past it?” he growled.

      “I don’t see how they could,” she amended, her voice firming. “It’ll be okay, Nick. Stop being such an old man.”

      “An old man? Why don’t you just double-implant me?” Nick’s voice still contained an edge, one even he could hear. “Put in a secondary chip?”

      “No.”

      “No?” His frown deepened. “Why not? I don’t like this ‘I think’ crap. This is my ass on the line. And you don’t sound… reassuring. Just implant me again. I don’t mind. I’d rather have you go overkill than risk them getting me somewhere you can’t find me.”

      Kit shook her head, pursing her lips.

      “No… I mean, that’s not what I meant. I meant this is better,” she said. “Unless they’re idiots, they’d scan for a secondary chip. In fact, I’m tempted to put one in as misdirection. They know we’d be likely to pull something like that, given what happened to you already, so it might actually reassure them.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at Ms. St. Maarten, who stood behind them.

      “What do you think?” she said.

      St. Maarten’s red-painted mouth firmed. Glancing at Charlie, then back at Nick, she nodded, her eyes returning to Kit.

      “Do it,” she said. “I think it’s a good idea.”

      Kit nodded.

      Getting up from her chair, she walked over to a bag on the floor of the penthouse lab.

      Nick had apparently been in here before.

      He didn’t remember it.

      He glanced around the featureless, pale green walls, noting the stainless-steel table that evoked autopsies and dead bodies more than doctors. A padded bench covered in straps was a little too familiar to some part of his subconscious for comfort––not to mention those stainless-steel tables themselves, which somehow made his throat tighten.

      He noted the panels set in the walls, the morphing, liquid monitors, and frowned harder.

      It was all state-of-the-art Dr. Jekyll stuff, and not super comforting right then.

      “Come on,” he muttered, when Kit sat back down in front of him. “Hurry up. I’m supposed to be down there in two hours.”

      She walked over, carrying a small black case.

      Setting the case on its side on the table, Kit unhooked the clasps, opening it up to reveal a small, alien-looking device with a green handle sitting on shape-conforming foam.

      Nick had seen implant guns before, but never one so new-looking, or with so much of the shimmering, metallic-green material making up the body of it. That particular color of metal was usually a dead-giveaway for a full organic.

      Kit’s new toy must be yet another upgrade from Archangel.

      “Why didn’t your girlfriend come?” Kit said, lifting the gun out of the case.

      Nick grunted, staring at her.

      “You’re kidding, right?”

      Kit shrugged. “Why not? I’d think she’d want to come see you fight.”

      “Yeah,” Nick said, rolling his eyes. “Sure. She’s just dying to come down here and watch me fight a bunch of assholes, in a club run by the guy who might have tried to kill me.”

      When Kit flinched, staring at him in surprise, Nick added,

      “She’s pissed as hell I’m doing this, Kit. She thinks I’ve got a death wish. I’m going to have to grovel for weeks after we bust this guy… assuming she’s not right, and I don’t end up drained and left outside the dome with my heart ripped out of my chest.”

      “You told her?” Kit said, blinking again. “What you’re doing? About Farlucci?”

      Nick frowned. “What kind of fucked-up relationships do you have?”

      “I just mean…” Kit inserted a rice-sized implant into the green-handled gun she held over the case, clicking back the trigger and checking the settings. “You’re a cop, right? Isn’t that stuff secret? Things like infiltrating vampire boxing rings, pretending to be a fighter so you can bust the guy who tried to have you killed?”

      “I showed up at her door and fell unconscious for two weeks,” Nick grunted. “I think she deserved an explanation. Don’t you?”

      Kit seemed to think about that.

      “Yeah, okay,” she conceded, shrugging. “Fair enough.”

      She motioned towards him, flushing a little.

      “Take off your shirt. The one with the collar, I mean. The other one is probably okay.”

      “Where are you going to put it?”

      “Back of your neck,” she said at once. “Just under the hairline. I might as well at least try to make it look like I’m hiding it.”

      Nick thought about that, nodded.

      Rolling down his sleeves, he unbuttoned the front of his shirt, then shouldered it off, leaving it on the chair behind him.

      Scooping up the gun, Kit walked around his chair.

      He felt her fingers explore the back of his neck. She found a groove between two muscles, just above where his hairline ended. Moving his hair aside carefully, she pressed the end of the gun exactly in the spot she’d found with her fingers.

      He winced when she hit the trigger.

      The implant slammed into his skin.

      “Will there be a scar?” he said.

      She let out a half-snort.

      He could practically hear her roll her eyes.

      “Not for you,” she said.

      Nick nodded.

      He looked around at the rest of them. He paused on St. Maarten’s bodyguard, Veronica Racine, who’d barely spoken, but who he’d definitely caught glaring at him enough times that he now strongly suspected she was probably one of the people he went through to get out of here the last time he’d been in this building––her or one of her friends, along with a few of her employees. His gaze shifted to Kit, then to St. Maarten herself.

      He stopped finally on Malek, who hadn’t spoken at all.

      When no one said anything, he regained his feet.

      He pulled his shirt off the chair, still glancing around at faces.

      Charlie wasn’t here… or Damon. Or Morley.

      They weren’t part of the Archangel crew.

      Tai wasn’t here either.

      Then again, why would she be? If she had been, he would have chewed that brother of hers out for real.

      “Is that it?” he said, shoving his arms back into shirt-sleeves and pulling the shirt around his shoulders and chest. He started buttoning up the front, locking gazes with St. Maarten that time, instead of Kit. “Anything else I need to know?”

      “Don’t die, Detective,” St. Maarten said, her lips quirking humorously.

      Nick rolled his eyes.

      “Just aim your experimental weapons elsewhere,” he grunted. “If you decide you need to come ‘rescue’ me again.”

      Her green eyes reflected puzzlement. “Experimental weapons…?”

      Nick snorted in open derision.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Okay.”

      Walking over to the higher table by the door, he pulled his coat off the top of it, then glanced around, nodding at everyone.

      “See you on the other side,” he said.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey!” The voice boomed out over the underground space, followed by an open and shockingly genuine-sounding laugh. “It’s you! Killer! We’d about given up on you…”

      Nick froze, mid-step.

      If the human saw the confusion on Nick’s face, he ignored it.

      “Get down here, Midnight,” the human laughed. “You’re late… as usual.”

      Nick flinched, that time at what the human called him.

      It occurred to him then, of course they knew what he was.

      He’d told them himself. He’d told them he was a cop, and a Midnight, the last time he was down here, when he was half-conscious from that dart they hit him with.

      They would know his real name now, too.

      Morley said the NYPD and I.S.F. fed Farlucci and his lawyers pretty much all of Nick’s actual stats, so they’d know a decent amount about him, including his entire record as a Midnight, and probably a fair bit about his past, given that it would be seen as relevant to the contract and negotiation process.

      According to Morley, the contract between the I.S.F. and the fight club, leasing out Nick as a fighter was fully legit––and likely legally binding, in the event Farlucci ended up being clean. Of course, if Farlucci ended up being the illegal vampire harvester and murderer, not to mention the likely illegal bio-tech and organic substance dealer, no court would hold the I.S.F. to the terms of the contract for Nick’s body and time.

      Nick didn’t find that overly comforting.

      He had a feeling Wynter wouldn’t either, when she heard.

      Still, he understood why Morley and the I.S.F. went through the contracting process for real. Not only had it provided cover while Nick recovered at Wynter’s, but it gave an air of legitimacy to Nick’s being here at all.

      Farlucci wasn’t an idiot.

      They couldn’t really get around doing a real contract with real I.S.F. lawyers, not without raising even more red flags.

      As it was, Nick had to assume at least some of Farlucci’s people, and likely Farlucci himself, suspected he was infiltrating them.

      Nick had to assume any one of the black market cartels Farlucci might be working for, or with, must suspect that, too.

      Moreover, if this was a cartel job, Nick assumed they had people in the NYPD already.

      He knew Morley kept the circle small on this, including inside the department.

      Most of the precinct didn’t know a damned thing about any of it––but that didn’t mean there hadn’t been any leaks. Nick trusted Morley, and Jordan, and, to a lesser extent, Charlie, but he knew how things worked. He knew how easily things could get out, even with a group that wasn’t overtly corrupt.

      Also, he hadn’t known any of these people for very long.

      He couldn’t afford to trust anyone.

      He couldn’t afford to underestimate Farlucci, either.

      He glanced around as he paused on the steep stairs.

      He caught glances and stares as other faces and bodies turned, taking in Nick as he resumed his cautious descent down to their level, which was the ground floor of the maze of rooms and passageways Nick remembered under the ring in the Queens coliseum.

      Despite his lingering wariness, Nick was a little stunned at the wash of friendly looks and curious stares he got.

      He saw a few scowls, but every one he saw came from another vampire, not from the humans who clustered around a fewer number of vampire fighters.

      Only one vampire smiled at him.

      Well… smirked really, winking at him with a half-grin on his face.

      It was the vampire from the club that night––the one with the brown mohawk and the Dimitry Yi tattoo on his back who was really fucking strange to him.

      Basically, the one vamp, out of all the vampires he’d encountered so far, Nick would have believed might have something to do with his being taken that night––his racial superiority crap notwithstanding.

      In an odd sort of opposite-land, all the human faces Nick saw looking at him wore genuine-seeming smiles, smiles that struck him as almost warm… smiles that actually reached their eyes.

      Nick couldn’t help being taken aback by their enthusiasm.

      Two humans broke out in whistles then, clapping as Nick made his way down the last few stairs, stepping out onto the floor of the prep area.

      When Nick glanced over at the source of the whistles and laughter, he was surprised to see that one of the humans clapping was no-neck, the giant who’d first let him in at the upstairs gate, and who’d been one of the three in the room when Nick regained consciousness after they darted him in the ring.

      The man standing next to him, also clapping and laughing, was a red-headed human with tattoos and a beard who stood about a foot shorter than no-neck.

      Gabriel.

      Nick remembered him, too.

      Nick found himself taking them all in differently this time, viewing them with a wariness he hoped didn’t show in his expression, or in the way he moved as he ventured deeper into the room, his muscles tensing slightly as he marked more faces, some of them familiar, some not.

      The vampire with the brown mohawk continued to look at him, grinning faintly.

      “You look like you finally got laid, brother,” the vampire laughed. “Tell whoever it is, I’m jealous. And if it’s your ‘exclusive,’ tell them, it’s about time.” He glanced around at the other vamp fighters, a smirk on his lips. “You might want to tell her we’re all jealous, brother. And also secretly hoping it’s worn off that angry edge of yours a bit. Primarily so we have a chance in hell of beating your ass in the ring tonight…”

      Nick gave him a flat look.

      Something in his face caused a few of the other vamps to laugh.

      Before Nick could speak, someone approached on his other side. He turned in reflex, and found himself facing a beaming human.

      It turned out to be the first human who’d spoken, who’d called out to him and laughed that booming laugh. The blond male walked directly up to Nick, shocking him with a hug and clapping him on the shoulder in a friendly way.

      “It’s about damned time Farlucci got you in here,” Tom said with a grin. “I was beginning to think we were going to have to go forward without our main attraction tonight. Which, between you and me, would have sucked.”

      Nick remembered that grin.

      He also found himself remembering when he’d last seen it.

      This was the human who’d given him the card to go to that club.

      He’d encouraged Nick to make an appearance at the same club where Nick got drugged and dragged out to be harvested and butchered like a farm animal.

      More than that, Nick found himself thinking how weird this whole set-up was, after what happened to him. It seemed like a million years ago since he’d last been down here, looking at equipment with this same human male. It struck him as borderline surreal when Tom nudged him towards the back rooms, beaming at him.

      Nick followed the human’s hand in rote, smiling back stiffly as Tom slapped him on the shoulder again in rough affection, still grinning at him.

      “Come on,” the blond said, inclining his head towards the hallway that stood to Nick’s right. “Let’s get you geared up. I wanted to run through some things about the cage. Now that you’re on contract, we need to get you up to speed on how everything works around here. There’s a lot of stuff we don’t bother telling our one-off and amateur fighters…”

      Nick listened with part of his mind as the other droned on, his eyes taking in every inch of the space under the ring. He turned at the other’s guiding hand, followed the pull of those fingers without losing focus on every person in every space he occupied.

      He frowned around at the other vampires, counting them, assessing their facial expressions, their body language, noting their human handlers.

      Luckily, he had a good excuse for doing it, given where he was.

      For the same reason, all of the vampires seemed to be watching him back, sizing him up. Nick didn’t pick up on anything weird there; under the circumstances, it was the most natural thing in the world. Now that the ink was dry on the contract with Farlucci, Nick would be fighting some or all of them at one point or another.

      Of course they were curious about him.

      Even so, he found himself thinking he definitely shouldn’t limit his internal list of suspects only to the humans in Farlucci’s employ. There were vamps who could be paid to do just about anything––including harvesting blood and venom from other vamps.

      Including killing their own kind.

      Still somewhat off-balance, Nick fought to get his head on straight as he followed the blond human down the narrow hallway and into the round equipment room he remembered from the first and only other night he was here.

      “I see you’re as talkative as ever,” the human smirked, glancing back as they walked into the center of the dome-ceilinged space. “You feeling okay, friend? I heard I.S.F. gave you a hard time about joining our team.”

      Nick shrugged.

      Thinking about the human’s words, he grunted.

      “Yeah,” he said, glancing around at the wall filled with equipment and clothing. “I think they were a lot more worried about their percentage.”

      Tom laughed. “Yeah. No shit.”

      He walked over to the first station, like he had on that first night.

      “We got you your own equipment,” Tom said. “You can replace any of it you want, of course, as long as it follows certain parameters… like the colors, and some of the basic design elements. Just check with us first, if you’re not sure about any of it.”

      Somewhat apologetically, he handed over a pair of pants and a mask.

      “The colors are the same as that first night… hope that’s okay. The management thought it was for the best. The digital recordings of your fight have circulated like crazy.”

      Absorbing Tom’s last words, Nick grimaced.

      It hadn’t occurred to him to ask anyone how the fight had been received on the circuit, or in the fight press––much less whether the vids hit mainstream media.

      He’d been pretty preoccupied with the attempt on his life.

      Not to mention the hangover from the blood and venom draining, waking up strapped to another padded table, trying to get the fuck out of the city…

      And Wynter.

      It hadn’t even crossed his mind to check the networks for how they’d reacted to his one and only pro fight.

      Frowning, he hoped St. Maarten’s people were right about him.

      He’d gotten a full medical work-up before Kit got busy with his implant.

      They said he was back to full strength, that he was completely recovered.

      St. Maarten assured him most of his venom had replenished, as well––even though they’d drained that from him pretty much entirely. His blood levels were back to normal. His muscles had recovered and rebuilt themselves. His weight was within a few pounds of normal, according to the records the I.S.F. had of his last check-up.

      St. Maarten told him he’d been down almost ninety pounds when they first pulled him out of that warehouse in Queens.

      Nick winced, thinking about that now.

      He wondered what he’d looked like when he showed up at Wynter’s.

      He took the clothes and equipment Tom handed him, smoothing his facial expression before he looked up.

      “That mask okay?” Tom said.

      Nick tossed the armful of fighting clothes down on the bench.

      He removed his coat, tossing that down on the bench near the pile, and kicked off his shoes. He began loosening his tie, unknotting it from around his neck.

      “A tie?” Tom mused. “We don’t get a lot of those in here.”

      Nick grunted. “I have to look human. More than most humans.”

      Tom nodded.

      He just stood there, watching as Nick tossed down the tie, then unbuttoned and removed the collared shirt, leaving nothing but a T-shirt and black pants. The retro clothes had been Morley’s idea, too. He said it would align with what they’d told Farlucci’s people, about Nick being mostly an undercover cop, and thus needing to keep his face out of the imaging captures for the fights, as part of his contract.

      As if Tom overheard his thoughts, he spoke up.

      “You heard about the tattoo, right?”

      Nick glanced over, quirking an eyebrow.

      He’d been in the process of picking up the mask to look at it. He completed the motion now, hefting the thing in his hands. He was relieved to see and feel that it was of the same relatively-light, flexible material as the one he’d used the last time he was here.

      It looked better made, though.

      It also looked brand new.

      Unlike the last one, which had been all black, this one shimmered with blue-green virtual designs, metallic and liquid as they ran around the jawline and the straps that would go around his head.

      Nick hoped all that shit wouldn’t be distracting in his peripheral vision.

      Fangs flashed in those blue-green designs, a virtual snarl with a metallic edge.

      Overall, he liked the look of it.

      He had to admit, it looked menacing as fuck.

      “What about the tattoo?” he said, belated.

      “Management wants it. The White Death mark. They don’t want to blur it out tonight. Or for any of your future fights.”

      Nick frowned, looking up. “What?”

      “The I.S.F. granted permission for us to leave it visible. They said you’ve been separated from them long enough, it shouldn’t matter.”

      Nick stared at him, not even trying to hide his bewilderment. “What about White Death? Aren’t they worried about making me their unofficial mascot?”

      “Yeah.” Tom shrugged, his expression and the gesture apologetic. “I don’t know about that. I assume Farlucci talked to them and they’re okay with it. He doesn’t fill me in on all of that stuff. Above my paygrade.”

      Nick frowned, still more bewildered than anything.

      “Why?” he said. “Why would they even want to do that?”

      The blond human shrugged.

      “Money, friend. Why else? They think it makes you scarier. They want to work it into your whole persona in the ring.” Tom grinned faintly. “In case you hadn’t noticed, they’re going for the bad boy thing with you. They want to call you the White Wolf.”

      Nick’s frown deepened.

      Seeing something in his face, Tom smacked him lightly on the arm.

      “Hey,” he said. “Don’t worry. Farlucci’s got connections with your old vamp friends. I’m sure he ran this by them. He’d have to, right? If he took on one of their people as a contracted fighter, they’d want to know. He keeps cordial relations with them. He can’t afford not to. There’s no way he would’ve negotiated this as part of your contract without their approval.”

      None of that reassured Nick.

      In fact, it did pretty much the opposite.

      “Farlucci talked to the White Death? About me?”

      Tom nodded, frowning. “I assume so. He must have.” Hesitating at something in Nick’s face, he added, “It’s cool, right? You said you have an understanding with them. That you left on good terms.”

      Nick grunted.

      He didn’t bother to tell the male human that there was no such thing as leaving the White Death on “good” terms. The White Death didn’t operate that way. No one left at all, not unless they made their leaving worth more to the White Death than their staying.

      Quirking an eyebrow, he gave the human a humorless smile.

      “I didn’t leave on bad terms,” he said. “I’m not sure that’s the same thing.”

      Tom laughed.

      “You worry too much. I’m sure it’s fine.” Jerking a chin towards the door, he motioned down at Nick’s body. “Come on, put that on. Boss wants images, so he can adjust the look once you’re dressed. Then I want to take you up to the ring, like I said. Give you the full tour.”

      Nick sighed, but internally that time.

      Unhooking his belt, he fought not to think about Wynter, about the fact that he could practically hear her yelling at him in his mind, even as he writhed out of his pants.

      He hadn’t managed to talk to her really before he left, but he knew she’d be watching him again tonight––assuming he made it into the ring alive.

      He remembered worrying about her seeing his bare upper body the last time he’d walked into that ring.

      She’d seen a fuck of a lot more of him now.

      The thought brought a rush of heat to his cock and throat.

      He squelched it, cutting off the thought along with any image or memory of her. Biting his tongue, he deliberately blanked his mind before he could react for real.

      Even so, he caught Tom glancing down at his naked body, one eyebrow quirked.

      Nick ignored the amusement in those eyes.

      Kicking off his pants, he grabbed the blue-green shorts, the color he’d also picked out because of her, even as he focused back on where he was, stripping his thoughts of emotion.

      He couldn’t afford to lose focus.

      He couldn’t afford to think about Wynter until this thing was done.
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      Nick emerged in the pit below the ring.

      Briefly, it was quiet.

      The crowd sounded like a distant ocean, rolling and ebbing back and forth.

      Some voices stood out, here and there. Nick heard drunken laughter, a few shrieks and catcalls, but it was surprisingly subdued––maybe in part because he’d been expecting worse.

      Then his image must have appeared in the holograms above the ring.

      Instantly, screams broke out.

      Instantly, Nick was blinded by lights that erupted seemingly right in his face.

      The crowd above him roared.

      A long, wailing, angst-filled howl filled the air above the stadium seats. That time, the sound definitely wasn’t made by a human, and Nick looked up, staring up at the holographic images playing over the ring. The hyper-realistic image of a wolf sat on its haunches, howling up at a full moon half-covered by clouds. The wolf was white, disturbingly life-like as it broke off the howl, letting out a blood-curdling snarl from above the caged ring.

      Nick heard the thump of percussive stomps as the audience rose to its feet.

      They screamed and clapped, hitting their feet against the pressure pads in the semi-organics on the floor of the coliseum. He heard humans and vampires howling along with the holographic wolf, howling and barking and stomping their feet as the virtual wolf snarled, pacing over the cage, snarling at unseen enemies in the dark.

      Déjà vu hit as Nick fought to get his bearings.

      Still, the differences from last time were bigger than the similarities.

      This time, he heard people screaming his name––his actual name––which was unnerving as hell. He heard recognition in the voices around him.

      Then, as soon as he was clear of the stairs and in the pit, surrounded by friends of the fights and other VIPs, he felt hands on him, hands touching him, gripping his arms and patting him, stroking him––groping him in a few cases––fingers lingering on his back, his ass, his cock. Voices he didn’t recognize wished him good luck, even as other lips brushed by him, making lewd comments, telling him he was a fake, howling like a wolf at him, warning him he’d lose, offering him sex, offering him money, asking for autographs, shouting personal questions, telling him he was a sideshow.

      He swore he heard Wynter’s name, somewhere in that.

      He bristled, immediately turning, but he couldn’t see who’d said it, or even if he’d imagined it.

      His light-sensitive eyes fought to adjust to the too-bright lights of the stadium. The sharpest of those lights came from hovering media drone cameras and lights, just like they had the first time, but there seemed to be twice as many now.

      He also sensed and saw probably three times as many faces and bodies around him in the small space. Security was tighter, too. Despite the groping hands, five huge humans surrounded him tightly in the small space. They couldn’t keep all the hands off him, but they shoved off people who tried to linger near him, carving a path through what might otherwise have been a claustrophobia-inducing crowd––if vampires got claustrophobic.

      Vampire or no, Nick was relieved when he reached the stairs.

      The narrow passage forced most of the crowd to remain behind him.

      In front of him, no-neck and a big African-American weightlifter Nick remembered led the way, their broad shoulders like a wall blocking out the worst of the lights.

      To his left, Tom paced him.

      He leaned towards Nick’s ear, talking to him, even now.

      “This is a challenge match, remember. This guy is a serious fighter…”

      Nick nodded, watching another drone rise up beside him to his left.

      “…Remember what I told you,” Tom said, speaking loud, but not as loud as most humans did to one another in noise like this. Clearly he hadn’t forgotten Nick’s hearing was a few dozen times better than his.

      “He’s also from another club, so don’t hold back,” Tom added, even though he’d already told Nick this downstairs. “It’s good theater, and there’s no reason to worry about embarrassing the club, so go all-out…”

      The human’s hand massaged Nick’s bare shoulder as they walked, his voice reassuring, calm.

      “The boss’s club and the Vipers are rivals,” Tom said, again repeating what he’d told Nick downstairs. “There’s a big bonus in it for you, if you take this guy down. They’re cocky as hell, so use that against him. They’ve already given interviews claiming the previous fight was staged, that it wasn’t real.”

      Nick nodded, frowning.

      Well, that explained the people yelling “FAKE” he’d heard.

      “Remember the tapes I showed you,” Tom added. “He’s bad with his left leg. And he tends to lead with his chin when he gets flustered––”

      Nick nodded, fighting to listen, focusing on the words as best he could with the rising volume of screams and shouts as he ascended the stairs. He winced as yet another media drone erupted with a blinding light only about a foot from his face.

      He raised his hand, blocking the light without slowing his progress up the stairs.

      He was reacting more to the distractions than he should be.

      He needed to be more grounded than this.

      If only to distract himself from the shouts and the jeering crowd, he glanced up at the space above the ring, and saw the white wolf was still there, only now it was snarling at a red and green serpent, presumably the insignia for the other fighter.

      The audience was still howling, interspersing their howls with barking and catcalling.

      Tom’s hand continued to massage his bare shoulder.

      “Don’t forget you don’t have your teeth,” Tom warned. “Most beginners in this biz, that’s where they fuck up. The more experienced the fighter, sometimes the harder the habit is to break. You can’t rely on your teeth. Vamps naturally want to go there, to bite, to subdue their enemies. You can’t forget you don’t have that––”

      Nick nodded, frowning behind the face mask.

      No teeth. Right.

      “He’ll go for your throat… or your solar plexus. He’s big on throat-punches. They’ve worked well for him as a distraction tool. Whatever you do, don’t let him knock you off balance, if he does manage to get you there. Last fighter he did that too, he popped out both of the vamp’s eyes and the fight was over.”

      Nick grimaced.

      Jesus.

      He wished the fucker hadn’t told him that.

      “––Just do your thing, man,” Tom said, patting him again. “Do your thing. You’re so fast, you should be able to get around most things he tries. They’re going to do anything they can to knock you out, fast, before your speed can be a real advantage. I’m sure they’ve studying that tape of yours obsessively, so their priority will be to slow you down. He’ll go for your legs. Knees. Any part of you he can get at to diminish the advantage––”

      Nick nodded to that, too.

      Made sense.

      He wasn’t used to fighting people who had tapes to study beforehand.

      Luckily, that last fight, with fingernail guy, had been short.

      They’d reached the top of the stairs.

      No-neck and the African-American bodyguard moved out of the way, receding back to positions by the gate, their broad backs forming a wall at the top of the stairs, keeping anyone from coming up to the walkway around the ring itself.

      Nick felt his muscles tense as Tom walked him up to the door into the cage.

      The human put his hand on a security panel by the door, something Nick missed last time, that must lock them inside the cage until the match was finished.

      It hit him again that Wynter would be watching this.

      God. He really should have asked her not to watch this.

      Of course, she probably would have just flipped him the bird.

      Forcing her out of his mind again, he fought to get his mind back on the job.

      The audience was sprinkled with cops tonight.

      Charlie. Jordan. Morley.

      Probably a few dozen more from vice and homicide.

      Archangel would be out there.

      Kit would be out there.

      Nick’s mind kept wanting to return to Wynter though.

      She’d be watching this.

      He could picture her now, curled up on her couch in the house where he’d basically lived for the past few weeks… on the couch where they’d had sex for the first time.

      He imagined her sitting there, maybe with a new order of Chinese take-out, watching the live stream of the fight, frowning at him long distance with those sculpted lips of hers. He imagined her staring with her blue-green eyes, riveted to the wide monitor hanging over the fireplace they’d lit one of those nights, even though it wasn’t really cold out.

      He was still lost there, thinking about that, when Tom grabbed his shoulder.

      The door was opening.

      He watched it, feeling his fangs extend behind the mask.

      Tom lowered his mouth to Nick’s ear, just like he had before his first fight.

      Just like that first fight, he spoke soft.

      Vampire-soft.

      No one would hear it, even if there were other vampires nearby.

      But Nick heard every word.

      “One more thing,” that voice whispered in his ear, still friendly, almost puppy-like. “Brick says hi…”

      Nick froze.

      He turned, staring at the human, but Tom went on without a pause.

