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            Dear Reader…

          

        

      

    

    
      Dana McIntyre is one tough bastard. She was taught to shoot guns when she was three years old. She field dressed her first werewolf when she was six. The Fates made her an orphan at seven.

      Since then, her life has become a mission to eradicate vampires. So it’s a little bit awkward to get turned into a vampire herself.

      I’ve been writing about Dana for years. She first showed up in my life when she was a toddler, daughter to another character who I dearly loved. She’s since grown up into a total hard-ass: smart, tough, irreverent, and as principled as she is crass. I’ve never written a tank quite like Dana before. I hope you enjoy getting into her head during this, the toughest fight of her career, as much as I do.

      For those of you new to my books, welcome! This is a great place to jump in. Although there are over forty other books in this universe (forty! seriously!), Dana McIntyre Must Die stands alone. If you decide you’d like to spend more time in this “Descentverse,” you can find reading lists on my website.

      For those of you who have already visited the Descentverse, welcome back! This series takes place shortly after Cast in Godfire, but you don’t need to read The Mage Craft Series first. There are no spoilers.

      Enough of my blather. You can always find me on Twitter if you want to hear me ranting. Draw your sword, turn the page, and get to the good stuff!

      ~ Sara (SM Reine)

      http://smreine.com/
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      Henderson, Nevada—June 2034

      Nighttime was supposed to be welcoming to a vampire. Sultry, alluring, velvety—all those beautiful adjectives that poets had been vomiting since the undead had arisen during Genesis.

      One of the most famous poems of recent history claimed that the night looked like daytime to a vampire’s acute eyesight. Apparently the vibrancy of moonlight meant vampires never needed to miss sunlight.

      The writer was a gods-damned liar.

      To Nissa, a vampire who did not drink blood, the nighttime looked like nighttime. Colorless. Dark. Empty.

      As such, she didn’t make a habit of going out at night. Or during the day for that matter, though that was mostly because of the photosensitive blistering and the weird smell and the smoking. But Nissa didn’t go out at night because there was nothing waiting for her there. Certainly not “moonbeams shining bright as day into a vampire’s soul,” or whatever-the-fuck romantic bullshit mortals wanted to believe about the sordid non-lives of the undead.

      After dying, Nissa had learned it was possible to live a very fulfilling life without going outside at any time of day or night, and she liked it that way.

      She was outside tonight. Not just outdoors, but miles away from her usual stomping grounds.

      Tonight, Nissa had been assigned a job.

      She had been given a street address in the suburbs, a description for the man she was meant to retrieve, and a partner who could handle any violence that might arise.

      Hopefully there’d be no violence, though. Achlys, master vampire of the Paradisos, had instructed Nissa to just grab the man and go.

      Grab and go. Easy.

      Even so, Nissa considered herself as “high strung,” while Achlys described her as “endearingly sensitive” and the other vampires used less flattering terms. However she wanted to color the sentiment, Nissa was a ball of anxiety. If anxiety could ball itself so tightly that it turned into a matter-crushing black hole.

      “Come on out, please,” she whispered urgently at the closed front door of the house she was visiting.

      Nissa was lookout tonight while Shawn Wyn did the not-so-dirty deed of abducting a sleeping man from his bed. At least, his deed should not have been dirty, though Shawn was not reliable in these matters. And he had been inside Harold Hopkins’s home for a long time. Longer than it should have taken to search thirty-four hundred square feet of HOA-planned stucco housing for a lone mundane.

      With no idea what was happening inside, Nissa’s mind was left to run wild. She could vividly imagine Shawn deciding to skin Harold Hopkins.

      It wouldn’t be the first time Shawn had skinned someone on Achlys’s behalf, after all.

      “There’s no reason to think he’s doing that,” Nissa reminded herself, rocking back on her heels. She hadn’t sensed any mortals getting skinned, and there was no way she’d miss an outpouring of that much emotion.

      Nissa wasn’t a full vampire. She had never completed the transition. Her body was dead, her tissues reanimated by her sire’s venom. But she was missing a lot of vampire powers. Until she drank human blood, she wouldn’t fully transform.

      Yet even as a blood virgin, halfway between human and vampire, Nissa had psychic powers. They manifested exclusively as the worst empathy ever. If a human being had been getting skinned nearby, Nissa would have felt it as acutely as though she were the one under the knife.