      “…He says good luck on your fight tonight, brother, and that he’d very much like to speak to you, preferably sometime soon. He is most displeased with how the humans here have been treating you, brother… most displeased…”

      Nick opened his mouth, but Tom talked over him.

      “…He wants me to tell you to be careful. He says there are three of them. The creature took care of one, locking it in that freezer at the warehouse, but there are two more, and we haven’t managed to find them yet. The White Death is with you, beloved brother. We are with you. But until we can take care of this problem for you, be careful. Be very, very careful, dearest Naoko…”

      Nick continued to stare as the human trailed, ending his speech.

      He could see it now, in Tom’s face.

      The eyes were too bright… venom-bright.

      The human was compromised.

      He’d been bitten by a vampire.

      Tom was definitely under the thrall of vampire venom.

      Tom smiled at him, even as he thought it.

      He clearly had no idea what he’d just said, or what it meant.

      His eyes shone with that same, open friendliness, a distant blankness that made it clear some part of him was a few thousand miles away.

      Nick was about to speak, to try and reach him anyway, when the human prodded his shoulder with a thick hand, smiling encouragingly and motioning for Nick to go through the open door into the caged ring.

      Staring up at the human, then back at the door, Nick realized he had little choice.

      He walked through the door.

      He heard the door clang shut behind him.

      Then Nick was just standing there, stunned, trying to wrap his head around what just happened, what it meant. He was still standing there, fighting to get his equilibrium back, when the lock on the cage door engaged loudly, with another bell-like clang.

      Before he’d even turned around, he felt it.

      He felt his equilibrium shift.

      His vision tilted in front of him.

      That disorientation he’d felt in the crowd shifted into something else; it changed so fast, it was a few seconds before he could make the connection between that feeling and what it turned into. He hadn’t noticed it worsening in the seconds Tom had been talking to him, but it had, and now Nick knew, it wasn’t simply some form of stimulus overload, or a bad reaction to too many people in his physical space.

      Something was wrong.

      Something was really, really wrong.

      Fuck.

      Standing there, fighting to focus his eyes, he realized something else.

      Charlie had been wrong. Morley had been wrong, too… and Lara St. Maarten.

      They weren’t going to kill him after the fight.

      They were going to kill him in the ring.
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      “What’s he doing?” Kit said, frowning down at the small form of Nick in the ring.

      Her eyes shifted from the smaller version that was the real Nick down in the enclosed ring, back up to the much larger hologram of Nick––which appeared at least ten times the size of his real body from where she sat with Lara St. Maarten and that tall guy with the weird eyes that were two different colors.

      She’d noticed that same guy, who St. Maarten called “Jack,” never really talked to anyone but St. Maarten herself.

      Well, and––weirdly––to Nick.

      Nick called him something else, though.

      Not Jack.

      He called him Mal-something. Or maybe just Mal.

      Forcing her mind off the strange guy sitting to her left, between her and St. Maarten, she focused back on Nick.

      She stared at the pearl-white tattooed wings on his back, the bare skin that was somehow only a little darker than those organic implants. The implants themselves were strangely visible, in spite of that; they glimmered with faint augmentation that made the tattoo glow and ripple, almost like the fur of an animal… or the skin of a reptile.

      Much more brightly, the black mask he wore lit up his face and the back of his head, its aquamarine augmented reality designs flickering with life, complete with blue-green fangs and lightning bolts that rippled around his jaw, and all she could think was––

      Why the hell isn’t he moving?

      Why hadn’t he moved once, even a little bit, since he walked through that door?

      Had he been this still at the beginning of the last fight?

      She fought to remember, but this time, her anxiety at the raised stakes made it hard to remember clearly, or to trust her memory, even when she tried.

      It looked like that blond guy––the beefed up human who walked up there with him––said something to Nick before he walked through the door. Had he said something that Nick was reacting to? Was the blond guy involved in some way?

      She hadn’t thought anything of it at the time. Coaches always said a few words to fighters before they entered the ring––even vampires. Kit assumed it was just that, at least until she saw the look on Nick’s face. Briefly, it showed up in the hologram over the ring. Nick had stared at the blond human, a disbelieving, almost paralyzed look on his face.

      And now he was just standing there.

      She looked over at his opponent.

      The vamp was huge.

      It had long, scarlet hair that was done in a kind of twisting, knotted braid down his back. His mask matched his hair, and he was even whiter than Nick, with muscles that bulged so large, he didn’t seem to have a neck at all. He looked like a weightlifter, or someone who’d taken a hell of a lot of steroids––but he was a vampire, so Kit knew that wouldn’t slow him down much.

      The vamp seemed confused by Nick’s stillness too.

      He paced back and forth at first, hissing, clearly trying to get a reaction from him.

      When Nick didn’t react, didn’t look over, the vamp growled louder.

      Nick still didn’t move.

      Kit practically saw the no-necked vampire thinking, trying to decide if it was some kind of trick, if Nick was playing him, or trying to draw him near.

      The more Kit watched Nick, though, the more she was afraid he wasn’t playing him.

      The more she watched Nick, the more afraid she got, even before she had words to put to what frightened her.

      Then, seemingly apropos of nothing, the scarlet-haired vampire began running towards Nick. He moved fast, but deceptively casually, loping more like a wolf than any kind of reptile, despite the animals meant to depict the two of them over the cage.

      Nick didn’t look over.

      Nick didn’t seem to change position at all.

      When the scarlet-haired vampire was halfway across the ring, Kit found herself on her feet. Next to her, others stood too. Some of them screamed, but a lot of them just stared, watching the big vampire with no neck dart across the space towards Nick.

      The tall, quiet guy with the different colored eyes stood, too.

      He glided gracefully to his feet, staring down at the same scene as Kit.

      It didn’t occur to her until then just how quiet they’d been––how quiet the whole stadium had been––waiting for something, anything, to happen.

      Waiting for Nick to move, to do something.

      Waiting for him to do what he’d done in the last fight.

      Waiting for him to wow him.

      Before she’d fully straightened, she was already screaming.

      “NICK!”

      She cupped her hands around her mouth, screaming his name.

      It was all she managed to get out.

      That was it, just that one word.

      Then the other vampire was upon him.
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      Brick.

      Jesus.

      Brick was the last thing Nick should be thinking about.

      Brick was the only thing he could think about, after what Tom said.

      Brick. How the hell had Brick––

      But Nick knew the answer to that.

      He knew exactly how the vampire had found him.

      Farlucci.

      Farlucci had gone to the White Death. Farlucci and his people told someone in the White Death that Nick was going to be fighting for them, and that information got back to Brick. Brick, of course, being Brick, couldn’t pass up an opportunity to use that. He couldn’t pass up an opportunity to fuck with Nick’s head, to insert his way somehow back into Nick’s life, even knowing he wasn’t wanted.

      Maybe especially knowing he wasn’t wanted.

      That was assuming Farlucci wasn’t working for White Death directly.

      Nick’s mind spun around what Brick wanted, every word Tom said.

      His mind spun around it, even knowing he shouldn’t be thinking about this now.

      He tried to pull himself out, to force his mind back to the present, if only by repeating: he shouldn’t be thinking about this right now.

      It didn’t really help.

      His mind found a new track to obsess on in that, but not in a way that was particularly useful.

      His mind spun around when they’d dosed him… how they’d dosed him.

      Because they’d definitely dosed him with something.

      Nick was definitely on some kind of drug.

      They’d dosed him…

      His mind blanked briefly.

      How? How had they dosed him?

      Tom had been handsy with him all night.

      A lot of hands had been on Nick that night, though. Hands groping him as he came out of the pit. Hands touching his arms, shoulders, cock, back, ass… hands touching him all over. The guards touching him. No-neck, the big African-American, that guy Gabriel. Farlucci touching him when Tom brought Nick in to see the promoter before the fight.

      No one touched him as much as Tom, though.

      Had Tom done it?

      Tom had been thralled by Brick, and Brick’s warning hadn’t sounded like a threat. It sounded like… well… a friendly warning. It was Brick being charming, Brick trying to lull Nick back into his bullshit, not freak him out or scare him. It had sounded like Brick was warning him, thinking he was in danger.

      As much of a headcase as Brick was, would he really try to kill him?

      If so, why?

      Why now?

      Brick couldn’t possibly have anything to do with these vampire murders, could he?

      No. If Brick wanted him dead, he’d be dead. Hell, he could have had Tom do it. At the very least, he would have gloated. He would have used Tom to gloat about it, just so he could watch Nick’s reaction to his impending death and know Nick knew who’d killed him. Brick didn’t do anonymous… not for murder.

      He wanted his name all over that shit.

      He was enough of a narcissist to feel a compelling need to have his victims know it was him. He’d want to be the last thing in Nick’s mind as he died.

      Which, Nick supposed, he would be anyway.

      But no, Nick didn’t believe it was Brick who was murdering him.

      Brick couldn’t stand to not get credit for anything he’d done, especially if it involved getting one over on someone, surprising them, or tricking them. Especially if he thought whatever he’d done was particularly clever.

      Brick definitely would have gloated.

      He would have wanted Nick to know it was him.

      He would have…

      Right?

      Nick’s mind grappled with that, with Tom’s words, with being drugged.

      He shouldn’t be thinking about this now.

      He should be focusing on the cage. He should be focusing on what was about to happen inside the cage. His mind kept repeating Tom’s words anyway, turning them over and fighting to make sense of them, even as that throbbing, dull fog wrapped around different parts of him, making him feel like he had a heavy blanket entangling his limbs.

      It hit him, how dense that fog was.

      It was affecting his body already.

      It had been affecting his body.

      Weirdly, his mind still felt painfully, distractingly sharp.

      Well… active, anyway.

      It felt really, really active.

      His vampire eyesight, too, was precise to the point of being distracting.

      It was the rest of his body that swam through gelatin, moving like a slow-motion animal, strangely fascinating to him, given his slowed-down thoughts. Even as his mind fought to click through options, how to compensate, how much time he had before he got his eyes gauged out, or his throat ripped out of his neck by the other vamp’s bare fingers––he assessed how strangely each part of his body appeared to be moving.

      Wait. Was he moving?

      Was he moving at all?

      Or was he just standing there?

      His mind flickered around, looking for something to hold onto. He remembered the tapes he’d seen, the scarlet-haired vampire’s fights.

      Throats ripped out… eyeballs gauged… smashing another vampire’s skull until he broke a piece of it off…

      He’s seen that too, in the replay tapes.

      His mind remembered every movement, every incremental detail.

      Even as he thought it, he turned, realizing he’d been gone in those other spaces for far, far too long. He’d been standing there far, far too long.

      He had a disturbingly accurate view of the vampire above him.

      It was so clear.

      So real-looking.

      He watched it move through space as it leapt at him, most of its face obscured behind a blood-red mask that matched long, scarlet hair that was knotted and braided down his back, but remained spiked in front, like some kind of futuristic, punk-rock, vampire mullet.

      The male vampire hissed, the sound distorted in slow motion through the mask. His fingers extended. They moved slowly, incrementally, his irises blood-red as gravity brought him back down towards Earth, and, more to the point, towards Nick.

      Nick watched him approach, seeing every inch the other vamp moved through space and time. He could see every millimeter of it, but he could do nothing to get out of the way.

      The body slammed into his.

      Briefly, time sped up, back to normal speed.

      Sound returned.

      The weight of the vampire slammed into Nick’s chest and shoulders, throwing him into the cage wall, letting off a deafening, clanging sound that reverberated through his skull. He imagined pieces of it breaking off, but he could barely think well enough to even picture it.

      The vibration sent a shock of tremor up his back and through his bones, stunning him even as it clicked his mind painfully back on.

      Unfortunately, his mind working didn’t help him much.

      It more or less told him what he already knew.

      He was going to die in here.

      He was going to fucking die.
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      “What happened?” The vampire’s voice rose to a keening, hissing snarl, an open threat. “What the fuck happened to him? You had one… fucking… job. You were supposed to protect him. Does he seem ‘protected’ to you? Particularly safe? Particularly snug and well-cared for?”

      The vampire paused ominously.

      “Well? Does he?”

      “No, sir.”

      Thomas could hear the disapproval in his master’s voice.

      More than that, he could feel it.

      He felt it in his mind, a sharp, tapping kind of pressure, a pulling, stretching, anxiety-inducing pain that made him frantic, desperate to make things right.

      He wanted to please him.

      He wanted his master to be happy with him.

      But his master wasn’t happy. His master was angry. He’d put his master’s brother in danger. He’s done something bad, and now he couldn’t make it right. Thanks to him, his master’s good, dear friend, his family, his blood… was in danger.

      He would likely die.

      Worse, more devastating still, he’d caused this. Tom.

      This was his fault.

      “Stop the fight,” the vampire demanded. “You will stop it. Now.”

      “I can’t!” Tom burst out, his anxiety worsening. “I can’t! The doors are locked! They cannot be opened! I can’t open them!”

      The large man standing next to Tom looked over, his full lips pulling in a frown. He looked Tom over in an overt puzzlement that bordered on suspicion.

      His master noticed.

      He must have seen it through Tom’s eyes, through Tom’s blood.

      “Be quiet,” the vampire hissed through his headset. “Calm yourself!”

      Thomas did as he was told.

      He forced his face utterly blank. He forced his mind blank, his body still, his demeanor nondescript. He stood there, practically vibrating with anxiety, but he kept his expression utterly calm, completely uninterested… and uninteresting. He forced himself to behave, to not give his master more reasons to be angry with him.

      “Good.” The voice in Tom’s ear grew excruciatingly calm, despite the edge in the vampire’s voice. “Good. Now walk me through this, friend. How could this have happened? Who did this?”

      “I don’t know––”

      “Don’t fucking talk,” the vampire cut in, cold. “Did I tell you to talk? I did not. I want you to think. Right now, you will think, friend. Do not speak to speak to me until you have something useful and illuminating to say. Do not tell me what you do not know. Speak only when you have something to tell me that will be useful. Directly. Useful. To the problem at hand. Do you understand?”

      Tom nodded, not wanting to speak.

      The master felt his nod.

      “Good. Now. Who had access to him? Who else could have drugged him?”

      Tom fought not to say he didn’t know.

      He really wanted his master to hear that he didn’t know, that he had nothing to do with this, that no one he knew had anything to do with this.

      He fought to remain silent.

      As he did, he fought to think.

      He did not know, though.

      He was with the Midnight, his master’s friend, all night. No one else was with him.

      It was too late now.

      “Who could have touched him?” the vampire said.

      Tom frowned. He thought about that.

      “There were many,” he said, relieved he knew the answer to this. “Many who touched him, master.”

      “I want a list of names,” the vampire said. “Right now.”

      “Me. Farlucci. Alex. Rain. Gabriel. Fisk.” Tom frowned. “There were others. Guests. Friends of guests. In the pit. I don’t know their names––”

      “I want all of their names,” the vampire warned. “You will find them out. I want the name of every single human and vampire in that pit. You will get that for me now. I don’t care how many you have to hurt or kill to get it. Do you understand?”

      “I understand.”

      “Will you do this for me, friend?”

      “Of course, master. Of course––”

      “This will be your first priority. You will do this now. I will find another way to stop the fight, since you are clearly too stupid to take care of that for me.”

      Tom nodded, feeling a strange sort of relief, a longing in his chest.

      He had been giving a task. He’d been given a way to make up for his failure.

      He could do this. He could do it this for his master.

      The vampire would forgive him, if he did this.

      He would love him again.

      “Yes, master,” he said, speaking soft, lower than a whisper. “I will do anything you need from me. I will do anything you want.”

      “Good. Go now. Take care of this for me, friend. I will reward you, if you do… if only by not snapping your spine over my knee when I next see you––”

      Tom nodded, glancing back towards the caged ring as the scarlet-haired vampire stomped down on the chest of the cop. The vampire crowed triumphantly as a bone broke audibly under his bare heel, making the audience groan, even as some cackled with nervous laughter.

      He was putting on a show now.

      Tom knew this. He was in the business.

      The vampire with the blood-red hair had already realized this wasn’t a fight.

      It was a massacre.

      It was a bloodbath.

      It was ritual sacrifice.

      The crowd, like all crowds, easily turned on the loser.

      Thomas had seen it before. He’d seen it in other fights.

      Therefore, when the first man in the crowd near the stage stood up, face flushed red with excitement and aggression, Thomas wasn’t surprised. He recognized the look there. He knew what it meant. His mentor in the fights, a vampire with the unlikely name of Happy, explained it to him once.

      According to Happy, the races really weren’t as different as they pretended.

      Happy said humans just weren’t as able to act on their instincts.

      They had inferior tools to hunt and rip and fight.

      Their inadequacies left most of them on the sidelines of life’s hunt, living their vicious natures vicariously through other, more advanced beings.

      Vampires. Seers.

      Other humans––humans who had the will and ability to overcome their shortcomings, at least to the extent they were physically able.

      “KILL HIM!” the human with the black and blue mohawk screamed, his face contorted as he gained his feet. “KILL THE MOTHERFUCKER! KILL HIM!”

      Others took up the call.

      “MURDER HIM! RIP OUT HIS HEART!”

      The white wolf over the arena began to whimper, skulking around the livestream vid of the two fighters inside the caged ring. The red and black serpent chased the wolf, blood on its fangs. Below the holograms, the calls of the audience turned into chants, even as the music changed, altering to follow the crowd.

      It shifted from a strident, fighting beat that sounded like something hard hitting something hard, like stone slamming stone, metal slamming metal… to a faster-throbbing profusion of chaotic noise, crashing and exploding ominously overhead.

      Like automatons, the audience rose to their feet.

      Just as the music followed them… they followed the music.

      The music carried them along, merging them into one. The music lifted them up, aligning them with one another… then twisted the impulse, making it dark.

      They screamed and shouted, and that darkness infused their voices, their hearts.

      Their cheering turned to screams of laughter when the cop slammed into the wall again. The music rose even louder and the audience chanted with it, stomping down on the sensors on the floor. They laughed, clapping, yelling out calls of blood, and something about all of it felt like a ritual older than the fight, older than the city, older than time itself.

      The drums sounded like the soundtrack to some dark occult dance.

      “KILL HIM! KILL HIM!”

      “RIP HIM APART! MURDER HIM!”

      “BREAK HIM IN TWO!”

      “CRUSH HIM! CRUSH HIM, MAN!”

      Tom didn’t linger with the audience for long, though.

      He looked around, trying to figure out how to get downstairs.

      Two of the other guards, Alex and Rain, blocked the entrance.

      He wondered how he could convince them to let him by.

      It was against protocol for him to go downstairs while the fight was still on. He never did it. He’d need a reason.

      He was still trying to make up his mind when he glanced down the stairs and saw a human shoving his way through the crowd in the pit. That human got through the crowd in a nearly straight line, making surprisingly good time through the crush of bodies. He began vaulting up the stairs from below, an expensive headset wrapped around the back of his head, his signature arrow-shaped beard newly-dyed a dark green and rippling with AR product.

      He glared up at Tom before he’d even reached him.

      Once he was close enough, Farlucci grabbed his arm, his voice a furious hiss.

      “What the fuck is going on?” he snarled.

      Tom struggled to deal with the anger of yet another being directed at him.

      Briefly, he was confused as to what the other man even meant. His mind didn’t track it back to the vampire, to what his master wanted of him.

      “What do you mean?” he said slowly.

      “What do I mean? What the fuck happened to him?”

      Tom grimaced. Looking ruefully towards the caged ring, he shrugged, gesturing vaguely with a hand, fighting to remember his other job here, the one he did for Farlucci.

      For once, the two things intersected.

      Merged.

      More or less.

      Tom felt the vampire in his blood pushing him to use this.

      Use it. Use him to get me what I need.

      “No idea, boss,” Tom said, shouting the words over the crowd. “I was just going to come down and get you. I’m thinking maybe someone dosed him with something. He was acting a little weird when I led him up to the gate, but I thought he was just nervous––”

      “Bullshit!” Farlucci snarled. “How fucking stupid do you think I am?”

      Tom blinked, back to being confused.

      “What do you mean, sir?”

      Farlucci scowled, aiming his arm and hand towards the cage, even as the organic metal clanged as the vampire cop’s back slammed into the cage wall.

      “Someone ‘might’ have dosed him?” Farlucci snapped. “––Are you seriously going to pretend you didn’t notice anything, bringing him up here? Even a human wouldn’t do this badly in there! How could you not fucking notice that? He was barely on his feet, even before that Viper started using him as a piñata––”

      “Can we stop it?” Tom said hopefully. “Can we stop the fight?”

      Farlucci looked at him like he was brain damaged.

      “What the fuck is wrong with you? What do you think I’ve been trying to do for the last five minutes? I’ve got the fight commissioner on the other line…” He pointed to his headset. “You think I have the goddamned codes to end it on my own?”

      Tom nodded.

      Of course. Of course Farlucci would be trying to end it.

      “Who did it?” Farlucci snapped, glaring up at him. “Who was it?”

      Tom’s voice grew overtly apologetic.

      “I’m sorry, boss. I really am… but I don’t know who did it. A lot of people touched him on the way up here. I was going to go down to the pit, see if I could––”

      “The hell you are! You’re not going anywhere near that pit!”

      “Boss. Look. I’m sorry. But I need to go down there. I need to find out––”

      But the other man was no longer listening.

      “You’re ‘sorry’?” Leaning closer, Farlucci got in his face, his eyes cold as river stones, leached of emotion. They stared into Tom’s, almost like vampire eyes. “I know it was you. Okay? I fucking know it was you.”

      Tom blanched. “No. Boss, no––”

      “Who was it, then? Who the fuck paid you off? Whoever it was, neither of you have any idea who you are screwing with right now––”

      “Boss, hey.” Tom frowned, holding up his hands. “I had nothing to do with this––

      “Bullshit! Get the hell out of here! You’re fucking fired! Now! I want you gone! You’d better go fast. Before I change my mind and have you shot in the alley outside––”

      Just then, an inhuman scream rose.

      An animal scream.

      A scream of death.

      It pierced through the space between Tom and Farlucci, pulling both of their eyes.

      That scream rose above the chanting and laughter and shouts of the crowd, sliding up and through all of it, even the music. It briefly shattered the foot-stomping drums, the screams for blood, the half-crazed yells and catcalls.

      It briefly broke through all of it. It slid through the ambient noise like butter, somehow silencing everything in its path.

      Inexplicably, before anyone knew what had happened…

      The entire arena fell silent.

      Tom fell silent with the rest of them, staring at the scene inside the walled cage.
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      Everything fucking hurt.

      Everything.

      He couldn’t rely on his body now. All he had was his mind.

      Nick knew who he was.

      Barely.

      Barely, he remembered who he was, how he got here.

      He had some awareness of his body, as an intellectual exercise.

      He felt his body moving, felt sensations of distance, motion, of pressure––

      Then the pain would rise.

      The pain would keen up and up, blotting everything else out.

      He’d lose his mind for a while.

      He’d lose himself.

      Then it would come back. It would come back, and he could study what was happening again. He could assess it, as if he were outside of himself altogether.

      In that same way, he had a memory of flying through the air.

      He watched it happen, the slow-moving strangeness of flying through space, of seeing dust motes coil and swirl past him as he displaced air, seeing drops of his own blood catching the stage lights in the ring, moving through the air in hyper-attenuated detail, leaving him like rats leaving a sinking ship.

      Then, briefly, everything would speed up.

      Nick’s back slammed into the cage wall.

      His body vibrated, sparking and bouncing against the organic panels.

      His mind left him…

      …but he clawed it back, fighting to think, to hold on to himself, even as he struggled to move, to catch himself with limbs that still wouldn’t work.

      He heard another something––probably another rib, although he hoped it wasn’t his collarbone––snap.

      Before he could fall back to the floor of the ring, the vampire with the blood-colored hair gripped Nick in his hands, lifting him up off the ground.

      The other vampire was having fun now.

      This was no longer hunter and prey.

      It was a cat playing with his food.

      Nick’s mind grew strangely clear.

      He got those clear moments, here and there.

      They made the pain worse, the awareness of his coming death worse… the memory of who and what he was letting down… but he clung to them mindlessly. He clung to those last vestiges of himself, of his mind, that survival instinct irrationally stubborn, unwilling to let him sink through into that other place.

      Nick knew how irrational that was.

      But he couldn’t control that any more than he could control what was happening to him. His body was starting to hurt more––enough that he suspected the drug was starting to wear off. That damned vampire constitution burned through most drugs whether he wanted it to or not. It made it hard to get drunk, almost impossible to knock a vampire out for more than fifteen or twenty minutes at a stretch.

      It made it hard to give a vampire painkillers effectively, at least without feeding them to him or her like candy.

      Maybe for the same reason, his mind remained distractingly, oddly, unnervingly clear. Maybe they even timed it that way on purpose––so he’d be there for the end.

      Brick would want his mind clear.

      That’s something Brick would do.

      He would want him to remember every instant of this.

      He’d want him aware of who was doing it to him––who was really doing it to him. Knowing Brick, he would see it as just punishment for Nick hurting his feelings, leaving the White Death the way he had.

      Anyway, Brick was never the type to glory in the quiet knowledge of his own accomplishments.

      He liked accolades, parades, fireworks… a formation of jets flashing overhead.

      Nick tried to comprehend his own body.

      He knew already that he moved too slow for most maneuvers. His limbs wouldn’t work right. He wasn’t fast to fight a human pro-fighter right now, much less a vampire.

      The drug wouldn’t wear off fast enough for anything his mind contemplated.

      He was pretty sure his wrist was broken.

      A lot of his ribs had snapped.

      He’d heard something in his left leg, and definitely at least a few bones in the same foot.

      Wynter was going to kill him.

      If he got out of this alive, Wynter was definitely going to kill him.

      Nick watched the red eyes of the vampire as it laughed up at him through the virtually-enhanced mask, which simulated snake’s fangs. He hissed in Nick’s face, and a virtual tongue flicked out at him, seeming to graze Nick’s lips.

      Serpent and wolf. That was a myth from somewhere, wasn’t it?

      Or maybe it was the alligator and the rabbit…

      The scarlet-haired vampire slammed him up against the wall again, cackling through the mask, hamming for the crowd. Nick glanced down, looking at himself where he hung from the chalk-white hands, noticing the other male wore nail polish that matched his mask and hair.

      That’s when Nick saw his wrist.

      It really was broken.

      Not just his wrist, his arm. His lower arm was broken, twisted, like splintered wood. It looked really fucked up.

      Gross, really. It looked really gross. The bone stuck out of it.

      It probably should have worried him, or at least made him sick, seeing all of that bone.

      Nick stared at it, though, frowning down at it, even as he remained aware of the laughing vampire in front of him.

      Nick imagined the vampire’s face behind that mask. In his mind’s eye, he saw the vampire’s mouth and lips and tongue as he laughed.

      His fangs would be extended, of course.

      Nick thought about that distantly though.

      His mind was clear, still, in the forward areas of his thoughts.

      Clear enough, desperate enough… suicidal enough… for one last Hail Mary.

      Everything in front of him grew clear, too. All of it moved in slow-motion.

      The vampire’s laughter came out in slow-motion.

      He formed words slowly, distorted by the mask.

      Nick saw the mask move, the sound coming out in slow––dizzyingly slow––syllables. The vowels and consonants came out like a horror dream, or maybe like an old cartoon, so slowly the sounds were distorted; Nick couldn’t understand anything the other vampire said, and he doubted that was because of the mask.

      He read a kind of fierce, disbelieving… psychotic, his mind muttered… joy in those scarlet, wet-blood eyes, in the laughter and smile behind the mask as his mouth moved in slow motion, as the vampire slowly lifted Nick higher, showing him to the crowd.

      The sounds, the visuals, all of it happened so…

      Slow.

      So… fucking… slow.

      The slowness dragged everything out, granting him time, but also making this fight, his own slow dismemberment, fucking interminable.

      He looked down at his arm.

      He had time to really look at it. He had time to examine the shape and size of the bone sticking out, the thickness, the sharpness of it.

      He watched blood drip down off it, beading and collecting before each drop fell. All of it happened slow, but he knew in real time, in other-time, it was happening fast.

      He was losing blood.

      He was losing all that blood Wynter fed him, and he was losing it fast.

      But the blood wasn’t what fascinated him.

      It was the bone.

      The bone was what interested him.

      The sharp, jagged edge of that bone, a strangely white piece of himself he didn’t normally see. It looked like he would have guessed bone would look. It looked different, too. From a certain perspective, it looked like stone. Like a stone arrow. Like a digging stick, something a prehistoric human might use.

      It looked like it would have dug good holes.

      He remembered a movie he saw when he was human. A creature with knives for arms, morphing, metal arms that stabbed and ripped, pulling apart his enemies.

      That had been cool.

      That had been really fucking cool––especially when Nick was young.

      He probably saw that movie ten times in the theater with his friends.

      He stared at the bone, fascinated, then at the vampire under him.

      The vampire held him by the throat.

      He wouldn’t snap Nick’s neck. Nick didn’t need to breathe, so being held that way was only uncomfortable, not really frightening.

      The psychotic vampire wouldn’t snap Nick’s spine.

      It would end the fight.

      It would disqualify him.

      Anyway, you couldn’t kill a vampire that way.

      You had to rip out his heart.

      Or cut off his head.

      Nick watched the vampire’s throat move as he talked behind the red, virtually-enhanced mask in slow motion, flames coiling off the semi-organic metal plates, turning him briefly from the serpent into a dragon.

      Nick looked at that long swath of chalk-white throat.

      His mind fixated on that long, moving, living, blood-filled throat.

      It didn’t really come through to him as an idea, per se.

      It just struck him as the most logical thing.

      It struck him as logical.

      Sane, really.

      His mind thought… Sure. Okay. That makes sense.

      It was the sane thing to do.

      Nick focused on his arm. He could move more now. More than he could when the drug first hit him in the cage. The timing had been damned precise, he had to give them that. Whoever kept trying to murder him, he had to give them props––they were good at it.

      They were better than most people who tried to kill him.

      But the drug was wearing off now.

      He could move now. He tested his unbroken leg, the hand that didn’t have the protruding bone.

      He could definitely move.

      He was out of time, though.

      He was definitely running out of time.

      And he’d promised Wynter.

      He couldn’t remember if he’d said it out loud, or even to her really, but he could definitely remember promising someone he’d come back to her.

      He could definitely remember promising that to someone.

      He had no idea how much time he had left to keep that promise, but it wasn’t much.

      It really, really wasn’t much.

      Summoning every ounce of strength he could feel, whether returning or whatever he had left, in that stubborn, survival-obsessed reserve that lived in the non-thinking parts of his mind, he swung that arm up and around––

      ––and jammed the protruding bone into the throat of the vampire holding him.

      That sharp bone slid in like butter.

      It slid in with a faint pop as he pierced the vampire’s skin, then another as it went through the other side.

      Silence.

      Nick hung there, those fingers gripping his throat, the bone of his arm inside the vampire’s throat.

      Then, in that long-feeling moment of silence while his limbs moved, even slower than the other male’s, he heard the male scream.

      He heard the beginnings of that scream.

      He saw the vampire’s eyes widen.

      He saw the other vampire look up, his eyes above the red mask widening so much they didn’t look real at all now.

      They looked fucking terrifying.

      Like some kind of screwed up Halloween mask.

      If he’d seen a face like that as a kid, Nick would’ve had nightmares.

      Nick saw the eyes change.

      Fear, disbelief, a terror of death––it began to shift, to twist.

      Nick saw the hatred begin to build in the silence, the unforgiving rage.

      He saw the danger in that look.

      Danger.

      Danger, Will Robinson––

      Gasping, Nick summoned even more of that strength, gritting his teeth as he twisted and ripped the bone of his arm, ripping it backwards and up with his waist, shoulders, his whole body as he threw his weight backwards, twisting inside the vampire’s grip––

      ––and tore out the vampire’s throat.

      He tore the whole fucking thing out.

      The screaming stopped.

      Slowly, Nick fell.

      He watched the vamp fall with him, fascinated by what he’d done to the other male’s throat, riveted by how strange it looked, how disturbingly, unrelentingly, unforgivably graphic it all was. He’d broken his spine. He’d basically decapitated him.

      He’d decapitated that red-haired vamp with the crazy eyes, using nothing but the bone in his arm.

      That was badass, in a way.

      It was also… pretty disgusting, actually.

      He hoped Wynter hadn’t seen that.

      He really, really hoped Wynter hadn’t seen him do that.

      That would probably really gross her out.

      She might not want to sleep with him after seeing that.

      Everything sped up at the end, just like it had before…

      …but when he landed, it hurt less. It hurt significantly less than it had the times before. There was still pain, but it was less pain. It was a lot less pain…

      Nick landed on his knees.

      As he did, the red-haired vampire crumpled in front of him.

      Blood slowly pooled out of the massive, ragged hole in his throat.

      The vampire stared up, and Nick watched its eyes change.

      He watched every increment as they turned from glass, bright-red marbles to cracked, clear crystals… then, even faster, to murky, milky clouds.

      In the end, they held no life at all.

      The silence that time was deafening.

      The silence that time didn’t end for what felt like a really long time.
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      He heard a human voice near his head. Female.

      She was talking. She was talking to someone on her headset.

      He couldn’t be sure if she was talking to him at first. Then he realized she was talking to someone else, someone on the other end of her headset. He could hear her, so she must be speaking aloud, not using sub-vocals or talking in virtual.

      He listened, and then he understood.

      Once he did, he fought to be silent.

      He fought to be silent once he understood her words.

      Once he understood, he knew who she was talking to.

      He knew.

      “Look,” the voice said, soft. “It’s not a good time. She wanted me to call you back. She told me to call you back––”

      Then a different person, a male with closely-cropped black hair, stood over him, holding a dark green tablet. The vampire doctor, or “tech,” as they called them––like Nick was more machine than person, like he was collection of parts to be hit with a wrench or a hammer––tapped some kind of sequence into the green tablet with long fingers.

      Whatever that sequence was, it instantly had the machine around Nick moving, rotating, gyrating, pieces spinning.

      Tendrils grasped hold of Nick’s leg, right around his broken femur. Before Nick could comprehend what was happening, what was likely coming––the machine seemed to wrench different parts of his body in different directions, stopping his breath in his chest.

      The pain blinded him, making him gasp.

      Then––it snapped the ends of his bone back into place.

      Nick couldn’t help it.

      He screamed.

      Kit glared at the medi-tech, eyes furious as she backed out of the room.

      She must have hit the mute on her headset, but she clamped her hand over the end of it anyway, hissing at the young male human.

      “Are you kidding me right now?” she snapped. “I’ve got his damned girlfriend on the phone and she’s freaking out––”

      “Get out of here,” Nick said, panting from the pain, not from needing air. “Get out of here, Kit… tell Wynter I’ll call her later…”

      “Yeah,” she said, turning her anger on him. “Because that’s going to work, asshole. Shut up, okay?” She glared at the tech. “Are you torturing him on purpose? Can’t you give him something for the pain? Something to knock him out, at least?”

      “I did,” the tech said, his voice patient, but entirely unapologetic. “Clearly you don’t understand how quickly vampire bones heal… or how fast they process drugs through their system, even heavy narcotics. I gave him a second dose, but I can’t wait for it. We need to put the bones back in place. Now. Or he’s going to be in a lot more pain later.”

      Kit frowned, opening her mouth, but the tech cut her off.

      “If you’re really his friend, you’ll leave me alone so I can work––”

      “Get out of here,” Nick growled, again aiming his words at Kit. “If you’re going to talk to her, get out of here. Now.”

      “Listen to your friend,” the tech advised. “The sooner I get this done, the better.”

      Kit scowled at both of them, but Nick saw her take in his words, right before she clicked her headset back on and retreated out of the room.

      “Hey. Yeah. Sorry.” A pause. “Yeah. The dickhead claims he gave him something for the pain. I guess they can’t wait to break his bones and re-set them, or his vampire super-healing crap will grow them together all screwy…”

      Nick grimaced, wanting to yell after her again, to tell her to stop saying things like that to Wynter. He completely lost his train of thought when the tech started working on his hip, again using the organic-metal brace-like tool that wrapped around his leg, squeezing hard and moving to align his bone into the right position.

      Nick screamed again.

      His back arched in agony, hurting his ribs, his spine… seemingly every damned bone in his body.

      When he fell back to the operating table, panting, he saw another person standing in the corner, on the opposite side of the room where Kit had been.

      Jordan winced when Nick met his gaze, his arms wrapped tightly around his chest. A grimace seemed permanently etched into his facial features.

      “Jesus, doc,” he said, looking away from Nick, seemingly with an effort. He aimed his grimace at the tech. “The kid’s not wrong. Can’t you do anything for him?”

      The tech gave him a hard look, but barely paused in what he was doing, tapping at the surface of the tablet with his fingers to adjust and maneuver the tool that was realigning Nick’s bones.

      Nick screamed again.

      That time when a different part of the machine manipulated his chest, moving his shattered ribs back into place.

      “We’re going to have to cut there,” the tech muttered. “You’ve got too many free-floating breaks in there. I think it’ll heal cleaner if we just remove some of the smaller parts, let them grow back, so you don’t end up with extra ribs that could cause problems with your other organs…”

      Nick was still panting, but he forced himself to nod.

      “Do it,” he said. “Do whatever you have to.”

      The tech nodded.

      Frowning, he glanced at the foot of Nick’s operating table, past the organic arms.

      “Can I kick out all these people?” he muttered.

      Nick followed his eyes, lifting his head slightly from the bench to see past his own body and the rotating organic arms… and flinched.

      A lot more than just Jordan and Kit had been watching this.

      Lara St. Maarten stood there, next to Malek, Charlie… not to mention his boss at the NYPD, James Morley. Nick stared around at the group clustered a few yards from the foot of the table in disbelief. The organic arms and tendrils were rotating again, though.

      Nick looked back up at the tech. He knew the question he’d asked before hadn’t been a real question, more an annoyed snark from a man just trying to do his job.

      Nick answered it anyway.

      “Yes,” he said, panting. “Yes, kick them all the fuck out of here.”

      He glanced over at the row of faces.

      The sheer number of them felt like a kind of assault, if only by stimulus overload. Jordan, Morley, Charlie Raider, Lara St. Maarten, Malek… not to mention Kit, who he could still hear out in the hallway, talking to Wynter.

      “He’s okay enough to throw me out of the room,” the tech-punk muttered into her headset. “So no, he’s probably not going to die…”

      Nick could hear the emotion in her voice, the shakiness there, despite the anger on the surface of her words. He wanted to beat the shit out of whoever put her on calling Wynter. He wanted to beat the shit out of whoever even let her in here.

      Kit shouldn’t be in here.

      She shouldn’t be anywhere near here, not right now.

      She played tough, but she really wasn’t much more than a damned kid.

      More than that, Nick knew a big softie when he met one. It was part of the reason he found himself acting like an overprotective asshole with her, at least when he didn’t restrain himself. Ring fighter or not, Kit wasn’t a hard person, or a jaded person, or even a particularly tough person. She was a tech geek. She was a barely-out-of-college tech geek smarty-pants who liked to pretend she was a lot more cynical than she was.

      It was part of why he liked her so much.

      He closed his eyes.

      When he did, he saw another face looking at him in that dark.

      That face was even younger than Kit’s.

      Curiosity shone in those silver-blue eyes.

      She walked up to him as the organic machine grabbed hold of shoulders, making him groan as it scanned his collarbone.

      Kid, get out of here, he told her. You can’t be in here––

      She leaned on the edge of the bed, smiling at him.

      It’s okay, she assured him. I’m not really here, Nick.

      At his confused look, she clarified, holding up a small hand,

      I mean, I’m here… but I’m not really there, where you are. You know what I mean? I’m at the school. Kellerman. I might come down with Ms. James tomorrow––

      “No,” he groaned aloud. “No. Don’t do that––”

      When Nick’s eyes flickered open he saw Jordan wince, that grimace still etched in his face, his muscular arms still folded over his boxer’s chest. He didn’t look away though, but continued to watch the tech work over Nick.

      You don’t have to talk out loud, Nick, Tai scolded him. Look at the tech. Look at your friends. No one can see me, Nick. No one. Just you.

      Nick followed her words with his eyes.

      He looked back at Jordan. From the direction of his eyes, the detective clearly didn’t see the little seer girl leaning on the metal table near Nick’s head.

      Neither did the tech standing over him, eyes concentrated as he worked with a stylus on a different, larger tablet than the one he’d been using before.

      She was right.

      No one was looking at her.

      Moreover, when his eyes were open, he couldn’t see her, either.

      He closed his eyes, returning to that dark.

      She was leaning on the table, so close she was practically touching his arm.

      No one was looking at her at all. He could see them all there, that time, even with his eyes closed. They all looked at him, at the machine manipulating his bones and flesh, at his face as his expression probably contorted in pain.

      They stared down at him, and he could feel their distress.

      They didn’t look at her.

      They didn’t hear her speak.

      They heard his groans and yells, but they didn’t hear her.

      “How?” he said. “How can I see you, if––”

      Just think at me, Nick. Her voice remained patient, but he noticed again her mouth didn’t move, her expression didn’t change. Try to relax, okay? I can hear you just fine. Just think at me. I’m not there, remember?

      He tried to make sense of that, couldn’t.

      He understood enough to try to relax, to not strain against the machine.

      What’s wrong with me? He thought it at her that time, but his body tensed all over, panic taking hold of his chest, making the pain worse, mixing it with a desire to break free, to run. What’s wrong with me?

      Nick… calm down. It’s okay. No one bad is around you. You’re safe, okay? Everyone is worried. Ms. St. Maarten has people there. They’re all mad, and worried about you. They won’t let anyone hurt you––

      Where’s Wynter?

      Wynter’s up here. With me.

      Nick fought to comprehend that, couldn’t.

      We’ll come tomorrow, she promised. Both of us.

      The girl’s voice grew even more calm, as serene as those pale, blue-white eyes.

      You’re just scared because of the drugs, Nick, she explained. The drugs that doctor gave you are kicking in. You’re not fully conscious now. It’s making you scared because of what happened before. The last time you were unconscious––

      How am I talking to you? If I’m unconscious, how am I talking to you?

      I’m in your mind, she answered at once, calm. It’s like me being inside your dreams with you. I can follow you into that other place, so we can still talk.

      She paused, as if letting him think about her words.

      Nick, she sent next. This is really important. Who did this to you? Do you know? Who drugged you before you went into that ring?

      Nick fought to think about that, to remember.

      He shouldn’t tell her.

      She was just a kid.

      Forget about that, Tai’s soft voice grew even more soothing. Forget about that, okay? Pretend I’m Ms. James. Tell Ms. James… Wynter… who did this to you. Tell her what happened, Nick. She’s really worried. She wants to know who did it, so they can’t do it again. You need to tell her, so she can help.

      Nick fought to think about that.

      Then, all at once, it came flooding back.

      He remembered––

      “That guy, Tom…” he blurted.

      He struggled to speak, to sit up.

      His words came out thick, mired in a liquid slurring.

      “Vampire.” He gasped the words. “Vampire venom. Someone dosed him. They dosed him, and he said something. Brick. Brick sent him––”

      Okay, that’s good, Nick. That’s really good. But you don’t have to speak out loud, okay? It’s making you more tired to talk out loud. Let the doctor fix your body. Just think it at me.

      Brick, Nick thought at her. Brick sent him there. He had him talk to me.

      Who’s Brick?

      Vampire. White Death. He was my sire…

      What’s a sire?

      Nick frowned, confused as to who he was talking to.

      How could she not know what a sire was?

      The vampire who made me. He fought to think, trying to explain, trying to find the words. He made me, a long time ago. I was in the White Death. They let me leave… but they were there tonight. That guy, Tom. He was working for them… probably without knowing he was. He was really dosed on vampire venom. Infiltrating them for Brick. Maybe the White Death is behind the vampire harvesting…

      Nick’s mind grew confused.

      The soft voice rose, calming him.

      It’s okay, she said. Just go slow. Think it through, Nick.

      I don’t know why they would do that, he admitted, thinking at her. I don’t know why they’d kill vampires. I don’t think Brick… Brick wouldn’t do that. He’s a racial supremacist. He wouldn’t kill vampires. Not like that. In war, yes. Traitors, yes. Threats to the White Death. But not like that. Not for money. Not to harvest––

      Would Brick kill you? the voice asked, patient.

      Nick struggled, fought to think about that.

      Would Brick kill him?

      He remembered his sire.

      He remembered the last time they’d spoken.

      He remembered how Brick reacted, when Nick told him he was leaving.

      No, he thought finally. Maybe. But I don’t think so. He’s weirdly… protective. Of me. He still sees me as his. As belonging to him. He sent Tom to warn me. What he said… it was a warning. He said there were three. Three of them. He said something about taking care of one… but there were three left.

      Three people? she asked. Three vampires? Three humans?

      Nick frowned, shook his head.

      I don’t know.

      Okay, she said. He saw her exhale, and then he saw her again. A small body, delicate features, black hair with streaks of green. She was leaning on the bed, fidgeting with one of her feet as she leaned her arms next to his body. Her silver-blue eyes shone like stars. So not Brick. What about Farlucci? Was he in on it?

      Nick fought to think about that.

      I don’t know, he sent. I don’t know.

      What do you think, Nick? You don’t have to know. Let your cop instincts talk to me. The vampire part of you. You don’t need evidence. Not for this. Just go on feel.

      Nick struggled to answer her, to decide what he thought.

      He fought to remember what he thought about Farlucci.

      He’d seen Farlucci before he went up to the pit.

      Farlucci had been making bets when Nick was ushered into his office.

      The human was wearing another of his retro suits, dark blue with a gold tie.

      He’d had a virtual portal open. A group of people were visible on the other side of the portal. From the images in the background, it looked like they were talking to Farlucci from the Las Vegas Protected Area. Farlucci had been betting on him––Nick. Farlucci had been betting Nick would win his match. He’d been betting crazy, ridiculous sums of money.

      He beamed when Nick walked in, introduced Nick all around.

      He’d joked with him, shaking his hand.

      He’d been happy he was there, confident––

      No. Nick was sure suddenly. It wasn’t Farlucci.

      You’re sure?

      Nick knew he had no right to be sure, but he was.

      It wasn’t him. Farlucci wasn’t in on it. I’d be willing to bet he didn’t know about Tom, either. Farlucci’s operation was infiltrated… by White Death. Maybe by other groups, too, but definitely by Brick and the White Death.

      Nick trailed, thinking.

      He added, sharper,

      Farlucci needs protection. If I’m right, he’s not safe. He’d definitely know something happened after that fight. He’d know I’d been drugged. Hell, anyone watching must have known… suspected, at least. Farlucci would be pissed. He’s a hot-head, and he thinks of his organization as his family. He’d know someone on his team was probably behind it…

      Nick found his thoughts coming faster now.

      They poured out of him, frictionless.

      …He might think it was Tom, given that I was with him all night. He might figure out Tom got bit by vampires, or maybe he would just think someone paid him off. Either way, Farlucci probably doesn’t know what he’s dealing with. He’s probably trying to figure out who infiltrated his organization right now, and who drugged me, not knowing about the vampire ring. If he gets too close to whoever’s behind this, they might kill him––

      Okay, the soft voice soothed. It’s okay, Nick. I’ll tell someone, okay? I’ll tell someone what you said… don’t worry.

      Nick felt a pulse of relief.

      Thank you. Thank you––

      You don’t think Brick would do this? the voice pressed. You said you don’t think it’s Farlucci. You also don’t think that vampire, your maker or whatever… you don’t think he’s killing vampires, Nick?

      Nick felt a faint pressure on his mind.

      It brought him out of the comfortable softness where his mind wanted to go.

      It lulled him in a different way, reassuring him it was better for them to talk.

      Tugging, pulling, coaxing him to answer…

      It made him want to answer her.

      He was tired. He was so fucking tired, but he really wanted to answer her.

      He wanted to help.

      I know you do, Nick, she sent, soft.

      How can I help? he thought at her. I don’t know anything. I told you everything––

      Who is killing vampires, Nick? the soft voice said. It moved through him like Wynter’s breath, a faint wind soothing and coaxing his thoughts into gentle eddies. Who is killing them? Who hired the people who took you from the club?

      Nick fought to think, to answer her.

      Let your mind go, the voice advised. Just let your mind go, Nick. You’re smart. You’re a cop. You know more than you realize. You know who took you…

      He tried to do as she said.

      He let his mind…

      Drift.

      As he did, his thoughts returned to that night.

      They returned to the club in Queens.

      His view of the club exploded around him, in technicolor.

      He saw all of it––heard and saw and smelled every detail. The thumping music. The neon-lit bar with the virtual dragon on top of the antique mirror. He’d barely tracked the dragon at the time, but he saw it in full, vibrant color now, flapping jeweled wings. He remembered faces, smiles, flashes of fangs. The smell of sweat, blood, alcohol. He remembered watching Kit, seeing her dance with that other female human, the one with the tattoo of a tree on her back, and the long, neon earrings that looked half-embedded in her skull.

      She never got a chance to ask Kit how things went with that girl that night.

      He remembered tracking every eye on the young tech-punk, every eye on Charlie, despite what he told himself about Charlie being old and experienced enough to take care of herself.

      He hadn’t paid enough attention to the eyes on him.

      Some part of him tracked those eyes, but he hadn’t focused on them at the time.

      He hadn’t paid enough attention.

      The bartender, he thought. Someone should talk to the bartender…

      What bartender?

      At the club. The fighter’s club. Vampire club. Queens. Someone should talk to him. He warned me. When I asked about the vampires, he warned me…

      Nick frowned.

      He stared off into the dark, seeing nothing now, not even those silvery-blue eyes. Something nagged at him in that dark, pulled at him.

      Something bothered him, but he couldn’t quite touch it.

      He remembered another smile, sharp fangs.

      He remembered a smirk.

      Tattoo.

      He remembered the tattoo––

      Tattoo? The voice sharpened slightly. What tattoo, Nick?

      He had a tattoo. Farlucci covered it up. He changed it in virtual. Brown mohawk. It looked like the Farlucci logo, but it wasn’t. I asked. I asked if the tattoo was real. I asked if he was White Death, but Farlucci said no…

      The voice grew confused. Who are you talking about?

      Vampire. Vampire fighter. That night. Before me. Early in the night. Fought the green mohawk. Green mohawk was winning, but the brown mohawk fucked him up. He fucked him up… ripped off his jaw. He fucked him up bad. He wore one of those racist tattoos. Weird thing for a vampire to wear. He put it off as some racial superiority thing, but I wonder…

      He trailed, lost somewhere in that thought.

      You wonder what? the voice prodded. What do you wonder, Nick?

      Nick frowned inside that dark, remembering the strange vampire.

      Remembering how he acted.

      How there was something off about him.

      Maybe he was new, Nick said. Maybe that’s why he was so angry. Maybe he was new.

      New? New at what? At fighting?

      Nick shook his head. No.

      New at what, Nick?

      At being a vampire, Nick said, his mind a bare murmur.

      There was a silence.

      Nick found himself thinking she was talking to someone.

      She was talking to someone else.

      That was okay. He could wait.

      He drifted.

      He drifted… waited.

      He didn’t know when everything went away.

      He didn’t know when he stopped remembering.

      Eventually, he sank further than she could go.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          

        

    

    







            She Played You

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      When he woke up next, Nick was in a different room.

      He couldn’t tell what he was lying on, but it didn’t hurt.

      Nothing hurt. His whole body was notable by its complete absence of pain.

      He still didn’t exactly feel good, though.

      He felt uneasy. His mind didn’t feel right. He wondered if some part of him knew the pain could come back at any minute… if his subconscious knew more than he knew. That animal part of him, the vampire part, knew when his life was in danger.

      The thought made his muscles tense.

      Immediately, he grew aware of restriction, of a lack of free movement in his limbs. Still, he sensed no immediate danger, just that fear, that uneasiness. He tried to relax, to assess his situation objectively, but that harder, more animal instinct in him resisted.

      It wanted to fight.

      Or flee.

      He told himself to calm the fuck down.

      He told himself his uneasiness was purely psychological, borne from memory, an after-effect of the pain, not a present danger.

      Maybe it wasn’t pain at all that he feared. Maybe it was some other memory that was causing him anxiety.

      He remembered the pain, so that stuck out in his mind, hovering loudly at the forefront. He remembered that pain with a clarity more intense than he remembered feeling it consciously at the time.

      He opened his eyes with an effort.

      Like with the pain, he expected another too-bright light, but this time, the light was friendly to vampire eyes, a low, orangish glow, almost like candlelight. Still cautious, he glanced around where he lay.

      It looked almost like he was in a bathtub.

      He floated, surrounded by orange glows, and had an image of himself in Wynter’s bathtub, surrounded by burning candles on the edge of the claw-footed tub. He imagined candles on all of her counters in that giant bathroom with the two goddamned sinks.

      He scowled.

      When he did, someone near him moved.

      He turned his head and eyes as quickly as the gel around him allowed. He found himself staring at a pair of eyes he knew, in a face he knew.

      He could only stare at her at first.

      He could only watch her look at him, her full lips mostly soft, just the tiniest bit tight in one corner.

      He wanted to kiss her there. He wanted to bite her there, too.

      He wanted to tell her to go away.

      He wanted to tell her to get the fuck out of here, to leave him here.

      He didn’t, though.

      Looking at her, all he could feel was relief.

      Her fingers reached out. She stroked the hair off his forehead. He watched her swallow, her eyes grow too bright.

      “I love you,” she said.

      Panic tightened his chest.

      If she noticed, she ignored it.

      “I’m also going to kill you, Nick…” she added, her voice as calm as when she’d said the other thing. “…If you ever do anything like that again.”

      He felt his jaw harden, but he didn’t look away from her face.

      “Well?” she said after a pause. “Are you going to lie to me? Promise it’ll never happen again? Tell me some bullshit about how you had no idea it would happen this time, that you never would have gone in, if you’d known?”

      Nick frowned.

      Staring up at her, he could only think of one thing he wanted to say.

      He knew he shouldn’t say it.

      He knew how insane it would sound.

      He didn’t care.

      He didn’t give a shit.

      “I want to tear out that fucking sink,” Nick said. His voice came out gruff. He cleared his throat, and it grew stronger. “I’ll do the work myself. I’ll pay for it.” Thinking, he added, “I’ll even put in a new one, if you want two. Or something else, if you don’t.”

      She blinked.

      Disbelief pooled in her jewel-like eyes, but Nick didn’t waver.

      He was fucking serious. He wanted her to know he was serious.

      Once she realized that, she covered her mouth with a hand, right as she burst into a laugh.

      “Wynter,” he said. “I said I’d pay for it––”

      “You are certifiable,” she said.