      She didn’t sense any pain from Harold Hopkins before his door slammed open and Shawn Wyn whirled out.

      Shawn was the Paradisos’s lone sidhe member, an unseelie lord who’d been excommunicated by the Sidhe Courts. His mere presence bent the world around him. The doorway seemed to curve away into a circle when his shoulders passed. His voice was an orchestra playing at the bottom of a canyon, echoing off the walls a thousand times.

      “Nissa!”

      “What?” she whispered, hoping that he would take her volume as a cue to lower his voice.

      “He’s not here! Why the fuck isn’t he here?” His magic made the sodden grass sparkle like emeralds in fire.

      “Achlys said he would be here.” Nissa didn’t know more than that. She was only a travel expert for her murder. She didn’t know a damn thing about scientists Achlys wanted kidnapped, nor did she care to.

      Shawn descended upon her in a swirl of opera coat and distressed jeans. “What? I can’t hear you! Speak up!”

      “We’ll get caught,” she hissed.

      “So what? It’s not illegal for us to be here.”

      “B&E is always illegal.”

      “Who’s gonna report it? I blasted his home security system.” Shawn thrust his palm out to demonstrate, and there was so much power coming off of his skin that he rippled like a Nevada highway at high noon.

      “Okay, Shawn, bring it down a few hundred notches.” They couldn’t return to Achlys empty-handed. “Hopkins must be somewhere. Stayed at work late? Running errands? We could wait and see if he shows up. We’ve got hours before sunrise.” Sunrise, blistering, funny smells…

      “Wait for him?” Shawn looked like she’d suggested that he sell his beloved SUV. The sheets of white hair spilling down his back and absurd sparkly eyelashes did nothing to feminize his shockingly masculine features. “I’m not waiting in fucking Henderson on a fucking Saturday night!”

      “But Achlys—”

      “Fuck Achlys. Not literally—I don’t want my dick bitten off. Metaphorically, fuck Achlys. We’ll try again tomorrow night. Come, Robin. To the Batmobile!”

      Any degree of resistance from her partner in this environment was enough to make Nissa’s resolve crumble into atoms.

      Shawn was already moving toward his car—a 2025 Ford AP, which did not resemble the Batmobile—and Nissa followed him lest he start yelling again.

      Frankly, Nissa was shocked that Shawn hadn’t woken anyone up yet. He was pulsing magic everywhere that mundanes would feel more acutely, and more dizzyingly, than Nissa did.

      If mortals were managing to sleep through Shawn’s gushing power, they’d be having Courtly dreams of wine dribbling down naked bodies while tongues writhed between their legs. Anyone who woke up would probably call the police because they’d think they had been dosed with LSD by a home invasion from a Mardi Gras parade.

      Yet the street was, for yet another moment, thankfully quiet.

      Nissa permitted herself a moment to admire Shawn as he leaped toward the SUV. The line of his throat sloping into those sharp shoulders, the length of his muscular arms. She’d seen him gut a man with two swift sweeps of those arms. Watched the blood pour like rubies with every heartbeat in pulsing waterfalls. Seen how Shawn laughed when his hair swept through the resulting puddles, and the way he’d kicked the cold body into a ditch with those very same pointed-toe shoes.

      Truly, he was a glorious entity, whom Achlys should never have assigned to such a quiet task.

      “He’s overkill for a snatch-and-run, but I guarantee that you’ll want him if things go awry,” Achlys had told Nissa earlier that night. “Harold Hopkins will soon be in high demand. Shawn can protect you—and your quarry—from anyone who might be competing for his attention.”

      “But the mission is non-violent?” Nissa had asked.

      “Theoretically.” Mirth had sparkled in Achlys’s blood-red irises.

      Theoretically non-violent.

      Nissa was not going to be able to breathe again until they got into the car and back to the safety of Achlys’s tower.

      Yet when Shawn opened the door of his Ford, the front door of a different house opened. The house that they had parked in front of, in fact, because they had assumed that the for-sale sign on its lawn had meant that it would be unoccupied at such a late hour.

      “I don’t know, it’s kinda far out of town,” said a woman’s voice. “Even at night, without traffic…I don’t know.”

      “But is it magically clean? Like they said?”