      “Probably,” he grumbled.

      He glanced down, trying to see his body for the first time.

      “Can I walk, though?” he muttered. “I can’t tell if I’m paralyzed, or just…” He fought to move his arm and hand, then a leg, managing to budge each only about an inch. “…restrained in some way.”

      “Restrained,” she said.

      When he glanced up, she was still smiling at him ruefully.

      “I called for the tech,” she added. “They should be coming.”

      Nick nodded, forcing himself to relax.

      He found himself remembering then.

      He remembered that voice in his head.

      Tai.

      Tai hacked his damned mind while he was high on vampire tranquilizers.

      “That damned kid…” he muttered.

      “What?”

      Nick looked up, scowling at her. “Tai. Where’s Tai? Did she come down here with you?”

      “Yes.” Wynter studied his eyes, puzzled now. “How did you know that?”

      “Where is she?” Nick growled. “Tai. Where is she now?”

      “With her brother––”

      When Nick cursed, struggling once more against the restraints, fighting to sit up, to yank himself out of the goo he was immersed in, Wynter leaned over him, pressing a palm down on his chest. She held him down, gripping his fingers with her other hand.

      “Hey… Nick. Calm down.”

      Her voice sounded puzzled, but he felt a twinge of alarm on her, so tangible it closed his eyes, forcing him to relax, if only to calm her down.

      “Hey.” Leaning down, she kissed his face, pressing her cheek to his, and he felt his muscles relax more, involuntarily that time. “Nick. What’s wrong? You look fine. Apart from the bruises on your chest and jaw… and the casts… you look almost like yourself. Tai wanted to see you. I thought it was okay, now that you were mostly yourself again.”

      “How long was I out? What time is it now?”

      He saw her gaze go inward.

      She checked the time in her headset, then focused back on him.

      “Six o’clock.” When he frowned, opening his mouth to ask, she answered before he could. “P.M., Nick. It’s the day after the fight. Right around sunset––”

      “You’ve been here all day? Her, too?”

      Her puzzlement intensified. “Yes. She came in the morning. She sat with you for about an hour. Then she left with her brother and Ms. St. Maarten––”

      “You shouldn’t have let her come down here,” he growled.

      She blinked at him in surprise.

      “Why not?” She sounded bewildered, and borderline offended now. “She wanted to see you. She was really upset, Nick. She knew what had happened to you. She showed up on my doorstep last night, and asked me to take her to see you. I didn’t feel right saying no, given what I knew she probably saw in her head when it happened. So I called her brother, and he met us at the station––”

      “You know what she is?”

      Her frown deepened. “Of course I know. You think St. Maarten didn’t tell me? She’s a hybrid. A psychic one, like me. Only St. Maarten said she can read vampires, too––”

      Nick grunted, fighting to get up again.

      Wynter pressed down on his chest, more urgently that time.

      “Nick. Calm down––”

      “She played you,” Nick growled, looking up to meet her gaze. “She played you, Wynter. Don’t you get that? That, or her brother did.”

      Wynter stared back at him.

      “Tai? That little girl?”

      “Yes,” he snapped.

      She studied his eyes, her stare unwavering.

      Then her lips turned in a harder frown.

      He expected her to be offended again, especially given his tone, but instead her voice grew brusque, businesslike.

      “Explain,” she said. “Explain what you mean, Nick. How did she play me?”

      He fought to get his arm free, then forced himself to relax when she pressed down more firmly on his chest.

      “You’re going to have to wait for them,” she said, her voice warning. “I have no idea how to get you out of that thing… so you might as well tell me what you meant, Nick.”

      Frustrated, and now hearing alarm bells going off all through his mind, he clenched his jaw. Thinking about Wynter’s words, he forced himself to lay back in the gelatin-like substance.

      “She interrogated me,” he said, blunt, staring up at her. “While I was high on whatever that vampire doc gave me. She asked me a bunch of questions… about who I thought set me up, about what I remembered about Farlucci, what I thought about Farlucci’s people, about the other fighters. She asked me about White Death…”

      Frowning, still thinking aloud, he added,

      “These weren’t little kid questions, Wynter. She either had someone standing right there, feeding these things to her, coaching her on what to say, or she’s had training. Highly specialized training. Infiltrator training… like the old-school seers. Like the military-trained seers from the war, the ones who fought for the Army of the Resurrected Fallen…”

      He trailed, remembering.

      He remembered what Tai asked him.

      He remembered Tom, and Tom’s message from Brick.

      “Fuck. She asked me about White Death,” he muttered. “About vampires I knew, back when I still ran with them––”

      “What was she looking for?” Wynter said. “What did she want to know?”

      Nick frowned, thinking about that, thinking about it specifically.

      He thought about what Tai asked, the answers he’d given.

      He thought about what she kept steering him back to.

      “The vampire ring,” he said, blunt. “She wanted to know who was behind the vampire ring. She grilled me on Farlucci, wanting to know if Farlucci was involved. She did the same about Brick. I told her I didn’t think it was either of them.”

      “Who’s Brick?” Wynter said.

      Nick glanced up at her, hesitating.

      That was definitely a longer conversation.

      “Just a vampire I knew,” he said. “From White Death.”

      When she frowned, clearly knowing he was hedging, Nick cut off what he saw forming in her eyes.

      “––It’s not important right now, Wynter. The part I told Tai had to do with Farlucci’s club. White Death had infiltrated them. That vampire I knew had infiltrated them. They’d enslaved one of Farlucci’s people, to act as their eyes and ears––”

      “But you don’t think this vampire was behind your being kidnapped at the club? Or you being nearly killed in the ring?” Wynter said, frowning.

      Nick shook his head. “No. Actually, I…” He hesitated, looking up at her, embarrassed for some reason. “…I think they were trying to protect me.”

      “White Death was trying to protect you?” Wynter said, still frowning.

      “Yeah,” Nick admitted, feeling the words like a confession. “Brick, anyway. I think Brick was trying to protect me. In his own twisted way.”

      He saw her jaw harden. He saw her wanting to ask him about it.

      He saw her really wanting to ask him about it––

      “Don’t worry about Brick, Wynter,” he said, trying to stop the look he saw building in her blue-green eyes. “Don’t freak out about that. Okay?”

      “How did he try to help you?” she said, her voice carefully neutral.

      “He exposed his plant… one of Farlucci’s people, the one he’d been feeding off of, the one he’d enthralled with his venom. He let me see the guy was compromised so he could use him to warn me––”

      “Which one?” she said, her voice sharper. “Which one of Farlucci’s people was he controlling?”

      “Tom. The guy who was acting as my handler for the fights. Tall. Fighter-type. I don’t think I’ve ever got a last name––”

      “Thomas Hernandez,” she said.

      Nick blinked, glancing up at her.

      Seeing her expression, he frowned.

      He knew what she was going to say even as she said it.

      “He’s dead, Nick,” she said. “They found him in one of the tunnels leading into the stadium. About an hour after your fight ended.”

      “How?”

      “Vampire,” she said at once. “He’d been drained almost entirely of blood. Whoever did it tore out his throat afterwards.”

      Nick grimaced.

      His mind had come full circle, though.

      He was thinking about Tai, about what he’d told Tai.

      “The bartender,” he muttered. He glanced up at Wynter. “And the guy with the mohawk. I gave her leads. Two of them.”

      “Tai? You gave Tai two leads?”

      Nick nodded. “Yes.”

      “Do you think there was anything to either of them?” she said. “Which one do you think would get her closer to the killers?”

      As she spoke, the door behind her opened.

      Nick couldn’t see it, but he heard it.

      It echoed through the soft room with the vampire-friendly lighting, shockingly loud after how quiet it had been when it was just him and Wynter. He listened to the footsteps as they crossed what sounded like a tile or linoleum floor.

      Before they reached him, he looked back up at her face.

      “The fighter,” Nick said. “The fighter with the mohawk. The one who fought the first night I went to the stadium. Tell Charlie to look for the vampire with the brown mohawk who tore off the guy’s jaw. She’ll know who I mean…”

      Wynter nodded, even as she took her hand off his chest, straightening to get out of the way of the three vampire techs who’d filed into the room, surrounding the bathtub-like container where Nick hung, suspended. He watched them look down at him, barely bothering to make eye contact with him before they started assessing the condition of his body.

      Nick saw one stealing surreptitious looks at Wynter, staring at her body and face like he’d never seen a fucking woman before.

      Another one, a younger one, stared at her even more openly, his eyes going from her face to her breasts then back to her face.

      “I can see you, you know,” Nick growled.

      All three techs looked down at him.

      The two who’d been staring at Wynter flinched.

      The older one had the grace to flush.

      The third tech, an older human with gray-streaked black hair, glanced at Wynter, then at the other two, as if he’d already guessed what Nick was talking about.

      “You keep looking at my girlfriend like that, I might feel the need to rip your arms out of their sockets when I get out of here––”

      “Nick,” Wynter snapped. “Shut up.”

      He turned, looking at her.

      Embarrassment mixed with annoyance when he growled, “Like you’re Miss Rational, all of a sudden––”

      “That’s not what I meant,” she cut in, the warning in her voice sharper. “I want them to get you out of this thing, Naoko. They’re not going to do that if you’re threatening people’s lives. So calm your psycho-paranoid vampire shit down and shut up. At least until they’ve signed your release papers. All right? Are you hearing me now?”

      Nick opened his mouth to argue.

      Then, thinking about her words, he shut it, scowling.

      The older medical tech, the human with the gray-streaked black hair, looked between them. Staring at Wynter, then at Nick, he blinked in what was almost shock.

      When Nick aimed his scowl up at him, the male human hid his smile with an effort, clearing his throat. He made his voice businesslike, like he hadn’t heard or seen anyone say or do anything since he’d walked through the door.

      “Well, Mr. Tanaka,” he said brightly. “How are you feeling? Are you ready to get out of this thing and back to your adoring fans?” He glanced down at computerized band on his own wrist, and the virtual readings it projected in the space above his arm. “I hear it was quite a fight. But given how you ended it, I can’t say I’m sorry to have missed it.”

      Wynter grunted.

      The tech smiled at her, adding to Nick,

      “I’m sure your loved ones appreciate that you did end it. From the shape you were in when they brought you in here, that was a hell of a finish––”

      “Yeah,” Wynter said, grunting again. She folded her arms. “That’s one way to put it.”

      Taking his eyes off Wynter with an effort, Nick looked up at the tech, making his voice as calm and polite as he could.

      “I feel fine, doc. Thank you for asking,” he said, ignoring Wynter’s involuntary snort. “––and thanks for everything your team did to bring me back.” He paused. “I’m ready to get out of here, though. So if my body is more or less working––”

      “It is,” the tech affirmed. “Your arm might take a few more days. You more or less pulverized it. Same with the ribs that are growing back. Your collarbone might hurt you a bit, too, at least until the main break grows back together.”

      Smiling faintly, he waggled a finger at Nick.

      “So no fighting, Mr. Tanaka,” he said. “Not for a few weeks, at least. Listen to your friend here, and go home. Confine your battles to who gets to choose the program on the network, and who gets which side of the couch…”

      Wynter smiled at that, as if she couldn’t help herself.

      Nick glanced at her, and smiled too, unable to stop himself either.

      His smile faded though, as he remembered what he and Wynter had been talking about before the techs walked through the door.

      He had to find that damned kid.

      He had to find her, before her brother or St. Maarten got her killed… or worse.

      Assuming they hadn’t done worse to her already.
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      Nick stretched his spine, his face tightening as he shoved his arm into a sleeve, pulling the shirt around his back and shoulders.

      He glanced at Wynter as he began buttoning up the front.

      She was pacing the small dressing room in front of him, watching him, her lips pursed.

      He interpreted her look less as annoyance or even criticism of what he was doing, and more an open assessment of him, and not only of his physical condition.

      He could also see her thinking, weighing some decision in her mind.

      He hadn’t figured out that part yet.

      It hit him again how new they were to one another still, how little he knew about her, about her background. He’d avoided asking her some things, mostly about her past relationships and her marriage, in particular––but that left a shitload of other things he knew next to nothing about and hadn’t had a chance to grill her on yet.

      He found himself wondering some of those things now.

      Again, he didn’t have time to ask her any of it.

      “You should go,” he said, tucking in his shirt and reaching for the ends of his belt to buckle it up. “Head back north on the next train. I’ll meet you up there when I––”

      She laughed.

      He turned, frowning faintly.

      Seeing the look forming on her face, he backed down, studying her eyes cautiously.

      “Wynter, I’m still a cop––”

      “So you’re going to contact your detective partners first thing, right? You’re going to call Damon? Detective Morley?” Wynter’s voice was openly derisive. “Sure you are, Nick.”

      “Wynter––”

      “You’re going after Tai. Don’t pretend you’re not.”

      Nick hesitated, and Wynter threw up her hands in frustration.

      “You need my help,” she snapped. “You need my help, Nick.”

      He frowned. He didn’t want to offend her.

      He couldn’t bring himself to lie to her, either.

      “Wynter, honestly? I don’t,” he said. “I don’t need your help. In fact, if I have to worry about how you’re doing, if you’re safe, it’s going to make everything about a hundred times harder… and slower… for me.”

      She glanced around, as if looking for witnesses.

      Then, her face now hardened in anger, she stepped right up to him, putting her face in his. She spoke so low, even he barely heard her.

      “I’m psychic,” she said.

      He blinked.

      “You’re going to talk to her first, right?” Wynter said next, without moving away from him, or raising the volume of her voice. “St. Maarten. You think she’s behind this… that she’s put Tai up to this in some way, or she’s using her as some kind of…” She motioned with a hand, disturbingly seer-like. “…Kid assassin. Right? Am I reading you right on this, Nick?”

      Nick gave her a disbelieving look.

      He couldn’t help it.

      He glanced at the door the way she had, then stepped closer to her.

      “We can’t talk about this here, Wynter––” he growled, low.

      “You need me, Nick,” she cut in, standing her ground. “You need me.”

      “St. Maarten knows about…” He glanced at the door again, then back at her, frowning. “…People like you.”

      “But she doesn’t know about me,” Wynter said, frowning. “No one does.”

      Nick gave her an openly skeptical look.

      Stepping back from her, he sat on the padded bench there, pulling over his anti-grav boots and shaking out his first sock. He began putting them on as he looked up at her again, simultaneously frustrated with her, worried about her, impressed that she’d followed his train of thought with such pin-point accuracy… and, for reasons he couldn’t even begin to explain to himself… a little turned on.

      “You can bet she does,” he said. “Her son knew. Remember? He recorded us, Wynter. At Kellerman.”

      She shook her head, once. “No. He didn’t record us. His friend did.”

      Nick gave her an exasperated look. “What difference does that––”

      “I got every single one of those recordings,” she said. “The originals. Before the police thought to search the dorms of her son’s friends. I erased them. Not just the tapes, Nick. The boys. Including St. Maarten’s son.”

      Nick froze.

      He sat on the bench, and his mind spun around her words.

      He was still fighting to think through what she’d said as he shoved his second foot into his second boot. Clicking the indentation by his ankle once he had his foot situated, he watched the semi-organic bands slide around the outside of the boot, locking the material so that it conformed exactly to his flesh.

      He rose to his feet, looking at her.

      Shaking his head, he frowned.

      “How do you know it’ll stick?” he said, blunt. “How do you know it did stick? She has her own… people. They could have interviewed her son, too. Noticed gaps.”

      She let out another outraged laugh.

      “Look, I didn’t tell you how to fight… maybe you shouldn’t try telling me my business with this.”

      “Your business?” He frowned at her openly that time. “What the hell is that supposed to mean, Wynter?”

      She folded her arms, her jaw hard. Looking at her, he realized this was it––this was the decision she’d been grappling with.

      She’d been trying to decide whether to tell him this.

      “You have training,” he growled. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      Realizing he’d said that too loud, he glanced around at the walls and scowled.

      “This isn’t my first rodeo, Nick,” she said, quiet. “I let her pet, Malek, handle things with St. Maarten’s ex-husband. I knew they’d notice gaps with him. I was careful with the son. Very careful. I know what I’m doing.”

      Nick’s voice rose, in spite of himself.

      “You don’t know who you’re playing with, with people like her,” he growled.

      “And you clearly don’t know who I am, if you think you need to tell me that,” she said, her voice quiet and calm, but holding a colder edge. “Maybe you shouldn’t assume you’re the only one who knows things, Nick… and remember I’ve lived like this for a long time. My whole life, in fact. I managed to do it completely on my own until recently, too.”

      Nick held her gaze.

      After a pause, he backed down.

      “You’re right,” he admitted. “I don’t know who you are. Not really. I definitely don’t know what you’re capable of… or what you know about any of this.”

      Still gauging her face, he picked up his coat, shouldering that on as well.

      “But now isn’t the time to test those limits, Wynter. If she doesn’t know about your… unusual abilities… that’s all the more reason we shouldn’t give her cause to ask that question. We shouldn’t be giving Malek more opportunities to check you out, either.”

      Pausing, he added,

      “I thought Malek knew about you. I don’t mean your blood… I mean what you can do. I thought Tai must know, too. I assumed they had to know. You seemed to know what they were, without me saying anything––”

      Wynter let out a low snort, folding her arms.

      Seeing the genuine anger on her face, he felt himself growing cautious again.

      “Wynter,” he said. “Don’t take it personally that I don’t want to put you in danger.”

      “But I’m supposed to just swallow it, when you do the same? You risk your life every chance you get, Nick––”

      “It’s my job,” he growled, a little harder. “I’m a vampire.”

      “So. What.”

      “So… I’m barely a legal fucking entity on my own,” he growled. “And I don’t need you. I can feed and read people on my own––”

      “Really? You’re going to go with that?” She lowered her voice back to that bare murmur. “What do you think my legal status would be, if anyone knew what the hell I was?”

      At Nick’s silence, her expression hardened more.

      “You need me, Nick. You can’t feed on St. Maarten. You can’t feed on any of her employees. You bring me there, they won’t think twice. They won’t look at me twice. They certainly won’t see me as a threat… or even as a person, really.”

      She added, her voice even more angry,

      “They’ll see me the way you do, Nick. As your girlfriend. As someone you’re protecting. Someone useless, who needs the big bad vampire to keep her safe. It’s the perfect cover.”

      He stared at her.

      He fought with her words, hearing the subtext there.

      There was a lot she wasn’t saying, but he could hear it all the same.

      “You’re mixed,” he said, low, staring at her. “You’re mixed. Right?”

      “I am. Technically.”

      “Technically? What the hell does that mean?”

      She shrugged, her eyes hard as glass.

      “You’d have to ask my father that, Nick.” Tilting her head back, she snapped her fingers, as if suddenly remembering something. Her mouth coiled in a mock frown. “Oh… wait. You can’t. You can’t ask him, Nick. He’s dead.”

      Nick’s eyes fought to see past the anger on her face.

      He could still feel her telling him something. Something she wasn’t saying.

      “Was he full?” he said finally.

      She hesitated, but only for a heartbeat. “Yes.”

      “You’re over a hundred years old?” he growled.

      He forgot to keep his voice down that time, too.

      Her jaw hardened as she glanced at the door.

      He followed her gaze to the door, then looked back at her.

      Refolding her arms, she simply stared back at him, her jaw hard.

      Looking her over, frowning back at her now, Nick felt his frustration worsening.

      “Fuck,” he said finally.

      She let out an annoyed laugh. “Yeah. Right?”

      Still thinking, he felt himself caving.

      Jesus. If she really was a seer… like much more of a seer, a real seer, than he’d let himself believe… then she wasn’t wrong.

      He could use her. He could really, really use her.

      Moreover, she was telling him more than that.

      She was telling him she was trained.

      As in, infiltrator-trained.

      Not all seers could exercise the kind of precision needed to erase a human mind, much less to do it in a way that another seer wouldn’t notice the gaps.

      He’d just gone from having a few hundred questions about his girlfriend to a few thousand questions about his girlfriend.

      But now wasn’t the time for that, either.

      “Fine,” he growled, motioning with his head towards the door. “Let’s go.”

      “Oh, gee… can I go with you, Nick?” she said, openly sarcastic. “Can I really? Really and for true? I wouldn’t want to get in the way or anything…”

      Growling at her, he smacked her ass. When she smacked him back, hitting him in the chest, he winced from the healing ribs there, then reached up to straighten his shirt collar under his coat as he began walking towards the door.

      She followed him, not saying a word, but he could practically feel the conflicted emotions on her: guilt for hitting him when he was injured, fury with him for not seeing her for what she was without her spelling it out, relief that he was letting her go with him, worry about him getting himself killed.

      As he picked up all of that, it occurred to him yet again.

      He shouldn’t feel so much on her.

      He really, really shouldn’t feel so much on her.

      Even if she was full-blooded seer, he shouldn’t feel so much.

      Clenching his jaw, he held the door for her, watching her walk through, watching her fume at him, still feeling every nuance of her fuming.

      He’d regret this.

      He fucking knew he’d regret it.

      But, like with most things Wynter, that door had already closed.
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      “Call her,” Nick said. “Put it on speaker. There’s a damned good chance she won’t even let us in the building. If she knows what Tai did, she might wonder if I remember it––”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      Nick heard the impatience in her voice, and glanced at her.

      “We might be too late,” Nick added. “To stop the kid.”

      Wynter gave him a harder look. “I know.”

      “You think we are. Too late?”

      She didn’t answer him, not directly.

      Instead she frowned, switching off the virtual display she’d just ignited on her headset before turning to him. “You should call,” she said. “Put it on speaker. I can try to read her while you talk to her. All I need is a voice––a direct line. She doesn’t even need to know I’m here.”

      Nick turned, staring at her.

      They were free to talk now, at least.

      He was driving his car, which he and Wynter had gotten out of the garage of his apartment building in Washington Heights.

      It was dark out, but he found he was still adjusting to the brightness of the holographic and other lights shining through his tinted windows. Those holographs ran liquid, colored patterns down the hood and windows of his dark green, 1970 Mercury Cougar Eliminator 428 Super Cobra Jet with the white racing stripes, confusing his sensitive eyes after so much time spent unconscious.

      “That hospital,” he said. “Who put me there?”

      Wynter glanced at him, disbelieving. “You’re only thinking to ask that now, Naoko?”

      “Just tell me, Wynter.”

      “St. Maarten,” she said, grunting and folding her arms. “Farlucci’s people were going to send you to an I.S.F. facility. She convinced him to let her handle it, that she could do better for you. Once he realized who she was, he let her.”

      “The facility where I was. Who runs it?”

      She gave him another flat look. “Who do you think, Nick? It’s one of their research hospitals. Archangel.”

      Nick nodded, but his jaw hardened. He stepped on the gas, pulling off the line of a red light as they descended from the northern part of the city towards midtown.

      “Call her,” Wynter said, nudging him. “We may not need to go there at all, if I can get a location from her, or one of the people in the room with her.”

      It was his turn to give her a disbelieving look. “You can do that?”

      “With a real-time audio-visual representation?” She snorted. “Yes, Nick. Easily. If she doesn’t use a scrambler for her vocals, it’ll be even easier.”

      “And the other people in the room––?”

      “I can jump from her to them. Again, assuming no one is shielding her, and she’s not doing anything to actively modify or scramble her thoughts or living light.”

      Nick stared at her. “Who the fuck are you?”

      Wynter snorted again, rolling her eyes.

      Still, something in her face altered at last. That harder anger he’d seen in her expression since their conversation in the recovery room finally perceptibly softened. She blew a few strands of color-streaked black hair out of her face, giving him a faint smile.

      “Just put her on the line, Nick. We can talk about the rest later, okay?”

      Still looking at her with more than a little incredulity, he nodded.

      Glancing out his window at the relatively light traffic on Columbus Avenue, he used a mental impulse to open a line on his headset. He used the same function to put the transmission on speaker, and to mute the background of the line on his end so that the person who picked up would only get his voice, not all the ambient noise in the car.

      Then he requested Lara St. Maarten’s private line.

      He didn’t expect her to be the one to pick up.

      He’d expected Veronica Racine, her assistant, or one of her other people.

      Therefore, he jumped a little when the image of Lara St. Maarten came up on the holographic projection.

      She spoke at once, her voice sharp, borderline impatient.

      “Yes, Detective Tanaka?” she said. “What can I do for you? I assumed you needed nothing more from me at this time, since you checked yourself out of the medical facilities a full day early.” She paused, then her voice rose a few degrees sharper. “…and why aren’t you at home right now? Relaxing? Recovering from nearly getting yourself killed for the second time in recent memory?”

      She paused meaningfully.

      “…Or better yet, why aren’t you on a train with Ms. James? Heading north for another week of well-deserved R&R?”

      Nick could practically hear Wynter’s mental editorializing on that last comment, but he didn’t look over, knowing St. Maarten might have the visuals on for her side, since he hadn’t explicitly blocked them, not of his face.

      He frowned instead at the woman on the line. As per usual, she looked perfectly coiffed, if strangely out of time. Her dark hair framed her face in a dated but flattering style, her razor-thin lips painted dark red below her green eyes.

      He decided not to beat around the bush.

      “Where’s Tai, Lara?” he said. “I need to talk to her. Now.”

      Those green eyes blinked.

      She stared at him, and from the look on her face, he found himself thinking he’d genuinely thrown her, at least a little. He wondered if some of it was him calling her Lara, which he’d never done before.

      “Where is she?” Nick growled. “I know you know. Just tell me where she is.”

      “Did you try to reach her via her headset?”

      “I did,” Nick said. “But I doubt you let her keep it on, Lara, while she’s doing a job for you. Especially the kind of job I suspect you and brother Mal have her on at the moment.”

      Nick glanced up in time to see a red light in the intersection ahead, and slammed on the brakes. He got the answer to his question about whether she had the visuals on for her half of the conversation when she pursed her lips.

      “You are driving right now?” she said, her voice a touch harder. “Where are you going, Naoko? I hope you aren’t coming here,” she added sourly. “I’m afraid I don’t have time to entertain tonight. I’ve got a fundraiser to attend, not to mention––”

      Nick cut her off.

      “Naw,” he said, drawling the word. “I was in the mood to share some blood with old friends, Lara. I thought I’d head to Queens. Visit a boxing buddy of mine. A vampire… a new vampire, I suspect. You might know him? His name’s Raphael Molony.”

      Nick paused, his jaw harder.

      “…Personally, I had to look that up. But if you follow the matches, he had a pretty gruesomely spectacular win, a few weeks back. The same night I fought my first match, as a matter of fact. He ripped the jaw off a vampire with green hair––”

      “I know who Raphael Molony is, Mr. Tanaka,” Lara said, her voice openly annoyed. “I strongly suggest you not go there right now.”

      “You had her hack me,” Nick growled. “You had her go into my mind and find that fucker, so you could send her after him. A little kid––”

      “Tailaya is hardly an ordinary child, Nick,” the woman said coolly. “As you very well know––”

      “So… what? You and her brother decided that makes it okay to recruit her into your little family of mercenaries? Turn her into some kind of operative? She’s not even a damned teenager yet––”

      “She wanted to help.” St. Maartan’s voice grew colder. “She asked if I would help her take care of this, Nick.”

      “So the fuck what?” he burst out angrily. “Who’s the adult here? The kid asks to go after murderers, and you just hand her a bullet-proof vest? Her own damned brother gives the okay for this? What is the matter with you people? Did you both attend the same school for sociopaths?”

      Lara St. Maarten sniffed, tilting her chin up and folding her arms. Nick glanced at the image of her in the virtual depiction, scowling as he drove.

      He hadn’t bothered to look at anything but her face before, but now, he could see that she hadn’t been lying about one thing.

      She did look like she was getting ready to go to a party.

      She wore a forest-green, low-cut dress that matched her eyes, dark green and brown eyeshadow that matched the dress, and that retro hairstyle of hers looked immaculate, with each curl delicately and precisely framing her angular face.

      She looked even more like some kind of old-school movie queen from hundreds of years before the Displacement.

      “She was worried about you, Naoko.” Lara St. Maarten exhaled, fingering one of those curls at her forehead. “She wanted to keep you safe. Why not let her do that? Why not simply step aside for this one, and let us handle this for you?”

      “Not gonna happen,” Nick growled.

      A frown came to that red-lipsticked mouth, right before her green eyes darted to her left, as if looking at someone who stood there. Nick saw the look in her eyes change, right before they shifted back to focus directly on Nick.

      “You’re not alone,” she said, her voice cold. “Who is there with you, Naoko?”

      Nick didn’t think.

      He terminated the communication.

      Frowning, he glanced at Wynter, and she glanced at him.

      “Malek?” he said after a pause.

      She hesitated, then nodded, once.

      Nick scowled.

      “He didn’t get a lock on me,” she said.

      “He didn’t need to,” Nick growled, glaring at her. “Who the fuck else would it be? With me? In my fucking car?” His scowl hardened. “They know you’re a hybrid, Wynter. They’ll have exactly one guess who was in my car with me, trying to read her––”

      “There’s no possible way he got enough off me for it to matter,” she broke in, raising a hand in reassurance. “Trust me. I felt him. I felt exactly what he was thinking. I’m good at playing helpless kitten in the space. I was scanning on multiple levels, and he only tagged me on the low-level one… the one he was supposed to hit. I deliberately make that one clumsy, and easy to spot. I knew there was some chance he was there.”

      Nick stared at her, again not able to hide his incredulity.

      Blowing at stray bangs, Wynter shrugged, squeezing her chest with her arms.

      “They’ll think I’ve got some low-grade psychic ability,” she said. “So what? A lot of hybrids do. They’ll think I’m an idiot for trying it with someone like St. Maarten. Especially since I’m already like ninety-percent sure that Malek knows I know what he is.”

      Nick clenched his jaw hard enough for his teeth to hurt.

      He was about to snap at her again, to remind her that this was exactly why he didn’t want her involved in his job or his cases with him, when he realized he hadn’t even asked her the most important thing.

      “Did you get it?” he said. “The location?”

      He glanced at her as he asked it, and her eyes met his.

      After a bare pause, her lips curved up in a sideways smile.

      Seeing the look there, he grunted, rolling his eyes in spite of himself.

      “Well, I hope it was worth it,” he grumbled. “Because if you think St. Maarten isn’t going to do everything in her power to figure out exactly how good you are with ‘the psychic shit,’ then you don’t know her at all.” He glared at her, gripping the antique steering wheel of his car with both hands. “…and I do mean, at all,” he added, sharper. “You know that asshole’s probably trying to track you this very second.”

      “Let him,” she said serenely, folding her arms and settling back in her seat.

      Nick turned, frowning at her. “Meaning what?”

      She gave Nick an impatient look that only made him want to yell at her more.

      “Leave the psychic stuff to me, okay?” she said, frowning back at him. “I know it goes against every single thing in your nature, Nick… but you’re just going to have to trust me. You’re going to have to take a deep breath, and accept that you can’t control any aspect of this. And you’re going to have to trust me to handle it.”

      He glared at her, his jaw still clenched.

      Turning back to stare out the windshield of the Cougar, he turned over her words.

      In the end, he had to admit defeat.

      “Where are we going?” he grumbled.

      She looked at him, frustration, bemusement and what might have been the slightest hint of hurt still visible in her eyes.

      In the end, she pointed at the intersection up ahead.

      “Turn there,” she said, her voice flat, stripped of inflection. “If you want to drive, we’re going to have to take the tunnel.”

      She glanced at him, and again he saw the hurt in her eyes.

      That time, it gutted him.

      That time, he had to fight not to reach for her, maybe to yank her into his lap. Maybe to kiss her, bite her, and/or spank her once she was there.

      Before he could go too far into that train of thought, she spoke again.

      “We’re going to Queens, Nick,” she said.

      Forcing his stare off her jewel-like, aqua blue-green eyes, he nodded.

      Without looking at her again, he wrenched the wheel to the left when he reached the intersection, cutting across traffic and hitting the accelerator when the light turned yellow. He straightened the Cougar out on Broadway, heading towards Columbus Circle by the park, and then east across town.

      He knew Wynter was right.

      He knew that he was in the wrong and she was right.

      He just hated it.

      He hated it on an irrational, animal-like, purely vampire level.

      That same part of him hated every single aspect of her being dragged into this. That part of Nick told him that Malek was hunting her already, that the fucker was dangerous, that St. Maarten was dangerous. That part of Nick was one hundred percent certain St. Maarten would find some way to drag Wynter into her collection of seer assassins, or whatever the fuck they were, if she had the slightest inkling of what Wynter could really do.

      At the same time, he knew he wouldn’t fight it.

      He knew he wouldn’t.

      Worse, he knew the reason he wouldn’t.

      It wasn’t solely because Wynter was an adult and he had no right to say shit.

      He might tell himself it was that, but it really wasn’t.

      The truth was, a different part of Nick wanted her along.

      That part screamed in his ear even louder than the part that wanted to dump her off at Grand Central Station on 42nd on his way to the Midtown Tunnel. That part of Nick wanted her with him, and had no interest in the fears and misgivings of the rest of him.

      That part of him was a selfish dick, in other words.

      He was still scowling, probably driving too fast down 59th towards Fifth Avenue, when Wynter reached out and slid her hand over his thigh.

      “Don’t say it,” Nick growled.

      “Say what?”

      “Don’t tell me to calm down. That it’s going to be okay.”

      “Okay,” she said agreeably.

      Nick glanced over and Wynter gave him a sideways smile, quirking an eyebrow at him. His eyes flickered over her face, taking in the sharp jaw, the lines of her high cheekbones and lips, the curve of her neck.

      Rearranging his hands on the steering wheel, he scowled harder.

      “Don’t tell the kid,” he grumbled next. He shifted from third down to second, pulling the Cougar into another hard left turn. “Don’t tell her what you can do. Any of it. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Wynter said, equally agreeably.

      “I mean it, Wynter.”

      “I know you do, Nick. I also know it reassures you weirdly to yell at me about things that you have absolutely no say in.”

      Nick glared at her.

      When he saw the smile on her lips, he grunted in spite of himself.

      He found himself snorting a laugh next, shaking his head.

      “Impossible,” he muttered. “You are completely impossible.”

      “Try dating you,” she retorted. “Or do you really want to get into what I had to watch via livestream two nights ago, Nick? I don’t just mean the fact that you decapitated another vampire with your broken arm… I mean all of it. Every. Damned. Minute. Every broken bone, Nick. Every time he threw you into that wall.”

      Grimacing as she seemed to be thinking about it again, she exhaled angrily.

      He glanced over to see her looking out the window, her feet curled under where she sat.

      “I would have loved to see you handle that,” she muttered, shaking her head. “I would have loved to see the video of you handling that, Nick… if it was me in that ring.”

      He frowned.

      For a few seconds, he considered answering, then thought better of it.

      As usual, she wasn’t wrong.

      Forcing himself to relax, to drop it, he focused on his driving instead, on getting the two of them across Manhattan as fast as he possibly could.

      He knew they were probably already too late.

      He knew there was a damned good chance they would get there, and not be able to do a damned thing to stop what St. Maarten had put in motion.
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      They were here. Wherever here was.

      They were at the place Wynter saw in St. Maarten’s mind before Malek forced them to sever the connection.

      Nick glanced at Wynter, who was following behind him, moving almost soundlessly.

      He was damned glad she’d turned out to be part-ninja, at least in the way she moved. He could honestly say he’d never come across a human who could move so silently, so completely inconspicuously on their own.

      Then again, she wasn’t really human, was she?

      Frowning at the thought, he looked her over in his coat, which he’d given her to wear over the dark red pants and pale cream shirt she wore. The pants looked almost black in the dark street, but the shirt was too visible, so he took off his coat and held it out to her.

      “You should wear this,” he said. “Over your clothes.”

      She was staring at him though, looking at his chest, and his waist.

      “You don’t have a gun,” she said, clearly realizing that for the first time. “Nick. Why didn’t we grab your gun when we were at your apartment?” She looked back at his car, which they’d just left parked in the shadows. “Do you have one in there?”

      He looked at her, frowning. “No.”

      “Why not?”

      “Why?” he said, exasperated. “I’m a vampire. Remember?”

      “So is this Raphael Molony guy,” she pointed out. “What good is being a vampire against another vampire? Especially when you’re injured? Especially when he’s another fighter?”

      “What good is a gun against a vampire?” Nick said back.

      At her silence, he scowled, holding his coat out to her a second time.

      “Just put it on. Please. I don’t give a fuck about Molony. I’m here for the kid.”

      Thinking about his words, she nodded slowly.

      “True,” she conceded. “Okay.”

      He could feel she was nervous. He could feel it even then.

      He could feel it even more now.

      Weirdly, it was easier for him to focus on her nervousness for him than it was to focus on his nervousness for her.

      Moreover, he agreed with her.

      He should have figured out some way to get his gun back.

      Truthfully, he wasn’t even sure where his gun was.

      As a Midnight, he only had one, and technically it belonged to the I.S.F. They could have confiscated it at any point over the last few weeks, but for some reason, they hadn’t. As for right now, there was a damned good chance it was at the fighting pit, or back at the precinct, assuming someone from Farlucci’s team turned it in after the fight, while Nick was in recovery.

      Clearly it hadn’t made it with him to the Archangel hospital in Harlem.

      He’d definitely been wearing it before the fight.

      Frowning about that now, he wondered if Molony even had anything to do with the vampire killings. Nick had more or less led Tai to him, but he had zero to go on, in terms of actual evidence. He hadn’t even been conscious when Tai pulled the identity of the vampire off him. At that point, Nick hadn’t even known the guy’s name.

      He had to hope Archangel and Tai were acting from that perspective, too.

      Meaning, he had to hope they’d obtain some actual evidence first––before they rushed in there and just blew the guy’s brains out, vampire or no. He had to hope they would at least make an attempt to verify that Molony was actually involved.

      Of course, in thinking all that, he’d forgotten something crucial.

      He’d forgotten something a seer told him long ago.

      Something that really would have been good to remember about now.

      That seer told him when you thought loudly enough about a seer––any seer who could actually read you, that is––you were more or less calling out their name in the psychic space. Most of the time, Nick hadn’t had to remember that.

      Most seers couldn’t read vampires, so it wasn’t an issue.

      Tai wasn’t most seers.

      Nick?

      Her soft, painfully young-sounding voice rose in Nick’s mind.

      Coming to a dead stop, he grimaced.

      Then, realizing what he’d done, he cursed under his breath.

      “Nick?” Wynter. A bare whisper. She touched his arm. “What’s wrong?”

      Not quite looking at her, he scowled.

      He wished he could use sign language with her. Instead, he pointed to his own head. At the same time, he answered the voice in his mind.

      Hey, kid, he thought at Tai. You out here?

      Nick… you shouldn’t be here.

      “Nick,” Wynter said, still whispering, only a tiny bit louder that time. “What is it? What’s happening?”

      Glancing at her, he pointed at his head a second time.

      “Tai,” he mouthed. “The kid.”

      Nick? Tai’s thoughts changed, now tinged with a faint color of alarm. Nick, did you bring Ms. James here? She sounded bewildered. Why would you do that? Why would you bring her out here? Aren’t you worried she’s going to get hurt?

      Yeah, Nick thought grimly. Yeah, kid. I’m worried she’s going to get hurt.

      Those weren’t the words he aimed at Tai, though.

      Without doing it consciously, he’d started compartmentalizing his thoughts, just like he’d been trained to do all those years ago, at the start of the seer wars.

      She was worried about you, Nick thought at Tai, still locking his more private thoughts in a different, quieter part of his mind.

      He gazed ahead through the dark with his vampire eyes, focusing on the small brick house in the shadow of a nearby warehouse. He looked for any hint of movement inside, any sense of which part of the one-story building they occupied.

      He saw lights on all over the building, shining through all the windows he could see.

      No shadows moved past them, no flickers or changes that might give him an indication of what part of the house they occupied, or even how many of them there might be.

      …Both of us are worried, kid, he added, moving cautiously forward again, feeling Wynter hugging the shadows behind him. Ms. James wanted to come with me. She wanted to make sure you were okay.

      Nick glanced at Wynter.

      She was watching him minutely.

      He could hear her heart beating inside her chest.

      Ms. James wants to take you back to school, Nick added to Tai. How about that? How about you come with us? Whoever you’ve got in there, I’m sure you’ve scared them plenty already––

      I can’t do that, Nick. I’m sorry. I can’t.

      Nick hesitated.

      He wasn’t sure he wanted the answer to his next question.

      Hey, kid–– he began.

      I haven’t killed him yet, Tai thought at him, matter of fact. They’re questioning him right now. They’re asking him about his brothers. They’re asking, and I’m reading him, but he’s pretty good at keeping me out. I’ve noticed you’ve been getting better at that too, Nick. Even right now, I can’t feel everything you’re thinking––

      Brothers? Nick cut in.

      The other two, Tai sent, her thoughts patient. Like your vampire friend said. Your sire. That’s what you called him, right? There’s three of them, Nick. Three brothers.

      Three brothers? Vampires? Are all three of them vampires, Tai?

      I don’t know. Maybe. He’s good at keeping me out––

      Get out of there, he thought at her, letting her feel his anger that time. Don’t do this. Whatever your brother told you, or Ms. St. Maarten––

      They didn’t tell me this, Nick. Tai sounded genuinely surprised. I wanted to do this. I wanted to help you. I wanted to keep you safe.

      Nick frowned, glancing at Wynter again.

      That’s sweet, kid. Really. It’s really sweet. But this isn’t right. You shouldn’t be doing this. Not for me. Not for anyone. This isn’t a path you want to walk down… believe me.

      He paused, but she didn’t answer.

      His jaw firming, Nick tried again.

      Anyway, whatever evidence you may think you have to the contrary, I really don’t need you to do this for me, Tai. Promise. I can take care of myself, okay?

      At her silence, he frowned again, wishing he had his damned gun.

      Why don’t you leave with Wynter? he thought at her next. I’ll stay with St. Maarten’s people. I can handle the vampires. Okay? Why don’t we do that?

      No, Nick. Tai sounded almost sad. No.

      Nick glanced at Wynter, fighting an impulse to grab her hand.

      Something in Tai’s tone that time worried him.

      Wynter was watching his face minutely, puzzlement and worry in her own face as she hovered by his hurt arm, the one still wrapped in a cast. Nick looked ahead of where they walked, focusing again on the one-story brick building sandwiched between two larger warehouses.

      Rapheal Molony had an address listed here.

      St. Maarten got it off Farlucci’s people, using Tai.

      And probably Malek.

      Nick… you shouldn’t be here, Tai thought at him again. She sounded frantic now. I don’t want to, but I’ll have to stop you, if you come any closer.

      Stop me? Nick glanced at Wynter. Are you threatening me, kid?

      Tai’s thoughts wavered.

      Nick could swear he saw her face in the dark behind his eyes.

      He saw tears in those silver-blue, ice-like eyes.

      Don’t make me stop you, Nick. Please.

      I could say the same to you, kid, Nick thought back. Would you really hurt me? When I’m here to help you? When I’m only here because I care about you?

      I won’t hurt you, she said. I’ll just stop you.

      In Nick’s mind, he saw her small jaw firm.

      He saw her fold her arms, staring at him stubbornly.

      Take Ms. James, Nick. Take her and go. I’ll come see you at her house when we’re done here. It’s too dangerous for you to stay here. I don’t mean the vampires. I mean Ms. St. Maarten’s people. She’s really mad that you’re here. They already have drones on you. I’m worried if you get any closer, they’ll hurt you, Nick.

      Feeling his mind pushing back, she burst out louder, more frustrated.

      I can handle this, Nick! GO! GO AWAY!

      Her thoughts were loud that time.

      Loud enough to hurt.

      Loud enough to make him physically wince.

      Loud enough to make him nervous.

      NICK! Her thoughts rippled through him that time, trembling something inside his skull, something that felt nearly physical. That time, they didn’t just hurt a little. They hurt a lot. They hurt enough that his chest clenched, even as he held his hands up to his ears in instinct.

      GO NICK! YOU NEED TO GO RIGHT NOW! TAKE MS. JAMES AND GO!

      Nick grimaced, pressing his hands harder against his ears.

      It didn’t do any good.

      She wasn’t in his ears.

      She was inside his head.

      He could feel the power there.

      He comprehended that power instinctively, without understanding it rationally in any way. It raised the hairs on his arms, the back of his neck, tensing his muscles, throwing him into fight or flight, even as it caused him to step closer to Wynter, like a wolf in front of its mate.

      He held his ground, though.

      Despite everything he felt, at a base, instinctive level, he held his ground, refusing to retreat from her mind, or even from her thoughts.

      When that psychic wind calmed, when that heat finished passing through him, he thought back at her, soft.

      What if I want to be here? he sent. What if I want to stay, to make sure you’re okay?

      There was a silence.

      Again, he saw those ice-blue eyes.

      Again, he saw tears in them.

      I’m okay, she thought at him. I’m okay, Nick.

      You’re not all right, he sent back. This isn’t right, kid. Nothing about this is right.

      I owe you, Nick. And this was my mistake. I did this.

      Your mistake? Nick frowned. How do you figure, kid?

      I let one of them go, she thought at him, shame and grief clouding her thoughts. In the warehouse. When they took you. I let one of them go… and now I think he was probably one of the three. I think he’s their leader. They wouldn’t have hurt you in that fight if I hadn’t let him go. I locked him in the freezer, but I should have killed him. Like the others…

      Nick’s mind spun around that.

      The warehouse.

      Of course.

      She was the operative Brick talked about, only Brick assumed she’d killed the third brother. She was the weapon Charlie told him about, too––the weapon that confused the cops, that the coroner couldn’t explain. Tai was that weapon. She’d done that to the two humans they found in the walk-in cooler in Queens.

      Listen to me, Nick sent. You need to hear me on this, Tai. None of this is your fault, okay? None of it. Not a single solitary speck of it. You’re just a kid, all right? Whatever you’ve done, it’s not your fault––

      I killed my parents, she burst out.

      Nick’s teeth clenched.

      He grappled with her words, with the intensity of emotion behind them. He barely noticed when he reached back, catching hold of Wynter’s hand with his. He squeezed her fingers, pulling her closer to him.

      You’re just a kid, Tai–– he began.

      It’s not Mal’s fault, she thought at him, louder again, loud enough to make him wince. I know you think it is, but it’s not. He’s been helping me, Nick. Him and Ms. St. Maarten. They’ve been helping me. They’ve been teaching me how to control it. I haven’t killed anyone on accident in ages––

      Just on purpose, Nick’s mind muttered. Just when they tell you to––

      It’s not his fault, Tai thought at him stubbornly. This isn’t Mal’s fault, Nick!

      Nick clenched his jaw.

      He forced himself not to answer, not to say what he really, really wanted to say to the kid.

      Truthfully, he was at a loss.

      There was no way he could get close enough to Tai to stop her.

      Tai herself aside, St. Maarten’s people would definitely get between him and whatever they were doing in there. They would definitely get between him and Tai. Nick had his doubts they’d kill him, at least not outright, but they wouldn’t need to. If Tai was right about the drones, a few good tranq darts to the torso, and they could dump him and Wynter off in his apartment and let them sleep it off.

      After all, who was he going to tell?

      Would he really go to Jordan with this? To Charlie?

      Would he ever even consider reporting her to I.S. Fucked? Drop an anonymous tip maybe, that a pre-teen, adorably cute nuclear bomb who happened to like cookies, hamburgers, and pink unicorns was walking around the New York and Northeastern Protected Areas, able to kill humans and vampires just by thinking at them really, really hard?

      He was about to try and talk to Tai again, when he sensed movement up ahead and froze, squeezing Wynter’s hand so that she froze with him.

      He stared out over the street, aiming his vampire eyes at the area past the one and only streetlight he could see that was actually working. A shadowy figure walked there. He was far away at first, so far Nick hadn’t yet heard him.

      Now that he found him with his eyes, he could see him, though.

      He held what looked like a bag of groceries in his arms.

      Nick glanced at Wynter.

      Looking at the cluster of trees alongside the road, he made a decision, and leaned towards her ear.

      “Wait here,” he murmured. He kissed her face. “Stay in the shadows. Please, honey. Don’t move. Stay out of sight.”

      She met his gaze when he drew back.

      Frowning, she seemed to be contemplating arguing with him for a second.

      Then she nodded, reluctant, her eyes sharp.

      Kissing her face again, he released her hand.

      Then, glancing ahead long enough to chart a course through the shadows, he ran.
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      Nick made his way down the rain-slicked street, staying out of the light.

      He moved fast, soundlessly, keeping to the shadows.

      His fangs extended before he was halfway there, but he kept his mind completely silent, using a skill-set he hadn’t had reason to use in over a hundred years.

      He already knew the man walking down the street in front of him was human.

      He stripped his thoughts because of Tai.

      He didn’t want Tai to stop him.

      The wind shifted, giving him a big whiff of the man’s scent.

      It re-confirmed his race, but he’d known well before that.

      He could see it in the way the human walked, in how he propelled his limbs and body down the street. Everything about him indicated he was making his way home––the groceries in his arms, his indifference to his own surroundings, his relaxed demeanor. His steps zig-zagged as he watched something on his headset, paying little attention to his exact course down an obviously-familiar road.

      Even so, Nick knew he must be using the infrared settings on his headset as he walked; he worried briefly about Wynter showing up in the male’s headset for the same reason…

      Then the human turned on a dim light, illuminating his steps with the visible light spectrum, and Nick relaxed.

      The human had just left the round glow of the last working streetlamp on this segment of street. Apparently, he wasn’t worried about anyone ambushing him down here, whoever he was.

      Nick was still heading his way as the human entered the pitch-black part of the street, now staring down at the segment of road illuminated by his headset.

      By then, Nick could see the size of him.

      The human wasn’t overly tall, but he was muscular.

      Moreover, while he might be slow for a vampire, for a human, he moved like a fighter.

      His steps were unusually graceful for a human, and he landed firmly on his heels, giving himself a solid center of gravity.

      None of that concerned Nick, of course.

      Seconds later, he was close enough to make out the man’s face, to really see his features.

      Once he did, he cursed. Silently, of course.

      Jesus.

      Yeah, he knew this fucker all right.

      He also now knew it hadn’t been Tom who infiltrated the boxing club, at least not for the gang of vampire harvesters. Tom might have been there for the White Death, and for Brick, but he wasn’t there to drain and kill vampires.

      The man coughed as Nick watched, his eyes showing him to definitely be watching something in his headset, likely in split-screen, which is probably why he wasn’t using his infrared settings. Instead, he used the visible light, his attention flickering back and forth between the virtual screen and his view of the street.

      He still held two bags of groceries, now carrying them at his sides using straps.

      Nick smelled chips, something syrupy and sugary that was probably soda, protein supplements, heated pizza squares, water, artificial chocolate, artificial meat––

      Blood.

      He smelled a lot of blood.

      At least one of those bags was filled entirely with blood bags. He had to have at least twenty in there. Enough for two vampires.

      Or one vampire who was holed up.

      Or one vampire who was injured, maybe.

      All of that flashed through Nick’s mind without him slowing his silent tread.

      He watched the human switch one of the bags to the other hand, and pat down his thick red hair in the misting, not-quite-rain air, pulling briefly on his own beard without losing the distant look in his eyes.

      Taking the second bag back with his free hand, he moved his arms without letting go of his grip on either, simulating punches as he walked without losing stride. He made the heavy bags swing from the motion of his fists, but didn’t drop or spill anything in them.

      He was watching the fights.

      Fucking perfect.

      That was just… perfect.

      Nick’s fangs were fully extended now.

      He didn’t make a sound as he slid lower to the ground in a stalking run, moving fast despite some lingering sluggishness, not to mention his arm, which was still wrapped in an organic cast, and his ribs and leg, which were as well. All of those things slowed him down, but this was a human, not a vampire.

      A human didn’t have a fucking chance against him.

      Moreover, Nick was hungry.

      His injuries made that hunger worse.

      The smell of all that blood made his hunger worse.

      Nick leapt once he was close enough, catching hold of the male’s throat in midair and landing heavily on his chest with his knees.

      He felt the wind leave the man’s body in a thick whoosh…

      Then the human was gasping under him in pain, eyes wide as he fought to breathe through his semi-collapsed lungs, groaning under the fingers clenched around his throat.

      Nick stared down at that face, and something in him snapped.

      Fury rose in him, hitting him with an intensity that was briefly hard to think through. Fury at what had been done to him.

      Fury about Wynter, about what she’d been through.

      Fury about Tai. Fury about what they’d done to Tai.

      Every instinct in his body and mind told him to rip out the human’s throat, maybe spit it out in his fucking face.

      He didn’t do that, though.

      Instead he bent down in a single swift motion, before the human had even figured out what was happening to him, much less what was about to happen.

      Ripping the human’s headset off with one hand, Nick flung it behind him, hearing it clatter lightly on the pavement. Before it came to a final resting spot, Nick had already bent down, and sank his fangs into the human’s thick chest.

      He bit him right through the thin T-shirt that covered his muscular upper body, injecting venom and drinking hard without thought.

      It was the first live feed he’d had in weeks.

      It felt a lot longer than that.

      Letting out a low groan, he drank harder, shifting his fingers from the throat to the male’s hair. He was hard, without fully acknowledging that either, and then he was injecting more venom, feeling the human grow soft under him, completely submissive.

      Nick kept drinking.

      He growled as he drank, but he barely heard it.

      A fog fell over his mind.

      He forgot why he was there, why he was doing this.

      He forgot Tai.

      He forgot Wynter…

      Then he didn’t.

      His mind flickered back, even as he felt the male under him starting to shift, to grow more faint. Nick made himself stop. He didn’t manage to do it gracefully. He didn’t manage to extract his fangs smoothly––he ripped them out of the human’s chest, taking a chunk of flesh with him as he did.

      He spit it out, wiping his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

      He was still growling faintly, kneeling astride the human’s chest.

      He fought to pull himself back, to control the heat that washed over him as the blood filled his veins. He stared down at the human’s face, meeting the blank, strangely awe-filled looked the human aimed up at Nick.

      Nick knew that look.

      He’d seen it hundreds… thousands… tens of thousands of times before.

      He’d seen it a lot over the years.

      Desire filled the human’s eyes, increasing as Nick watched. The male reached up, putting a thick hand on Nick’s crotch. Nick hadn’t asked him to do that. He doubted the human normally preferred males.

      He also didn’t take the hand off him.

      “Gabriel,” Nick said, his voice a low growl still. “Hello, Gabriel.”

      The human blinked up at him, dazed.

      Looking at him, feeling the weakness of the hand that wanted to massage his cock, Nick realized how close he’d come to killing him.

      He might have killed him yet.

      “Remember me, jackass?” Nick said.

      The human nodded, still staring up at him with adoring eyes.

      “You’re the White Wolf,” the male said, his voice an awe-filled whisper. “You’re the cop. The vampire cop…”

      The human’s eyes grew confused.

      Nick could feel the male’s free will battling with the venom.

      Feeling what was behind that, he grunted, pushing the other male’s hand off as he rose to his feet in a single, smooth motion, staring down at his prey.

      “You hate my guts, don’t you, Gabriel?” Nick said, as he watched the male look at him. “You tried to kill me.”

      The human nodded, swallowing. “Yes,” he whispered.

      “Why?” Nick growled.

      The red-haired human––the same human who had first taken Nick down to the pit below the fighting ring, the red-haired human who wished him luck along with everyone else, patting him on the back as he helped escort Nick up to the ring earlier that night––looked about to answer him.

      Before he could speak, much less pull himself off the pavement, another voice rose.

      “Why do you think, bloodsucker?” the voice hissed, coldly.

      Nick froze.

      Turning, he found himself staring at two faces.

      One of those, he’d never seen before in his life.

      The other one was his girlfriend, Wynter.
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      The snarl rose in Nick’s throat and chest without him willing it.

      He didn’t look at Wynter.

      He stared at the human who held her by the hair, fingers clenched in a fist where he’d wrenched her head back. He held a knife to her throat, a knife with a long edge, serrated at the thickest part of the blade.

      Nick didn’t know him.

      He’d never seen him before in his life.

      But that didn’t matter now.

      Nothing to do with the case, with who this fucker was, even with Tai, meant a damned thing to Nick in that moment. Nick’s eyes took in every detail of the knife, every millimeter of it, and where it pressed against Wynter’s pale throat.

      Then he met Wynter’s gaze.

      Seeming to see the meaning in his eyes, she shook her head, her eyes wide.

      At the same time, he could almost feel her taking him in.

      He wondered how much she’d seen of him with the red-haired human, Gabriel, who Nick had just now almost killed…

      He shoved that from his mind, too.

      She couldn’t push this guy for some reason.

      She couldn’t use her mental powers on him.

      “He’s a vampire,” Wynter blurted, as if seeing the calculation going through Nick’s mind on his face. “I think he’s not fully turned… but he’s a vampire.”

      The man holding her growled and snapped, gripping her hair even tighter in his fist.

      “Fuck you,” he hissed, leaning down into her face. “Blood-whore bitch. I saw you holding his hand. I saw you with him… disgusting whore…”

      The male turned, glaring at Nick, and that time, Nick saw it.

      His eyes were changing under the cheap contacts he wore.

      A human wouldn’t have seen it, but Nick could.

      Nick saw it clearly, even in the dark.

      He didn’t let himself look down at Wynter.

      He kept his attention focused solely on the newborn vampire. The vampire growled at him then, and Nick saw the fangs.

      He found he understood. Some of it, at least.

      “Did your brother do it?” he said. “Raphael? Was he the one who turned you?”

      Nick waited for the other male to answer him.

      He didn’t.

      “He’s new too, isn’t he?” Nick said. “Your brother. He’s new. That’s how it happened.” Nick’s eyes flickered over the newborn’s face. “Yeah, you’ve got newbie written all over you. So does your brother. I can’t believe I didn’t notice. He couldn’t help himself, could he? He started off just drinking some, here and there… right? He got too hungry.”

      “You don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about!” the other vampire hissed.

      Nick grunted, hands on his hips.

      “Don’t I? You sure about that kid?”

      He paused, gauging the other’s eyes, waiting to see if he’d say more.

      He didn’t.

      “How’d it happen?” Nick said, prodding him again. “You tried to keep him happy with blood bags, but it wasn’t enough? The fights weren’t enough? And you were there. Every night, you were there.”

      Nick jerked his head towards the red-headed human on the ground, giving Gabriel a bare glance. “Is he feeding on him yet?”

      Nick’s voice grew harder still, still charged from his feed.

      “Are you?” he said, colder. “Are you feeding on brother Gabriel yet?”

      Thinking about the other two names, he grunted.

      “What’s your name?” he said. “Uriel? Saraqael? Raguel? Or––”

      “Michael,” the other blurted, yanking harder on Wynter’s hair.

      “Of course,” Nick said, fighting not to roll his eyes. “Of course it is––”

      “Shut the fuck up!” the human snarled. “You don’t know shit! You don’t know anything! You’re a demon––”

      Nick’s lips quirked. “What does that make you… brother?”

      “You’re the reason I’m this way! They came there for you! They came to rescue you! My brother told me everything!” Still growling in the back of his throat, the vampire lowered his voice. “Those people came. They killed Melissa… and Felix. They locked me in the freezer. By the time Raphael found me, I was almost dead. He had no choice. He had to turn me––”

      “Sure he did.” Nick rolled his eyes for real that time. “I’m sure that’s what he told you, kid. He had to turn you. To save your life, right? He had no choice.”

      Nick grunted, still keeping his eyes carefully off Wynter’s face.

      “…That’s a sad tale, kid,” he added. “A sad, utterly bullshit tale, but hey, at least your brother and you can pal around for eternity now, right? Killing other vampires together? Pretending you’re doing God’s work?”

      A hiss came out of the young vampire’s lips.

      Fury rose in that pale face.

      Nick could feel it.

      It wasn’t all anger at him. The vampire wasn’t only reacting to him.

      He wasn’t even mostly reacting to him, not anymore.

      The fucker was smelling Wynter.

      He was smelling her and it was turning him on. He wanted to feed on her. He wanted to fuck her and feed on her, and he was some kind of religious weirdo who hated vampires, so he probably hadn’t even fully admitted to himself what was happening to him, or what he wanted, or even what he was now.

      In any case, Nick remembered being a newborn.

      He remembered what that was like.

      Michael wouldn’t be able to stop himself for long.

      Feeling the newborn starting to focus on her overtly, Nick sharpened his voice, trying to keep his attention on him.

      “So what now, ‘Michael’?” Nick said, his voice openly derisive.

      He moved as he spoke, closing the gap between himself and the two of them.

      He kept his movements predatory, a hunter’s walk, moving as vampire-like as he could.

      For the same reason, he punctuated his smooth strides with sharper, faster movements that would bring the newborn’s eyes and instincts back to him, put him into the category of threat to the newborn’s life. The goal was to keep Michael’s vampire lizard-brain off-balance. Nick added jerks and head movements when he felt the other’s awareness of Wynter return, keeping the vampire’s attention on him, yanking on every one of the vampire’s unconscious fear-threat triggers he could manage.

      “I’m guessing this creates a bit of a confusing mental quandary for you,” Nick said, continuing his graceful, occasionally sped-up movements, stalking closer to the other vampire. “I mean, harvesting vampires… that must be tough, when most of your family has joined the enemy clan.”

      Nick spoke louder, seeing the vampire’s eyes flicking back down towards Wynter’s exposed throat.

      “…That’s how it happened, isn’t it?” he said, sharper. “One got away. Or one had a mate. They found brother Raphael, and threw a wrench into your little family-owned business of murdering vamps for the cause. That’s how it went, right? But you were able to use that at first. After all, who else but a vampire could find you an almost unlimited number of other vamps? Especially after he got that contract, working for Farlucci. Right? Every fight night, he could use his fighter’s cred to offer jobs to poor, desperate vamps. Then he and Gabriel had an alibi at the rings, while you and your hirelings could scoop them up, one by one, drug them––”

      “We were performing a service,” the vampire hissed. “A service for the race!”

      “So why not let me kill you?” Nick said. “Or better yet… let the humans inside that house kill you. You know, the ones torturing your brother right now to get him to tell them where you and brother Gabe are. Why not let them kill you? They’re human…”

      The newborn was shaking his head.

      “No,” he growled.

      “You’ve gotta know you can’t fight this,” Nick said, frowning. “This won’t go away, brother. It’s kind of a permanent deal––”

      “Don’t fucking call me that,” Michael snarled. “My brothers are good men––”

      “Except the one that’s a vampire.” Nick held up his hands in mock apology. “And the one who just went to the vampire store to feed his two vampire brothers––”

      “Raphael has been atoning!” Michael snapped. “He atones! Every time he picks up a new shipment of you bloodsucking demons––”

      Nick laughed outright.

      “Right,” he said. “Sure. Because I didn’t see him at the fight club that night, ‘recruiting’ for your harvest while he drank fresh blood and tried to talk me into a threesome with a human woman he thought I was fucking––”

      “Shut up!” Michael snarled, yanking Wynter deeper into him. “Shut the fuck up! It was an act! He was acting––”

      “Sure he was.”

      When the other vampire only stood there, hissing at him, Nick rolled his eyes. Walking forward, he held out his hand.

      “Give me the knife, brother.”

      The vampire dragged Wynter backwards, hissing and growling at him louder.

      Nick couldn’t help but tense when he smelled a shock of hybrid blood.

      He looked down, and saw that the fucker had cut her with the knife.

      The smell filled his nose, making him light-headed.

      He’d never smelled her blood before.

      Not once.

      His fangs extended, even as he growled at the other male.

      “You lay a fucking finger on her, and your quest for redemption is over, brother,” Nick said. “I’ll kill you so fast, you won’t even have time to kiss your God goodbye before the guy from downstairs comes for you…”

      He could feel it, though.

      His words weren’t doing shit.

      They weren’t doing anything, not anymore.

      The newborn could smell Wynter’s blood.

      He could smell her hybrid blood, and it was driving him fucking insane. Nick felt it, even before the snarl rose in the other male’s throat and chest.

      Nick’s own throat erupted in a snarl.

      Panic exploded over him.

      He saw the newborn staring at Wynter alone now, at the trickle of blood running down her throat. Her skin looked oddly pale in the dark, contrasted with the blood, the heat of her veins. He could feel the newborn reacting. He could feel him losing control––

      “NO!” Nick held up a hand, shouting, fighting to get the newborn’s eyes back on him. “GODDAMN IT, NO! I swear to the fucking gods, IF YOU HURT HER––”

      The snarl once more erupted from the other’s chest.

      Nick saw it coming.

      He saw it even as he leapt, knowing he was already too late.

      The vampire dropped the knife, forgetting about it as he lowered his fangs.

      He sank his teeth into Wynter’s neck as Nick leapt, snarling. The snarl came out of a part of Nick’s chest he’d never felt before. So much kill-instinct flooded his limbs, veins, muscles, he struggled to think at all.

      He had to think, though.

      He had to.

      Even as he leapt, terror filled him.

      If he yanked the newborn off her the wrong way, he’d rip out Wynter’s throat.

      If he miscalculated the angle the other had his fangs in her, he’d kill her.

      He’d rip out his own goddamned girlfriend’s throat––

      All of that ran through his mind as he closed the distance between them.

      He ended up doing the only thing he could do.

      He grabbed Wynter along with the vampire, taking them both down to the ground by knocking the vampire off balance.

      He landed on the street on top of Wynter, the vampire’s fangs still attached to her throat. Snarling, he fought to see, to see the angle the teeth went in, so he could wrench them out. He didn’t have much time. He had to get him off her. He had to get the newborn off her before he took too much.

      Before he killed her.

      Before he killed Wynter.

      Frantic, Nick snarled, gripping the male newborn by the hair––

      He dropped his weight, pinning them both down. He stared at the newborn’s mouth, fighting to ignore his throat moving in long, urgent, satisfied swallows, staring at his teeth, trying to see the exact angle––

      When suddenly, the body under him when limp.

      Now just limp.

      It was like it… broke.

      Nick felt pieces of it breaking under his fingers and weight.

      He felt it, but knew he hadn’t done it.

      Shocked, half-disgusted, confused, Nick tried to climb off the body as it seemed to splinter under him. He stared down at the newborn’s face, and saw his features soften, blur… then slide, like he’d just had a stroke, or like a giant shot of Novocain just relaxed every muscle.

      It wasn’t just the muscles though.

      The bones… the very bones of his face seemed to dissolve.

      Nick froze, staring down at the male newborn he now held in his hands.

      The head lolled where he held him, his neck as soft as his face. His arms remained mostly firm, but his face and head looked disturbingly soft, like most of his skull had turned to jelly under the skin. The vampire had released Wynter, and she shrieked, fighting to get free of the newborn’s sprawling limbs.

      She yelled so loudly, Nick realized the newborn had cut off her air before, preventing her from making a sound while he fed.

      She was gasping now, struggling like a trapped animal.

      “Get him off me! Get him off me! GET HIM OFF ME, NICK!”

      “I’m trying!” His panicked voice mirrored hers, even as he gripped her hair in his hand, fighting to calm her down. “I’m trying! Hold still, baby! Please! Please, hold still!”

      She fought to do as he said, panting, her eyes wide with fear.

      Nick lifted the vampire’s head, gripping him tightly by his long, dirty-blond hair.

      He did it carefully once he realized the vamp’s fangs were still intact, still latched onto her throat. As soon as he could see the angle of the fangs, he pulled them carefully out of the holes in Wynter’s neck.

      The holes promptly bled, making him instantly hard.

      He let out an involuntary groan, closing his eyes, even as Wynter writhed out from under the now-dead newborn, clamping her hand over the wound in her neck. She was breathing hard, her breaths coming out in sharp whimpers, a sound that conveyed something between disbelief, anger and an intense flight instinct that unfortunately turned Nick on even more.

      He was still on the ground, kneeling over the brother who now lay there, his bones and flesh still feeling disconcertingly broken under Nick’s weight… when Nick’s mind finally caught up with the rest of it.

      Newborn Michael was dead.

      Nick stared down at him, at the milky eyes of the vampire.

      He grimaced at his face, at the jelly-like skull and flesh.

      Panting in some combination of vampire emotion, relief and confusion, he glided up to his feet. He moved fast enough, predatorily enough––vampire-like enough––that Wynter stepped back from him in reflex, without taking her hand off her throat.

      She stared at him, eyes wide.

      In those few seconds, she looked at him like she didn’t know him.

      He watched her eyes go from him, to the dead vampire in the street… to the red-haired human who Nick realized for the first time was also dead.

      Nick didn’t have to check Gabriel’s pulse to know that.

      He could smell it.

      He smelled dead.

      Watching his girlfriend look at the human he’d killed, clearly trying to absorb everything that had just happened, Nick knew. He knew without a shadow of a doubt.

      She’d seen him feeding on Gabriel.

      She’d seen him do it, and probably seen the human’s hand on his cock.

      His chest hardened, painfully that time.

      “Wynter––” he began, gruff.

      But he didn’t get any further than that.

      Another set of voices shattered the silence.

      “Hands up!” Several voices spoke at once. “HANDS UP! BACK AWAY FROM THE BODY! BACK AWAY FROM IT… NOW!”

      A male voice sharpened above the others.

      Harsh, authoritative.

      “Put your hands up right now! Both of you! Final warning!”

      Nick turned his head, right as lights seemed to come on all around them. Spotlights shone on them from the opposite side of the street, along with headlamps from military vehicles, flashlights, headset lights, hand-helds.

      The cavalry had arrived.

      Staring around at all the men and women in Archangel private-sec uniforms, Nick found he understood something else.

      He knew exactly how Michael had met his end.

      His eyes found her, even as the thought sank in.

      Those ice-blue and silver eyes met his as the little girl stepped forward, absurdly small, wearing a child’s version of the combat clothes worn by everyone else.

      Looking at her, Nick felt vaguely sick.

      When he glanced at Wynter, he saw her staring at the kid, too.

      He saw her stare at Tai, then at him, and he found himself wondering which of the two of them bothered her most.
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      When they led Nick into the penthouse, his was the first face Nick saw.

      Maybe that’s why.

      Maybe it was just because Nick saw him first.

      Either way, he didn’t think.

      Wrenching free of the hands holding him, he wound up and swung without a single speck of reason clouding any aspect of his judgment.

      He also didn’t feel any regret––not before, during, or after he’d done it.

      His fist connected with the seer’s jaw, lightning fast, snapping his head sideways even as Nick landed back on his feet, still in a fighting stance.

      He might have hit him again, but two voices rose behind him.

      One sounded angry.

      The other sounded afraid, and not for Malek.

      It was the second one that pulled Nick back.

      “NICK!” Wynter yelled. “STOP!”

      He froze.

      He heard Tai yell his name only in retrospect.

      The baby seer had already run for her brother, and when Nick froze at the sound of Wynter’s voice, she inserted herself between Nick and Malek, grabbing her brother around the waist and dragging him back, out of Nick’s immediate range.

      “Don’t, Nick!” she scolded him angrily. “He didn’t do anything!”

      Nick stood there, fighting back a snarl.

      He didn’t move, though, or try to get through Tai to get in another hit on Malek.

      By then, he’d already determined the source of Wynter’s fear. He saw the guns that had risen around him, aiming at his body, the laser targeting systems making a series of red dots over different parts of his torso.

      They wouldn’t kill him, not like that.

      Still, it would hurt like hell.

      Moreover, he couldn’t do that to Wynter.

      As it was, he had more to answer for in that area than he was really ready to deal with yet, mentally or emotionally.

      Tai glared at him at that, too.

      Turning her ice-blue eyes on Wynter, she glared at her next.

      “It’s your fault,” she snapped at Wynter, startling Nick enough that he jumped. “You wanted to come. You can’t be mad at him… you wanted to come. I heard you! I heard both of you! He wanted you to go to the train. He was right and you were wrong. You should have made him leave with you! He would have listened to you!”

      Wynter blinked at the little seer.

      From her expression, she was clearly as taken-aback as Nick.

      “No,” she said, after that blink, still staring at Tai. “He wouldn’t have, Tailaya.”

      “YES HE WOULD HAVE!” she shouted. “YOU DON’T KNOW ANYTHING!”

      “Tai,” Nick growled. “You can’t talk to her like that. And you’re wrong. She’s right and you’re wrong––”

      “You shut up!” she snapped, turning her angry, little-kid glare on him. “I told you to leave! I told you I’d handle it! I told you to trust me and leave!” She looked at Wynter, then back at him. “It’s both of your fault! Both of you! You wouldn’t listen to me when I told you to go! I  had everything under control! They would’ve never bothered you again!”

      She glared at Wynter again, her anger even more concentrated when it came to her school principal for some reason.

      “You should have made him leave.”

      Nick frowned at her.

      He and Wynter exchanged looks. Wynter’s eyebrow rose along with Nick’s, but neither of them spoke before turning their eyes back on Tai.

      “Don’t hit my brother again!” Tai snapped, glaring at Nick. “Don’t hit him again!”

      Nick held up his hands, flushing in spite of himself.

      “All right,” he said.

      “Promise!” Tai snapped. “Promise you won’t!”

      “I promise.” Nick glared at Malek, but crossed his fingers over his heart. “I won’t hit him again, Tai. I promise.”

      She stared up at him, her silver-blue eyes suddenly overly bright.

      She stared into Nick’s face, and he could only stare back, watching helplessly as tears ran down her face. She burst into a sob for real then, and released her brother, running from the room.

      Nick stood there, watching her go.

      When he heard a door slam in some other part of the penthouse, he turned his gaze on Malek.

      The seer stared back at him with his mismatched eyes, his expression wary.

      He looked afraid, Nick realized.

      He looked afraid of him.

      “I won’t hit you again,” Nick growled, holding up a hand in a seer’s peace gesture. “But I want to talk to you, asshole––”

      “Detective Tanaka!” Lara St. Maarten’s voice rose, shaking with anger. “You will be silent. You will be silent right now. Or I swear on my family’s name I will have them hit you with so many tranquilizer darts, you won’t wake up for a month… and you won’t remember your own damned name, when you do wake up…”

      Nick’s eyes and head swiveled.

      He stared at her, half in incredulity, focusing on her face where she stood at the top of the stairs, a few feet above all of them.

      He opened his mouth to speak, but again, Wynter spoke before he could.

      “Nick. Shut up.”

      When he turned, aiming his incredulous look at her, Wynter folded her arms, wincing from the bandage on her neck as she jerked her chin towards Lara St. Maarten.

      “She means it, Nick. She’ll do what she said. Can’t you see that?”

      Nick stared at her.

      He looked back at St. Maarten.

      Then he glanced around at the ring of black-clad private-sec soldier boys and girls who still had their guns aimed at him.

      Closing his mouth with a snap, Nick scowled.

      Stalking deliberately over to an empty piece of furniture on one side of the room, he sat down on the body-conforming chair, and propped his ankle on his knee.

      Sitting there, still scowling, ignoring the red laser dots still patterning the blood-spattered front of his shirt, he looked around at all of them, making a flourishing gesture with his hands and fingers, one that roughly translated as, Well?

      Lara St. Maarten reacted first.

      Exhaling in obvious anger, she turned to her private-sec people, waving them off with a hard, jerky motion of her hand.

      “Wait outside,” she told their leader, a male human who wore full riot gear. “I think he’ll behave. If not, you’ll hear from me.”

      She turned her glare back on Nick.

      “…Believe it.”

      Nick waited, watching as the black-clad mercs filed out of the penthouse living room, the same one he’d been brought into by St. Maarten’s private secretary, Veronica Racine, the first time he’d been allowed into Phoenix Tower.

      When the door clicked shut behind them, Ms. Lara St. Maarten exhaled, glancing at Malek, then motioning for Wynter to sit as well.

      Wynter’s jaw hardened.

      After a bare pause, she walked directly to Nick, and sat on the arm of the chair where he’d planted himself, close enough that he felt himself react at once. He knew that might have been her intention––maybe to calm him down, or maybe just to keep him from doing anything that might escalate tensions between the four of them more.

      Or maybe something altogether different.

      Maybe to make it clear where her loyalties lay.

      When he glanced up at her that time, she smiled at him. He just sat there, bewildered, when she took his hand, pulling it into her lap.

      Fighting not to think about the fact that he was still covered in the blood of the human he’d killed, not to mention Wynter’s, and that newborn vampire, Michael’s, he aimed his eyes at Malek and St. Maarten, who had seated themselves by then. They sat next to one another, but not as close as he and Wynter, filling up part of the same couch where Nick more or less first met them both.

      St. Maarten was looking between the two of them, frowning.

      She’d regained her composure, but Nick could see the frustration on her still.

      He distinctly got the impression her word “behave” more or less summed up how she saw this situation. Clearly, she wanted Nick as a pet, and wished she could find some way to train him better so he would just, well… behave.

      The silence stretched a few seconds more.

      Then St. Maarten exhaled again, folding her hands in her lap.

      She was still wearing the forest-green dress, Nick noted.

      “How was the fundraiser?” he said, his voice mockingly polite. “Did all the other rich people give generously to the poor orphans of… wherever?”

      Lara St. Maarten gave him a hard look.

      Then she aimed that look at Wynter.

      “You’re psychic,” she said, her voice as cold as her eyes. “You chose not to share that with me.”

      Nick’s fingers tightened on Wynter’s, almost unconsciously.

      “No,” he growled.

      His fangs extended along with his tightening fingers.

      Staring at St. Maarten, he shook his head, all of the sarcasm, humor and compromise stripped from his voice.

      “No,” he repeated.

      St. Maarten looked at him, exasperated.

      “Calm down, Detective,” she said. “I have no intention of kidnapping your hybrid girlfriend and shuttling her off to some black site so I can torture her into joining my secret squad of ‘master assassins,’…” She made air quotes, her voice openly angry, and sarcastic. “…or whatever it is you are telling yourself I do here.”

      “You’re using a kid… a kid… as an assassin,” Nick growled. “I’d say all bets are off on what I think you might be capable of, lady. Not to mention what sick shit I think you’d be willing to rationalize.”

      Before he could go on, Malek spoke up.

      “My sister was killing people on accident before Lara offered her help,” the seer growled. “Until Lara helped us to examine her gift… to understand it… Tai was suicidal. She was afraid to go outside… to talk to anyone. She tried to run away from me more than once. I had to find her each time, to convince her to come home with me…”

      Nick looked at him, eyes flat.

      He couldn’t help but notice the bruise that was already darkening on the seer’s jaw, or the swelling left by Nick’s fist.

      He still couldn’t bring himself to regret it.

      “You really want to sell me on the idea that turning her into an assassin was the only way to handle that?” Nick said, his voice cold. “You couldn’t have taught her to control it, and, say, not kill people with it?”

      “It doesn’t work like that, Detective,” St. Maarten said.

      Nick looked back at her. He renewed his grip on Wynter’s hand, still feeling too much of Laura St. Maarten’s attention on his girlfriend.

      “Enlighten me,” Nick said. “…Please.”

      Lara St. Maarten let out another annoyed exhale, but she had regained her composure almost in full by then, so her expression showed little. Fingering one of the artistically-placed curls on her forehead, she exhaled again, throwing back her head.

      “This is a longer conversation, detective,” she said, glancing at Malek with pursed lips. “But I suppose we owe you the bare minimum… since Tai more or less employed herself against those she felt to be threatening your life.”

      Hearing the not-so-subtle implication in her words, Nick felt his jaw harden.

      Even though Wynter squeezed his hand, warning him, Nick spoke anyway.

      “A guilt trip about my own life isn’t going to fix this,” he growled. “I never asked you to ‘deploy’ your little telekinetic murderer on my behalf––”

      “She’s not telekinetic.”

      Nick turned, staring at who’d spoken.

      It was Malek again.

      The tall, specter-like seer was looking at Nick with one of those penetrating seer stares, lips pursed, a faintly puzzled look lingering in the back of his mismatched eyes.

      “She’s not telekinetic, Detective,” Malek repeated.

      “Bullshit,” Nick said, grunting a humorless laugh. “Then what the fuck is she, if not telekinetic? Are you going to tell me she didn’t kill that newborn? Or the people who held me in that warehouse? She practically liquified them…”

      “She killed them,” Malek affirmed, matter of fact. “She isn’t telekinetic.” He glanced at Lara St. Maarten, then back at Nick. “…Not in the strictest sense.”

      That time, Wynter spoke up, inserting herself before Nick could.

      “Then what is she?” she said. “If not telekinetic, then how did she do that?”

      St. Maarten looked at Wynter.

      Something in her face gave Nick the distinct impression she was relieved to talk to anyone about this who wasn’t Nick.

      “There isn’t really a name for what she is––” she began, her voice curt.

      “It’s like what the detective said. She liquifies people,” Malek said, blunt.

      Nick saw St. Maarten flinch, right before she glanced at him. “Jack––” she began, warning.

      But the seer looked only at Nick.

      “She can’t throw people into walls. She can’t move objects really, not in the strictest sense. She’s not telekinetic––”

      “She’s moving something in them,” Nick growled.

      “Not exactly,” Malek said. “It’s more like she changes their vibration. All seers with the sight-ability can do that to a human’s or a seer’s aleimi, or living light. She can do it to their light in such a way that the vibration change in their light translates to their physical bodies.”

      There was a silence after he spoke.

      “It’s something about her own aleimi, of course,” he explained, still speaking in that patient, slow voice. “I don’t know how it works. Maybe it’s the same reason she can read you… vampires, I mean. She is highly attuned to even the most subtle frequencies of light. She is also, as a part of this, capable of vibrating at frequencies that cause other living lights to vibrate at that frequency with her. It doesn’t harm her, but it more or less…”

      He glanced at St. Maarten, a faint frown on his lips before he looked back at Nick.

      “…Liquifies them. If it goes on too long.”

      Wynter and Nick exchanged looks.

      Nick felt a little sick, in spite of himself.

      “It’s not only their brains,” Nick said, looking back at Malek. “I saw the coroner report on those two humans in the warehouse––”

      Malek was already nodding.

      “It starts with the brain,” he explained. “It starts there, because humans, like seers, have the most aleimic, or living light, around that brain. It moves to the other organs after that if she doesn’t stop… usually the heart next, then the intestines and stomach. It generally follows where the individual themselves has the most living light––”

      “How the hell does it kill vampires, then?” Nick said, frowning. “I thought we didn’t have aleimic light?”

      Malek aimed his stare back at him.

      After a pause, a faint smile lifted his narrow lips.

      “If you didn’t have living light, cousin,” he said, the barest tinge of humor in his words. “You wouldn’t be moving around. You wouldn’t be able to think––”

      “But I was told––”

      “Seers may have believed something like this at one point,” Malek cut in, his voice more warning. “But believe me… you have aleimic light. You would not exist if you did not. You might need to replenish the more dimensional aspects of that light… supplementing it in some way via the blood of other living beings, which is also a carrier of aleimic light. You may also vibrate at a frequency invisible to most seers. But you most certainly have it.”

      He paused, looking between Wynter and Nick.

      “Your aleimic light is quite entwined with your partner’s,” he added, focusing a beat longer on Wynter. “…It binds the two of you. Just as it would with two seers. Or a human and a seer. Or two humans, for that matter. She is quite unusual, really, in how compatible her light seems to be with yours. I have never seen that with a vampire and one of my kind before, truthfully… it is quite fascinating.”

      Nick frowned. He glanced up at Wynter, who quirked an eyebrow at him.

      Something in that look made him frown.

      Or maybe he was just remembering what she’d seen him do out on that street. Or the fact that he’d put her life in danger, in more than one way, by dragging her into his world, and into the awareness of people like Lara St. Maarten.

      Feeling his throat close briefly, he focused back on Malek with an effort.

      “So she… Tai… vibrates…” Nick began, still frowning. “But you can see it. You can see vampiric ‘light’ or whatever.”

      Malek didn’t remotely try to deny that, either.

      “Yes,” he said simply

      “And the kid’s not telekinetic. Just some kind of living, sonic weapon?”

      Malek nodded. “I have never seen any record documenting what Tailaya can do.” He paused, his voice growing more meaningful. “I have looked. Believe me. I think it is perhaps like her ability to read vampire minds… some kind of evolutionary adaptation. Unfortunately, this means that the few seer texts and training materials left behind when the seers left this dimension are more or less useless to me, in terms of trying to help her.”

      He looked at St. Maarten, then back at Nick.

      “Without Lara’s help, Tai would likely be dead.”

      Nick scowled, looking between them.

      When neither of them said more, his voice lowered to another growl.

      “I still don’t get how turning her into an assassin was your only option––”

      That time, St. Maarten spoke up.

      “She goes into this… frequency… of her own accord,” she said.

      Her voice remained a touch cold. Unlike Malek, who seemed more or less open to telling them everything now that they knew the basics about Tai, St. Maarten was clearly reluctant to be discussing this with them.

      “…She can’t help it, Detective,” the woman added. “If Tailaya goes too long without vibrating at that frequency, she begins to lose control over when and how she does it. Training her to use it at regular intervals… for purposes she believes are just, and useful to a greater cause––”

      Nick snorted openly at that, but St. Maarten only spoke louder.

      “––It has given her a sense of purpose, Detective. It has allowed her to control it, within reasonable parameters. Moreover, she has not had a single ‘accident’ in all the time since we have begun employing her for regular assignments. Her emotional anxiety has significantly lessened. She is able to do more…”

      St. Maarten glanced at Malek, then back at Nick.

      “…Kid-like things,” she continued icily. “Like attend school.”

      When Nick said nothing, she added,

      “You must realize… such a thing would have been impossible for her, even just a year ago. Even allowing her to leave the Cauldron was completely impossible until recently. She wouldn’t have permitted it, regardless of what we wanted for her. She would have been terrified she might hurt someone.”

      Her nose wrinkled in a kind of reluctant distaste.

      “Her newfound confidence to leave the Cauldron on her own is how she met you, Detective. Her isolation for so many years is why she’s grown so attached to you so quickly, we believe. She views you as part of her family now… nearly in a parental capacity. As such, she absolutely sees it as her responsibility to protect you. To keep you safe.”

      She said those last words with obvious distaste, too.

      Nick scowled faintly.

      He definitely got the impression St. Maarten had tried to get Tai to view her in that capacity and had failed. She must really be pissed Tai decided to project that need for an adult in her life onto a vampire who wasn’t good at taking orders.

      His mind kept turning over her actual words, though.

      They’d been keeping Tai in the Cauldron to keep her out of society. They’d been keeping her there on Tai’s insistence, to keep her away from anyone she might hurt, at least on accident, at least outside of self-defense.

      He’d nearly hit Malek for that, too, once upon a time.

      He’d definitely wanted to hit him, for raising that kid in the Cauldron––a little girl left alone far too often around a lot of desperate, hungry, criminal people. A little seer girl, who could have been abducted, raped or abused by anyone.

      Now he found himself thinking… grudgingly… that maybe he’d misjudged the male seer. At least in part.

      At least the fucker hadn’t left her.

      He’d stuck by his baby sister, even though she might easily have killed him on accident one day too, assuming Malek and St. Maarten were telling the truth.

      He was still fighting to think through this when Wynter spoke up, gripping his hand tighter in both of hers.

      “Isn’t there some other…” Wynter began, hesitant. “You know… less murder-y way for Tai to express that part of herself? To flex that… vibration? Or whatever it is?”

      Malek turned, aiming his eyes at her seriously.

      “We don’t know,” he said frankly.

      He leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs and looking between them, his voice matter-of-fact.

      “We’ve been trying other things,” he admitted. “Animals work… but they need to be of sufficient size, and as you know, living animals are quite rare these days. Killing them also upsets Tai quite a bit. She more or less refused to do it after the last one.”

      Glancing at Wynter, he added seriously,

      “…The problem is, Tai’s light seems to require interaction with another’s aleimic light to fully express. We’ve tried infusing inanimate objects with living light, in the hopes the destructive aspects of this vibration could be channeled in harmless ways. We’ve tried this with increasingly advanced organic machines. So far, this approach has not worked. We are not able to maintain a field of enough aleimic light… real, living light… for her to attain the same high levels of vibration and connection.”

      The seer hesitated, glancing between them, maybe trying to gauge their reactions.

      He added, “There’s an organic need component to this, much like any other biological drive. Being young, she cannot control this element to her condition. At the high point of her raising the vibration of her aleimic target… or subject, or partner, I guess you could say… she has a kind of…”

      He gave Nick an apologetic look.

      “…a release, I guess you could say. Her light goes into an abnormally high level of vibration, and that’s generally when she kills her subjects. This high level of vibration tends to liquify the organs of her hosts. She seems to need that release periodically. If she goes too long without this, it builds up, and she loses control over it.”

      Nick’s frown deepened.

      He exchanged looks with Wynter.

      Taking in the disturbed expression on her face, he gripped her hands tighter in the one of his she held between them.

      He looked at Malek then, and St. Maarten.

      Truthfully, he wasn’t sure what to say to that.

      “Did she really kill your parents?” he said finally.

      Malek winced.

      St. Maarten frowned, looking at Nick with borderline anger.

      Before she could saying anything though, Malek did.

      “She told you that?”

      Nick returned his eyes to the seer. “Yes,” he said.

      Malek exhaled, combing his fingers through his hair.

      He met Nick’s gaze.

      “It is strange she would tell you that, but yes, it’s the truth. She did kill them.” He glanced at Wynter, then back at Nick. “She was very young, Detective. She was a toddler, essentially. It wasn’t her fault––”

      “I get that,” Nick cut in. “I do.” He frowned, looking at St. Maarten, then back at Malek. “If you’ll pardon my saying it, she’s got to be fucked up from that, though. As in, seriously traumatized. There’s no possible way that wouldn’t cause her severe psychological problems. It might even be making it harder for her to control this thing she does––”

      “She loves you, Detective,” Malek broke in.

      Nick tensed, staring at him.

      He closed his mouth, before he’d even thought about why.

      “She never would have told that to you, if she didn’t,” Malek added. “She has… bonded to you in some way. Just as your mate has.” Sighing, he glanced at St. Maarten, then back at Nick. “I know I have fought this. I have fought it with both of you. But I no longer believe this is the best thing… for either of you. Especially not for her.”

      Nick stared at him.

      He let out a humorless laugh, unable to help himself.

      “What?” he said.

      “I’m asking you to be…” He hesitated, looking between Nick and Wynter. “…Kind to her, Detective. Both of you. I’m asking you to not push her out of your life.”

      His black and pale blue eyes focused on Nick.

      “…Especially you, Nick.”

      Nick blinked.

      The male seer had never called him that before. He’d never used his name. He’d rarely called him anything other than “Detective,” or “vampire.”

      “I know what she is,” Malek said, still studying his eyes. “But you’re right about her, too. She’s also just a girl. She’s a little girl who happens to have a terrible and powerful gift. For the first time since our parents died, she’s finally learning to have an almost…”

      He struggled with words.

      “…normal life. It might not be normal by most standards, but it’s better for her. It may not seem like it to you now, but it’s so, so much better for her now, Nick. And you are a part of that, whether you realize it or not.”

      Nick frowned, unable to quite think through the look in the other’s eyes.

      “We consult her about every job,” Malek added, clasping his hands between his knees. “We talk through the moral and ethical considerations with her… each and every time, Nick. It helps her if she thinks she’s only doing this to bad people, to people who would harm others… maybe even a lot of others. It helps her if she frames this as stopping the truly dangerous of this world… killers who would harm the weak and defenseless, those who need someone like Tai to protect them.”

      He hesitated, still studying Nick’s eyes, clearly looking for understanding.

      For empathy, maybe.

      “It helps her,” Malek said. “I know it seems wrong to you, but it really helps her, Nick. All of this, everything we’ve tried to do with her over these past few years, it’s allowed her to…”

      Again, he struggled for words.

      “…accept who she is. It’s why she’s so hurt you don’t approve, Nick. She really wants you to approve of her. She wants you to accept her, too.”

      Nick frowned, staring back at the seer.

      He understood what Malek was telling him.

      Truthfully, he had absolutely no idea what to say.
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      He stood with her in the lobby of Phoenix Tower.

      He paced, fighting not to look at her, not to think about what had just happened upstairs.

      Fighting not to think about the blood that still patterned his shirt.

      He watched her, anyway.

      He watched her follow him with her eyes, her stunning, blue-green eyes following him as he paced the gilded lobby of St. Maarten’s modern-day palace with its high, church-like ceilings and its phoenix-designed tile embedded with semi-precious stones.

      “Nick,” Wynter said finally.

      When he gave her a bare glance, she walked up to him, catching him by the arms.

      “Nick.” Her voice grew soft. “Calm down.”

      He shook his head, not quite pulling free of her, but tensing, avoiding her eyes. He stared down at the tile in the lobby, at the jade, topaz, sapphire, and opal stones that made up the phoenix’s feathers, the bright red eyes of the birds that coiled like dragons in each individual tile.

      He could feel Wynter staring at his face.

      He could practically feel her reading his face, his body, maybe even his fucked up vampire “light,” if what Malek had said was true. He was trying to figure out what to say to her, how to say it, when she spoke before he could.

      “You’re not coming back with me, are you?” she said.

      At that, he looked up.

      He met her gaze, and saw the understanding in her eyes.

      “No,” he said, exhaling in a human-like sigh. “No. I’m not.”

      “Because of what happened?” Her sharp jaw jutted when she clenched it, but still managed to look almost inhumanly delicate to him. “Because that vampire bit me?” Her voice grew colder. “Or because of what I saw? Because I saw you feed on that other man?”

      Nick felt his own jaw tighten.

      Still studying her face, he answered her, his voice blunt.

      “Both,” he said. “Either, Wynter. Pick one.”

      “You think I didn’t know you get turned on when you feed?” She gripped his arms tighter, staring at him. Her eyes were too bright, and Nick looked away, unable to hold her gaze. “You think I didn’t know that, Nick? Why the hell do you think I wanted you to bite me?”

      Nick shook his head, backing away from her, but she only reinforced her grip on him, forcing him to stop, or else wrench away from her––which he didn’t do.

      “I don’t mind that I got bit,” she said, her voice low, thicker now. “I mind that it wasn’t you, Nick.” Swallowing, she added, half-choking on the words, “I don’t mind that you bit that man… I mind that it wasn’t me.”

      He felt her frustration, her anger, but most of all, her grief.

      He felt her disappointment in him.

      “…Do you really not get that, Nick?” she said. “Really?”

      He made himself turn.

      He made himself look her in the face.

      “They know about you now,” he said. “I did that, Wynter. I did that… and then I almost got you killed. Tai was wrong. It wasn’t your fault. It was mine. I wanted you there. For my own selfish, fucked up reasons. And now St. Maarten knows about you. Archangel knows about you. If I’d never gone near you, if I’d left after the Kellerman thing, never called you––”

      “It’s too late for any of that!” she snapped. “You want to blame yourself? Fine. Blame yourself. Blame us. But what difference does any of it make now, Nick? Even if you stopped seeing me today, that wouldn’t reverse any of it––”

      “No,” he growled, staring at her. “No more, Wynter. No more saying the damage is done. The damage hasn’t even fucking begun… you know it’s true. Or you would know, if you were being the slightest bit honest with me or yourself.”

      Forcing his expression still, he stared right at her, his eyes and voice flat.

      “I will destroy you, Wynter,” he said, his voice cold. “I will fucking destroy you, if you let me… and you keep asking me to try.”

      She stared at him.

      Her shocking, blue-green eyes flickered between his, too bright, but holding a glimmer of anger now, too. She looked at him for what felt like a full minute.

      Then she released his arms. She released his jacket, stepping back.

      “You’re a coward,” she said. Her voice was colder than his, despite the tears in her eyes. “You’re a coward, Nick––”

      “I’m a vampire, Wynter,” he growled. Taking a step towards her, he let a denser, more animal-like snarl reach his voice. “When are you going to get that through your fucking head? When are you going to stop idealizing this… or pretending there can be anything but a terrible fucking ending for any of it?”

      Her eyes flinched.

      She stepped back briefly, but not far.

      Once she’d recovered, that frown returned to her full lips.

      “Coward,” she said. “Fucking coward, Nick.”

      Without another word, she turned on her heel.

      He watched her walk for the doors of the Phoenix Tower lobby, heading for the street. She walked fast, head high, but there was a vulnerability there too, one that gutted him once he let himself see it. Passing under the cathedral-like ceilings, she wrapped her arms around herself as if for warmth, and it seemed to take forever for her to reach those glass doors.

      He realized only then that the driverless, robo-taxi he’d called to bring her to the train station had pulled up to the curb outside.

      He watched her reach the end of that cavernous lobby.

      He watched her exit the tall, gilded doors out to the street.

      He watched her walk out into the sun.

      He watched her, and felt something in his chest try to crush itself.

      He felt it try, and wished desperately that this time, this time above all others…

      …it would finally succeed.
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      “GOT IT!” HE GRINNED, YANKING down on the old-fashioned, L-shaped handle after his hand-held lit up, confirming the meaning of the loud click he’d heard when the electronic combination clicked into place.

      Yanking open the safe’s thick door, he glanced back at the woman who knelt on the floor next to a man in a hyper-modern virtually-enhanced suit. Despite the man’s dead-eyed stare up at the ceiling, his suit flickered with distracting and disjointed lights, flickering in the dim space of the corner office on the eighty-eighth floor.

      “You got it?” he asked her, looking back towards the contents of the safe.

      “Working on it,” she muttered, without looking up from where the machine she held hovered over the face of the man on the floor.

      Her metallic silver braids were pulled out of her face in a long ponytail, making her face look more severe than usual. He couldn’t help smiling at the intensity in her dark brown eyes as she stared down at the body below her.

      He watched her run the scanner over his face, then the length of his torso.

      “Don’t forget the blood sample. Or the fingerprints,” he reminded her.

      She gave him a flat look, one that was openly annoyed.

      “Really, husband?” she said.

      When he grinned at her, she jerked her chin towards the safe.

      “Look for the damned thing, will you?” she said. “We need to get the hell out of here.”

      “We’re good, baby… we’re good,” he assured her, checking his timepiece. “Four and a half minutes ahead of schedule.”

      “We’re not past the anti-terrorism measures on the ground floor,” she reminded him. “Those damned things will be switched on by now––”

      “Don’t worry, baby. Don’t worry,” he assured her.

      He’d turned back to the safe, and began pulling out the contents.

      The sheer variety was something.

      Paper documents from before the war. He whistled a little under his breath when he saw the names on some of the original stocks and deeds represented by some of those papers. He even saw a small stack of Archangel stock, which was probably worth more than this whole damned building, all on its own.

      “Did you find it?” she said, still focused down on the man’s body.

      “The jackpot, honey––”

      “But did you find it?” she said, emphasizing the last word. “They won’t pay us the rest, if we don’t get what we came for. I’m doing my half of it. We need yours to get the full payout. Their contact made it pretty clear that was the part they cared about.”

      “Don’t worry, baby,” he said, pulling out a black box that sat in the back of the safe cavity, under all the papers. “It’s here. It has to be.”

      He brought the locked box over to the modern, semi-organic desk.

      Like the man’s suit, it flickered with internal life, sparking up and down its legs and the enormous, flat, living monitor that made up its flat table surface. The whole thing was pale green, almost like it was part plant, or maybe just survived off photosynthesis like a tree.

      He examined the box, on the top of that desk, and frowned.

      After a few seconds, he picked it up, bringing it over to his partner, and the body she crouched beside.

      “I think I need his fingerprints to open this thing,” he explained when she looked up. “See if any of them work on the pad.”

      Glancing up at him, she frowned faintly, then nodded, stopping her scanning long enough to take the box from him.

      Going back and forth on which hand to use, she glanced up at him.

      He knew her well enough to know what she was asking him.

      “Is this one right-handed?” he said.

      “Left,” she said, prompt. “He said left for this one, right?”

      “I think so.”

      Getting up from the carpet, she walked around to the other side of the body and knelt by the left hand. He followed her, crouching down beside her.

      Looking at the organic indentation on the front of the box, he could see her trying to decide which finger. He understood her caution, and appreciated it.

      Some of these lock-boxes had defense mechanisms. Get the wrong finger, and they shut down altogether. Then you needed specialized equipment to get them open––equipment he and his lady hadn’t brought with them for this job. They hadn’t forgotten. They discussed it, then decided they didn’t want the extra weight in case they had to leave down the outside of the building to avoid the worst of the counter-measures.

      That equipment was too expensive to buy for just one job, anyway.

      It was definitely too expensive to leave behind.

      For the same reasons, they didn’t have it back at the garage, either.

      They’d have to hope the client had it.

      They’d have to hope he wouldn’t be a dick about it, if he didn’t.

      “What if we try the thumb?” she suggested. “The pad looks too big to be for one of his other fingers.”

      He nodded, agreeing with her.

      He slid closer, so he could maneuver the hand while she held the box.

      Picking up the human’s dead fingers, he positioned the thumb over the indentation on the organic-metal box she held in both hands. Double-checking that he had it lined up right, he hesitated, glancing at his partner, who was watching everything he was doing minutely.

      “Look right to you?” he said.

      She nodded. “It looks good.”

      “Well,” he said, exhaling. “Here goes nothing.”

      He pressed the thumb onto the pad.

      Veins in the box lit up, green and blue at first, as they scanned the dead man’s thumb.

      The thief grinned, glancing at the woman holding the box.

      “It’s working!” he said gleefully. “They don’t do shit when you have the wrong finger––”

      Even as he said it, the lights on the box changed.

      The colors shifted.

      They went from blue and green to yellow… then to orange.

      Then to red.

      “What the fuck?” he said, frowning down at it. “Could it know he’s dead?”

      He glanced at the woman’s dark brown eyes, those beautiful brown eyes he could get lost in, even in the middle of a job…

      But she never got a chance to answer.
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      THE COP LEFT THE LIGHTS ON top of his black and white flashing as he got out of the car.

      He saw the revolving glass door at the front of the office building in front of him spin open, ejecting a security guard out the front of the building. An older latino man, the guard huffed a little as he made his way quickly across the decorative garden leading into the office park and towards the three main buildings making up the complex.

      “Hey!” the cop called out. “You get a breach alarm?”

      “That was us,” the guard confirmed, still a little out of breath. “The eighty-eighth floor. The executive suites––”

      “Okay, we’ve got backup coming,” the cop said, sending a signal through his headset. “Is anyone up there? Anyone working this late?”

      The guard nodded. “Mr. Silverton is here. He’s up in his office––”

      “Silverton?” The cop’s eyebrows went up. “Abe Silverton?”

      The guard nodded. “He always works late nights before a big product launch.”

      The cop nodded, but transmitted the information through his headset even as he spoke to the other man.

      “You tried to reach him up there?” the cop said. “To get him out?”

      The guard nodded, his expression impatient now.

      “Of course. I called him first. He didn’t pick up. That’s when I hit the alarm, and notified building security of the breach.” His voice grew a touch sharper. “That was fifteen minutes ago.”

      Hearing the reproach there, the cop chose to ignore it.

      “All right,” he said. “Show me the surveillance you’ve got on––”

      Before he could finish, an explosion shook the ground under his feet.

      He and the security guard dropped.

      The way the other man moved, the cop couldn’t help thinking he’d probably seen some combat at one point too, despite the weight he’d gained in the time since, and how bad his breathing sounded.

      Both of them moved fast, in pure reflex, their knees bending as they covered their heads, the cop gripping his uniform hat as he looked up, staring in the direction of the sound.

      The security guard stared up with him.

      An expanding mushroom cloud of fire lit up the night sky.

      The cop watched it blow out the side of the building, almost like the whole thing unfolded in slow motion. Glass blew out with it, debris, raining down the side of the building, coming seemingly from the very top floor of the ninety-odd story building.

      “MOVE!” the cop shouted, waving a hand towards the building as he shouted over the deafening sound. “GET OUT OF THE WAY!”

      He and the guard sprinted for the eaves of the building.

      The cop couldn’t help noticing the other man moved a hell of a lot faster going that direction. They got under the protection of the building’s eaves and by then the cop heard sirens, along with the buzz of drones as they got called over by the blast.

      Standing in an alcove of reinforced organic beams and transparent panes, he gaped up, seeing the reflection of the blast in the adjacent tower, even from where he stood. Despite being in relative shelter, he still gripped his uniform hat in his hand as he stared up, flinching at smaller, subsequent explosions that followed the first.

      The ground trembled under him at those, too.

      The building trembled even more, behind his back and where his hands gripped the smooth beam between windows.

      He stared up, lost in disbelief as the whole floor seemed to be engulfed in flames.

      That sideways column of fire continued to pour out of the opening the explosion created in the wall, along with a massive cloud of black smoke.

      He could hear chatter exploding in his headset, but for a long-feeling few seconds, he couldn’t make himself focus on it.

      He could only stare at that giant rosette of flames, watching them punch a hole in the night sky, illuminating everything in their path.

      It felt like being back in the war.

      It felt like someone had just declared war.
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      “CAN I TALK TO YOU?”

      Nick looked up.

      He’d paused where he’d been drying himself off with a towel, startled more because he didn’t immediately recognize the voice of whoever spoke. Generally speaking, no one got in here but Farlucci’s people, his fighters, and Farlucci himself.

      When Nick saw who it was, he scowled.

      He also found himself understanding how they got past security.

      Tossing the towel down on the bench, he reached for his bag, yanking it closer to him from the bench.

      “Do I have any fucking choice?” he muttered, yanking his pile of street clothes out of the bag and tossing them down on the bench. Scowling at the inhumanly tall, gaunt form of the male seer, Nick saw him staring at his naked body and scowled deeper.

      “Do you mind?” he said, shoving first one, then another foot into pantlegs and pulling up the light combat pants, the same thing he often wore on the job.

      “You just curious about vampire cock? Or did you come down here for some other reason?” Nick grumbled, sitting down on the bench and glaring up at the seer.

      “Does that hurt?” Malek said.

      Nick glanced down at himself. Seeing the darkening bruise on his upper chest, he shrugged, looking back up.

      “It’s not a kiss,” he observed, pulling on his first sock. “But vampires heal fast. It’ll be fine by tomorrow.” Pulling on his second sock, and reaching for his boots, he lifted an eyebrow, giving the male seer a slightly harder look. “What do you want, Malek? I’m assuming this isn’t a social call?”

      “It’s not.”

      Nick shoved his foot into the first boot, hitting a pressure panel on the side and watching the boot tighten around his foot, ankle and lower calf. Stomping down on it briefly to make sure the fit was right, he reached for his second boot and repeated the exercise.

      When the seer still hadn’t spoken, Nick felt his patience begin to ebb.

      “I’m going home after this,” he said. “I’m going to sit on the couch, eat a few blood bags… watch a bunch of bad television.” He glanced up at Malek, his stare flat. “Whatever you want, you better spit it out, friend. Because it’s going to take a lot more than you leering at my pearly white vampire skin and asking about my bruises to keep me from the exciting evening I have planned when I get out of here––”

      “I can’t just tell you,” the seer blurted. “I need to show you.”

      Nick frowned, stomping down the heel on his second boot.

      Glancing up at the seer, he tried to read something off his face.

      As usual, it was an exercise in futility.

      He could deduce it must be somewhat urgent, or the seer wouldn’t have hunted him down here, at Nick’s “second” job, which he’d been contracted out for by the government agency that oversaw vampires. His first job, his real job, was as a “Midnight,” or vampire who worked for the homicide division of the NYPD.

      Ironically, this fighting gig was something he got roped into as part of a case.

      The contract holder, David Farlucci, strangely hadn’t been all that interested in how the contract came about. The contract was signed.

      Farlucci expected Nick to honor it.

      Nick didn’t mind.

      These days, he could use the distraction.

      “What is it you have to show me?” he said, scowling a little as he glanced up at the seer again. “Are you painting again, Malek?”

      “Yes.” The seer nodded, emphatic. “Yes. That’s exactly it.”

      Nick’s scowl deepened.

      He’d been being sarcastic.

      Still, he should have realized that’s what this was about.

      Malek was a damned prescient. It was an exceedingly rare gift in a species that was incredibly rare even apart from that––these days, at least. Seers used to share the world alongside humans and vampires. The three races fought a war that lasted almost a hundred years. They managed to fuck up a good portion of the planet in the process.

      Then the seers left.

      They just… left.

      Like everyone else, Nick thought they’d all left… as in every single one… and about a hundred years ago.

      Then he met Malek.

      Well, really, he met Malek’s baby sister, Tai.

      Then he met Malek.

      Nick still hadn’t made up his mind what he felt about either meeting, especially now.

      “Where is this new masterpiece,” he grunted, pulling a T-shirt down over his head. Yanking it down over his damp back, he adjusted the fabric with a shake of his shoulders and reached for his coat. “…Can I look at it while I pick out what I’m going to watch on the network when I get home?”

      Malek didn’t smile.

      He didn’t even blink.

      He just turned around, and aimed his feet for the door to the shower and changing area, clearly expecting Nick to follow.

      After an annoyed exhale of his own, one that was entirely unnecessary, since Nick didn’t have to breathe, Nick found himself following him.
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        * * *

      

      AT THE END OF HIS TRAIN RIDE from Queens, a good ten or twelve-block walk, and a delay where Nick had to walk through the lock system to enter the Devil’s Cauldron, around fifty minutes had passed, which already had Nick in a foul mood.

      He was never all that thrilled to visit the Devil’s Cauldron.

      He found it depressing, especially now.

      The Cauldron was a locked-down, segregated “security” zone inside Manhattan that mostly consisted of burnt-out buildings that never got fixed when the war ended, along with a lot of refugees, homeless people, junkies and those who rushed the gates to get into New York Protected Area when the atmosphere grew too toxic to live outside the dome.

      Malek lived here.

      Part of the time, at least.

      His sister used to live here, too, but last Nick knew, Tai had gone back to Kellerman Prep School in the Northeaster Protected area, where he’d gotten her installed as a full-time student.

      But he couldn’t think about that.

      He couldn’t think about anything to do with Kellerman Prep, or the Northeastern Protected Area, or Tai… or anything to do with that place.

      “What am I looking at?” he grunted, shoving his hands in his coat pockets.

      The seer had brought him back to the same bombed-out church that seemed to be one of his favorite canvases, for reasons Nick didn’t even want to understand.

      The old wall that used to separate the church from Amsterdam Avenue still wore a giant mural of Malek’s sister, Tai.

      This time, however, Malek brought him into the church itself.

      Using a light from his headset, the seer illuminated a wall inside what looked like the original structure of the church itself, given that Nick could see kindling scattered around the stone floor, pieces of wood that looked like it might have been pews once.

      “Malek?” he prompted, when the seer didn’t speak. “What the fuck am I looking at?”

      The male seer was staring at him when Nick turned.

      Something about that stare annoyed Nick before the seer even spoke.

      “You should go see her,” Malek said.

      Nick felt every muscle in his body clench, seemingly in the same instant.

      He glared at the tall seer.

      “Tai doesn’t want to see me,” he said, deliberately misunderstanding him, even as he laced a hard warning into his words.

      “Tai does want to see you,” Malek said, his voice immovable. “She’s sad. She thinks she scared you. But she misses you, Nick.” He paused, then said the thing that Nick had been warning him not to say. “…I didn’t mean Tai, though. I meant your mate. Ms. James.”

      Nick scowled at him openly.

      “Shut up about her.”

      Malek blinked, unmoved by Nick’s anger.

      What kind of fucking seer was this, anyway? Nick thought angrily, staring up at him. Weren’t seers supposed to be even more emotional than vampires? Just as emotional, anyway? The seer couldn’t read him, not technically, but he seemed to see something in Nick’s face, regardless.

      “Prescients are different,” he said, shrugging.

      “Just shut up about her,” Nick growled.

      “Why?” Malek said. “You obviously want to see her. You obviously are doing everything in your power to not think about the fact that––”

      “Shut up about her,” Nick snarled.

      When the seer flinched, Nick subdued his voice, but not by much. The open threat still lived in his words when he added, colder,

      “Shut up about Wynter, Malek. I mean it. I’m not going to see her. I don’t want to talk about her. I don’t want to know how she’s doing… or who she’s seeing… or who she’s fucking. I don’t want to know shit. Okay? Is that clear enough?”

      Fighting back a stronger reaction at the seer’s blank, unmoving stare, Nick forced himself to look away.

      Embarrassment warred with anger as he focused on the painting in front of him without really seeing it. He found himself looking at the crumbled stone instead, the way the paint interacted with the rough texture of the old wall.

      “What is this, Malek?” he growled, his voice still hard, but lower than before. “What the hell am I looking at? What am I even doing here? Tell me, or I’m leaving. I wasn’t kidding about wanting to go home.”

      “To eat blood bags,” Malek said. “And watch bad television.”

      Nick glared at him.

      “Where it’s fucking quiet,” he growled. “Where I don’t have to listen to editorializing by annoying non-humans who clearly have way too much time on their hands…”

      That time, Malek surprised him.

      He smiled.

      Patting Nick on the back in an almost friendly way, he smiled wider.

      Before Nick could decide how to react to that, the seer walked closer to the painting on the wall, illuminating more of it with the light from his headset.

      “I have a few of these,” he explained, motioning over the expanse of the painting, which looked about six feet across, and another four feet in height, at least.

      “This is the most recent,” the seer added, looking over his shoulder at Nick. “I keep dreaming this,” he explained. “This in particular… this face.”

      His long fingers, brushed over a portion of the stone wall, where images started to coalesce in a way that Nick found he was really seeing them. He looked over what appeared to be explosions coming off the sides of tall buildings. He saw smoke and fire exploding outward, darkening a night sky…

      Then he saw the face Malek pointed to.

      It was a vampire.

      There was absolutely no doubt in Nick’s mind it was a vampire.

      The pale skin, the crystal-like irises, the hint of fangs in a smirking smile stared out of the painting, disturbingly lifelike… disturbingly filled with a kind of presence that also struck Nick as exceedingly vampire-like.

      “Who is it?” he said. “Did he do this?” Nick took his hand out of his coat pocket, gesturing vaguely towards the explosions.

      When Malek didn’t answer, Nick glanced at the seer, who shrugged.

      “I don’t know,” he said.

      Nick scowled. “Seriously?”

      Malek sighed, his words growing patient. “I’ve told you how this works. I’ve told you I just get the pictures. I don’t get explanations. I don’t get a narrative. I get pictures, Detective. Wherever they come from, they don’t come with captions.”

      Nick scowled, staring at the painting more carefully now, walking along the length of it, taking in more details.

      “This looks like downtown,” he muttered.

      He was about to ask the seer when this was going to happen, when he remembered what the seer had just said and bit his tongue briefly in annoyance, stopping only when he felt his fangs, which were sharper than his ordinary teeth, lightly pierce the flesh.

      “I need to photograph this one,” he said, glancing at the seer. “Is that okay?” At Malek’s silence, he added, “This looks like a terrorist attack, Mal. Not exactly my jurisdiction. I do homicide, remember? Something like this… all I can do is pass it along. Tell them to keep an eye out for that particular vampire. And whatever other faces they can I.D. in this…”

      He motioned around the rest of the painting at the other glimpses of faces and profiles among the brushstrokes and careful lines.

      Malek shrugged.

      “Do whatever you need to do with it, Nick,” he said simply. “That’s why I brought you.”

      “Did you show this one to Lara?” Nick said.

      He switched his headset over to its recording function as he spoke. Turning off the sound capture, he panned the camera over every inch of the seer’s painting, moving slowly enough for the auto-focus to keep up with his movements.

      “Not yet,” Malek said. “I haven’t told Lara yet.”

      Nick glanced at him in surprise. “Why not?”

      Again, Malek just shrugged.

      “I’m showing you,” he said. “I’ll show her too, if you think I should.”

      Nick grunted, looking back at the image.

      He sent an impulse to have the recording excise out the snippet he’d just accidentally recorded of Malek’s face, deleting that part of the file without thought.

      “This is definitely more her area than mine,” Nick said, grunting again. “Her private-sec weirdos work directly with I.S.F. and H.R.A. all the time. That includes terrorism stuff… especially when it involves non-humans. I really just do murders. They don’t call me in for anything bigger than that––”

      A tone went off in Nick’s ear.

      Priority code.

      NYPD.

      Fuck.

      There went his nice, relaxing evening of doing jack-all.

      “Midnight,” he said.

      He spoke out loud so Malek would hear him and know he was on the line. The seer stepped closer, as if to listen in, and Nick gave him a what-the-fuck-is-wrong-with-you look, stepping back. Malek looked about to speak, but Nick shushed him, holding up a hand as he listened to the voice on the other side of the line.

      “Nick?”

      “Yeah. Jordan. What’s up?”

      “Did you see the news? About the explosion at the Straven building downtown? The one owned by Goassam Industries?”

      Nick froze.

      He looked at the painting in front of him.

      “Big building? Half-naked woman on front of it?”

      “The Sphinx design, yeah. They want us down there.”

      Nick frowned, glancing at Malek in spite of himself.

      “They do? Why?”

      “They don’t think this was terrorism.” Damon Jordan, Nick’s friend and one of the human homicide detectives he technically worked under, being a Midnight, let out a tired-sounding sigh. “They think it was a hit. According to surveillance, the bomb might even have been accidental.”

      “Accidental?” Nick frowned. “Who was the target?”

      “Abe Silverton. The venture capitalist.” Waiting for a reaction from Nick, he went on when he didn’t get one. “Apparently he had some high-tech surveillance thing in his office, one that managed to get everything onto the network before the building blew. His desk was a full organic or something… so it got imaging and audio from the whole job.”

      Nick nodded. “You’re down there now?”

      “Yeah. You coming?”

      Nick frowned. “No blood, right?” he said, half-hopefully. “You don’t really need me?”

      He practically heard the human roll his eyes, even with the visuals shut off.

      “Tanaka, get your ass down here,” Jordan said. “Now.”

      “Why?” Nick said stubbornly. “I had a fight tonight.”

      “I know. I saw. It was a short fight.”

      “Still tiring,” Nick said. “I might have pulled something.”

      “Yeah.” Jordan snorted “Sure. I bet I know exactly what it is you pulled.”

      Sharpening his voice, he hammered his words.

      “Get your ass down here, Nick. Morley asked for you specifically. I think he’s worried you’ve forgotten who you work for. Morley thinks… and he’s not alone… all that glory and those cheering crowds are turning your head into a pumpkin…”

      Nick snorted, but the human detective went on without a pause.

      “…pretty soon it’s going to be so big and fat you won’t be able to make it through the precinct security door. Not to mention all those vamp-fetish chicks throwing themselves at you every night. It’s not good for you, Naoko. We’re worried. Truly. You need us to help you, so you don’t just float off into the ether with that giant head of yours… if only by reminding you what a grumpy old man you are now and then.”

      “Tell him me and my giant head are just fine,” Nick grunted. “Tell him I was looking forward to a night of lukewarm blood bags and a pre-war movie involving some kind of sappy love story. Preferably one where someone dies. I was considering a musical. Maybe The King and I. The good one… with Yul Brenner. Or maybe Madam Butterfly.”

      “You are old as fuck, Tanaka. You know that, right?”

      Nick rolled his eyes. “It’s been mentioned.”

      Jordan snorted. “Get your ass down here. And if you stop for coffee, grab me one. Two sugars. A few sprinkles of chocolate. Maybe even a dollop of whipped cream, if you can spare any of that big fight money you’re earning these days––”

      “Bite me.”

      “That’s your department, Midnight,” the other retorted without a pause. “Get down here. Now. I mean it. Morley wants you here.”

      Before Nick could reply to that, Jordan hung up.

      Scowling a little, Nick glanced at Malek.

      “I have to go,” he said.

      “It’s starting, isn’t it?” Malek said.

      Nick frowned, staring up at him.

      The seer didn’t point at his painting when he said it.

      Then again, he didn’t need to.

      Exhaling, human-fashion, Nick ran a hand through his black hair, still damp from the shower at the fight club. He could already feel a headache coming on.

      “Yeah,” he said. “I guess it is.”
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      HE FOUND JORDAN AND MORLEY in the building’s lobby.

      To get there, he had to walk around chunks of asphalt and glass, part of what looked like an organic desk, twisted into a bizarre shape by the explosion and fire, so that it looked more like the corpse of a screaming, broken animal.

      Nick also saw chairs, what looked like it might have been a water cooler, a machine that was probably used for one office function or another, part of a larger table, probably from a conference room or some larger work area, lots of burnt and twisted monitors and headsets, a high-end coffee maker that looked bizarrely intact, like somehow it had been almost completely untouched by the blast and the eighty-plus story fall.

      Most of the debris concentrate on the northeast side of the building, which made sense, given what Nick watched on the news networks as he rode a riderless taxi downtown.

      He’d left Malek in the Cauldron.

      He found himself split-screening the news as he rode down to the crime scene though, studying the painting the seer showed him even as he glanced at the building, noting the parallels between the images with not a small amount of unease.

      Fucking seers.

      He stared at the face of the vampire there, too.

      Nick didn’t think he knew him.

      Still, there was something about him.

      Nick almost wondered if he was involved in the nonhuman fight circuit in some way. He looked weirdly familiar, but not in a personal way––more like Nick had seen his face on a billboard or in a newsfeed somewhere.

      Shoving that all from his mind now, he nodded to the uniform cop who held open the door for him, lifting the line of police tape to let Nick by. From the faintly excited look in the cop’s eyes, Nick found himself thinking the human was a fight fan.

      His suspicion was confirmed with the officer grinned at him.

      “Hell of a short fight tonight, sir,” he said, beaming.

      Nick forced himself to smile, nodding. Farlucci, his boss at the fights, already chewed him out once this week for not being friendlier to the fans.

      “Yeah,” he said, noncommittal. “Good luck for me.”

      “Luck? Hardly, sir! That misdirect was amazing, not to mention––”

      “Is that my fucking coffee?” Jordan yelled from over by the security desk. “How about leaving your fans long enough to bring it over here before it gets cold, dickhead? Or is that Mr. Bigshot Fighter Dickhead now?”

      Nick fought not to laugh.

      Giving the uniform cop a deadpan shrug, he ignored the beet-red complexion the human developed from Jordan’s shouted words and patted the human on the shoulder.

      “Thanks,” he said. “Gotta go.”

      The uniform nodded, still bright red, but smiled at Nick anyway, still obviously star-struck, and now mortally embarrassed at being called out for it.

      Nick couldn’t help but find the whole thing ludicrous.

      Humans, Jesus.

      It seemed like the majority of them either wanted to kill him for what he was, wanted him defanged and in a box somewhere… or now, in some weird twist of fate, wanted his fucking autograph. He was convinced all of those different race-related wants were essentially the same want, only in different permutations, but he couldn’t make himself care enough to puzzle it out.

      He reached Jordan and thrust out his hand holding the coffee.

      “You’re a dick,” he said simply.

      Jordan laughed, taking the mug from his fingers. “I suppose you want money for this? You cheap, old bastard?”

      “You already owe me for dinner last night.”

      “See? Cheap bastard.”

      “I don’t eat,” Nick reminded him pointedly. “And blood’s not cheap.”

      “You get that free, asshole. Or, not free… my tax dollars pay for that shit. Along with your rent. And your twice-weekly jerkoff session from the I.S.F.”

      Nick shrugged, stuffing his hands into his coat pockets.

      He didn’t bother to correct the human on that last part.

      He still hadn’t re-instituted the live feeds he was entitled to as a vampire registered through the I.S.F. Technically, he was entitled to three a week. That was, three actual humans, who came to his door and willingly offered him their blood––and often other parts of their bodies. Like most vampires, Nick tended to like to fuck his food.

      The bodies attached to that food, that is.

      But he’d shut that particular spigot off over a month ago, and he hadn’t quite managed to turn it on again.

      He also refused to think about why.

      Or who the person he’d done it for might be sleeping with these days.

      Clenching his jaw briefly, he looked at Morley, the senior detective in Nick’s department and the closest thing he had to a boss on the NYPD side of things, apart from the precinct captain and lieutenant.

      “What’s going on?” he said. “What do you need from me?”

      Morley rolled his eyes. “Good evening to you, too, Midnight.” He quirked a dark eyebrow decorated with healthy streaks of grey. “Where’s my fucking coffee?”

      Jordan burst out in a laugh.

      Nick rolled his eyes. “I’ll go get you one. I might have to whine at my next I.S.F. check in that my human colleagues are using their resource in inappropriate ways, though. Start muttering about vampire’s rights. Racial discrimination––”

      Morley snorted, waving him off. “We got uniforms for that.” He jerked his head towards the door, towards the uniformed cop Nick just left. “Hey! Fight Club!” he yelled, as loud as Jordan had before. The senior detective pointed at Jordan’s drink. “Get me one of these. Same size. No damned chocolate sprinkles or any of that crap. Coffee. Black. Got it?”

      The uniformed cop, still red-faced, nodded.

      Nick snorted a half laugh as he watched the human disappear through the glass doors.

      “Is this why I’m here?” he said, looking back at Morley. “As a foil so you can torture newbie cops? Or is there some actual blood you want me to look at?”

      Morley rolled his eyes.

      “Come on,” the older African-American man said, motioned his grayer-than-his-eyebrows head towards the back door. “We’ll take you up.”

      “Up?” Nick frowned, looking up in reflex. “Is the suite accessible?”

      Morley snorted, glancing back at him as he headed for the elevator bank.

      “Are you kidding?” he said. “This place was built to withstand a damned nuclear war. The emergency systems had the fire out before the fire department drones could even get here. They ended up recording the whole thing and leaving… not long after we determined the motive likely wasn’t political but burglary.”

      “Do you have the surveillance tapes for that?” Nick said. “Jordan mentioned them, but he didn’t send anything over before––”

      “Yeah, he couldn’t,” Morley said, leaning down to hit the button to call the elevator before he glanced at Nick. “Everything in this damned building is proprietary. Every. Damned. Thing. We’re still working on getting access to surveillance. I’ve got someone knocking on a judge’s door in the next hour or so. The security guys here won’t give us jack shit without a warrant. They can’t get ahold of the building’s owners… apparently, they’re in one of the Protected Areas in Europe right now, for some giant business conference. They probably don’t know what happened yet, with the delay.”

      Nick nodded, frowning. He knew what Morley meant.

      There were still delays in news transmissions between the continents.

      Ever since the wars, every region was too paranoid to use satellites for anything non-critical. They wouldn’t grant access to satellite use to other Protected Areas or economic regions unless it was a damned emergency, and sometimes not even then.

      If they were ever attacked by aliens, they were screwed.

      The door pinged in front of them, and Nick followed Jordan and Morley in.

      “How’s that cop going to find you for your coffee?” Nick said.

      Morley grunted in amusement. “Shut up, Midnight. Hit the button for eighty-eight.”

      Leaning down, Nick jabbed at it with a finger.

      The doors closed soundlessly.

      The elevator was fast. Fast enough that Nick felt it in his gut when it slid up to the floor just below the observatory on the eighty-ninth. According to the news briefs Nick had seen on the way here, there was a garden on the very top, which didn’t have a full roof, just transparent organic shielding, but more or less functioned as a ninetieth floor.

      The photos made it look like a tropical resort. A lagoon-shaped pool complete with waterfall, deck chairs, a full bar, a masseuse on hand for the tired and chronically rich all sat nestled inside a garden filled with real-live birds, palm trees, and an assortment of other living things you usually didn’t find these days outside a few select protected areas and I.S.F. owned zoos and botanical areas.

      The Northeastern Protected Area still had a lot of nature.

      They even had birds.

      Wynter told him she even saw a fox once… and a deer. She claimed to have seen numerous raccoons, squirrels, rats, lizards, and mice.

      Shoving her from his mind with a grimace, he fought back a swell of anger.

      Why was he thinking about her so goddamned much tonight?

      He wanted to blame Malek for showing up in his dressing area, for asking him about her, for bugging him to go visit her, to visit Tai.

      He knew that wasn’t all of it, though.

      The door pinged in front of him.

      Nick didn’t really think about how quiet he’d been during the elevator ride until it did. Somewhere in the back of his mind, he’d been aware of Jordan and Morley talking to one another, noticing him not joining him, but he’d barely noticed until he could feel them staring at him now, wondering at how quiet he was.

      Nick shoved that from his mind too, exiting the elevator in front of the two of them.

      The smell of smoke was overpowering, as soon as the elevator doors opened.

      Strangely though, this part of the floor didn’t look as bad as he expected.

      It was wet, and he could smell chemical dousing agents, along with the smell of burnt plastic, plaster, paper, wood, and harder materials that were probably organics and semi-organics. Those smelled strange to his nose. Definitely not like burned flesh, or even bone or teeth… but not quite like scorched metal or stone, either.

      He glanced at Morley and Jordan, and saw them flick on the lights on their headsets.

      It didn’t occur to him until then how dark it would be up here to human eyes.

      “Doesn’t look that bad here,” Jordan observed.

      “Yeah,” Morley said, frowning.

      “You guys haven’t been up here?” Nick said, looking between them. “I assumed you’d come up here already.”

      Morley shook his head, still staring around, aiming his headset light at the walls, where an organic fixture was still dripping some kind of chemical down on the light blue carpet below.

      “Where are we going?” Jordan said, pulling up a virtual, 3D representation of the blueprints for the floor.

      Nick already knew where they were going, though.

      “This way,” he said, inclining his head towards the passageway to the left of the elevator lobby. “Silverton’s office was down here.”

      Jordan and Morley followed as Nick made his way cautiously down the hall.

      As they made their way deeper into the suite, the damage grew more apparent. Nick saw sections of wall blackened from smoke. He saw a monitor embedded into one segment of wall and pointed it out to the two detectives.

      “Watch out for that,” he commented.

      They nodded without answering him or slowing their steps, staring around with the lights on their headsets.

      Past the next row of doors, Nick saw a whole section of wall missing, exposing a long, wide room to the right of the corridor. Something about the layout made him think of a conference room. He found himself thinking the twisted, broken table he’d seen down on the ground below the building might have come from there.

      He kept walking, hearing Jordan whistle when his light picked up the same missing section of wall, and the dripping pipes from overhead.

      “Fuck,” Jordan said. “How many people were in here? When it happened?”

      “Only three we know of for sure,” Morley said, his voice grim. “That’s why we need access to that surveillance. They only released to us that Silverton was here, plus the two people they believe were the thieves.”

      “Human?” Jordan said.

      Nick practically felt the detective glancing at Nick’s back.

      “Far as I know,” Morley said, looking up through a hole in the ceiling that showed all the way up to the roof. “Where’s that pool?” he commented then. “Is any part of that over this part of the suite?”

      Nick pointed to his right. “Other side, I think,” he said, stuffing his hand back in his coat pocket. “But I’d be surprised if they weren’t getting leaks at least.”

      “Maybe that’s how they got the fire out so fast,” Jordan joked.

      Nick grunted. “Maybe.”

      He could smell it up ahead though.

      They were definitely getting close to the blast site.

      “Be careful,” he said, glancing backwards. “There could be missing sections of floor up here. You might want to let me get a little bit ahead of the two of you… and don’t wander off the corridor without really looking where you’re stepping.”

      Jordan smiled, looking like he was about to crack a joke, but Morley met Nick’s gaze, nodding, once, his eyes serious.

      “You go up ahead.” He glanced at Jordan, giving him a sideways frown. “…I’ll try to keep this jackass from falling through the damned ceiling.”

      Nick smiled faintly, but never took his eyes off the floor, or the ceilings where he was walking. Truthfully, it was a little easier to see without the glare of the light from the two headsets flickering around directly behind him. When he got a good ten or twelve yards ahead of the two human detectives, he felt a shock of cold wind and froze.

      He looked down.

      The floor looked stable enough, but he found himself walking carefully, moving more to the right side of the corridor, away from the side where Silverton’s office had been.

      “I think the whole fucking office is gone,” he called back, stepping forward carefully.

      He glanced up then, and saw stars reflected by the virtual ceiling projected inside the artificial dome of the New York Protected Area. Grimacing a little at the view of plants he could see through the openings in the roof, he realized he was looking up at the gardens he’d seen imaging of in the news feeds.

      “Sorry, Straven,” Nick muttered under his breath, referring to the famous designer and architect who’d made this building, and made it famous in the process.

      Nick only knew the name before today because the same person supposedly designed Phoenix Tower, where Ms. Lara St. Maarten lived––Nick’s sometimes sponsor, and Malek the seer’s sometimes roommate, sometimes leash-holder, and possible girlfriend, at least from what Nick could fathom.

      He’d never really wanted to ask, truthfully.

      He was still easing forward, moving slower now, gazing up through those holes in the ceiling, when––

      The floor dropped out from under him.

      Feeling himself fall, Nick leapt back in reflex, catching hold of a chunk of wall that more or less ended where the floor did. Pulling himself back, and finding firm floor to stand on, he used the wall to pull himself back a few more feet before looking behind him.

      “Okay,” he called. “I found the end. Whatever you do, don’t walk past where I am.”

      Jordan chuckled. “You fall off, Midnight?”

      Nick leaned over the edge of floor, still gripping a chunk of wall as he stared down the two or three missing floors below him.

      “More or less,” he muttered, frowning.

      He felt the humans approaching behind him, and held up a hand.

      “Don’t get much closer,” Nick warned. “I mean it. And stay on this side of the corridor. Don’t walk on the left side at all, if you can help it––”

      But Morley had upped the beam of his headset light, and was shining it into the space in front of Nick. He whistled, longer and louder than Jordan had earlier.

      “Damn,” he said, his voice full of wonder.

      Nick followed the course of the light.

      On the other side of the massive hole between floors, he saw the continuation of the corridor on the other side, and a blown-out window beyond that.

      Fixtures stuck out of the wall in areas, along with parts of desks, tables, more monitors, and what looked like an old-style painting, like the ones Malek did, only on actual canvas, not on the walls of a bombed-out church.

      All of it was scorched black, or coated in white powder from the extinguishing chemicals, and probably from plaster and other materials that had been pulverized from the walls and ceilings.

      Nick stared out over the massive crater in the building.

      He tried to look around the corner, to where Silverton’s office had been.

      There was nothing there, as far as he could tell.

      Just the lights of the city, and Morley and Jordan’s headset lights, reflected on the mirrored sides of the building across the way.

      “Did they find any bodies below?” Nick said, glancing back at Morley.

      The senior detective shook his head.

      “No, not that I’ve heard. You smell anything at all, Tanaka? Like maybe parts of them could still be up here?”

      The detective glanced to his left, frowning at where what looked like an old-style copy machine stuck out of part of the wall, dripping black fluid of some kind.

      “…Maybe stuck in a wall, like the rest of this stuff?” he added after a beat.

      Nick shook his head, managing to not roll his eyes with an effort.

      “The other smells are pretty much overpowering everything else right now,” Nick said. “I doubt I can smell much more than you can right now, boss. Pretty much everything smells like smoke and chemicals… and burnt plastic.”

      He looked down the hole in the floor again.

      Tilting his head then, he frowned.

      “Wait,” he said. “I think I see something.”

      He didn’t think that time.

      Gauging the distance with his vampire eyes, he made a snap decision.

      “I’m going to go check it out,” he said, glancing at Morley. “Wait here.”

      Morley frowned. “What? No. Don’t do that––”

      But Nick had already stepped forward, letting himself fall through the two missing stories to what must be the eighty-fifth? Eighty-six?

      Anyway, the floor that started up again at the end of the crater.

      He heard a startled cry from Jordan as he disappeared through the opening.

      Nick barely had time to recognize it before he landed in a crouch on a solid feeling floor, one completely covered in debris and more of that white powder.

      He glanced around, that time using his nose to find what he thought he’d spotted from the floor above. He found it in seconds. The glint of the old-fashioned watch, which is what first caught his eye from that upper floor, was still strapped around its previous owner’s wrist.

      “Found an arm,” Nick called up.

      Seeing a flickering of lights, he glanced up and saw Morley and Jordan peering over the edge of the broken floor, their headsets making him blink, and eventually throw up a hand to shield his eyes.

      “Don’t get too fucking close,” Nick growled. He switched to his headset, opening the channel to both of them. “Watch the edge,” he said. “You’re too close, both of you… I told you to stay away from the edge there.”

      “You’re out of your mind, Midnight,” Jordan said.

      Nick ignored that.

      “Why don’t you two take the elevator down here?” he said instead. He looked around, making a more concerted effort to count floors that time. “Eighty-fifth floor,” he said after a pause. “So three floors down. The structure seems intact down here. And there’s a body here. So something for us to, you know, do actual detecting on.”

      Jordan laughed.

      Nick could practically see Morley roll his eyes.

      Still, the senior detective’s voice was almost amused when he answered.

      “On our way.”
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