      “Clean enough for minor spellcasting. If I whipped up a thing with some sage and lotus, and I let it smolder for a few weeks, it could become squeaky clean.” The two speakers stepped onto the porch, pausing to lock the realtor’s device.

      Nissa recognized both of them instantly.

      Although she was only the Paradisos’s travel expert, she was still familiar with the Paradisos’s Enemy Number Ones.

      The Hunting Club.

      Registered vigilantes operating in the gray areas of the law.

      The cops had the Hunting Club on file. There was a lot of paperwork involved in becoming and staying a registered vigilante. All Hunting Club associates signed waivers that said they couldn’t apprehend or kill anyone who hadn’t broken laws, but they had more authority to judge these things than any independent company should have.

      When things went bad with preternaturals in Southern Nevada—or when the Hunting Club wanted to dispense their idea of justice, or when someone got an ego, or when they were bored—you could bet your buns that the Hunting Club was going to be in the middle of that stuff.

      The Hunting Club all too often decided that the Paradisos were causing trouble.

      And that made for friction. Lots of it.

      Nissa recognized the latinx as Anthony Morales. He was identifiable by the well-trimmed mustache, the tattoos peeking out from under his tee, and the stubble that showed his shaved hair was receding.

      Anthony Morales was a deadly bastard. He’d been a kopis, a demon hunter, before Genesis stripped him of preternatural strength. These days, he was known to be augmented with performance-enhancing drugs both human and magical. In other words, Anthony Morales was stacked for a man approaching fifty years old.

      He had tried to stake Nissa Royal twice.

      Anthony wouldn’t recognize her. Nissa had been one more bloodless body among dozens of others, slumbering peacefully in the shadows of daytime, and he’d been the asshole with the sticks and sledgehammers turning her counterparts to ash. Nissa had only escaped because blood virgins didn’t slumber as deeply as full vampires. But he’d gotten close. Too close.

      The woman at his back looked less intimidating, but only a fool would underestimate Brianna Dimaria. Her neck was draped with wooden charms that clacked with every motion. Brianna was a witch, and a damn good one. It was impossible to hex the Hunting Club—Achlys had tried. Brianna had their facilities and associates buried under more wards than the White House.

      At least she hadn’t tried to stake Nissa.

      Yet.

      Shawn recognized Anthony Morales and Brianna Dimaria, too. These two were the public face of the Hunting Club in much the same way that Nissa’s sire, Mohinder, served as public face for the Paradisos.

      So Shawn recognized them, and he must have known it would make for trouble if they crossed paths. The Hunting Club and the Paradisos never crossed paths without things getting deadly.

      A familiar light brightened Shawn’s sparkly baby-violets. It was excitement, to a degree. It was also mania.

      Blood lust.

      Nissa saw people who’d want to stake her. Shawn saw fun.

      “Quick, get in the car,” Nissa hissed, digging her fingernails into Shawn’s sleeve.

      “Hey!” His voice shook through the street. Nissa spotted tiles sliding off of one roof.

      “Shawn,” she whined in a tiny voice.

      Anthony and Brianna turned at the push of Shawn’s power. They were experienced fighters, so a sidearm leaped into Anthony’s hands and Brianna’s fingers flung forward, sizzling with witchfire.

      Fire. Had Nissa a functioning heart, it would have ricocheted through her chest.

      “Paradisos!” Brianna snapped.

      “Paradisos? Us?” Shawn affected a swoon, placing a hand over his heart. His swinging hair and the accompanying aroma of wildflowers should have set Brianna’s loins aflame. She didn’t look impressed. “Nissa, baby girl, did you hear what they just called us? Paradisos!” The sparkle in his eyes darkened. “These Hunting Club fucks said Paradisos like it’s a bad thing.”

      “What’s your business in this area?” Anthony was aiming the gun steadily at Nissa. Nissa! Who hadn’t done a goddamn thing!

      “I’m here to rape and pillage Henderson,” Shawn said. “How ‘bout you?”

      “I’m not in the mood for attitude, son,” Anthony said.

      Nissa was shaking like a Chihuahua surrounded by coyotes. Gods, she must have looked ridiculous. She wished she could have been half as scary as Anthony Morales. “We were just passing through. Not making trouble.”

      Anthony’s mortal mind swept through Nissa as his attention zeroed in on her. She couldn’t block it out. Once she started picking up on emotions from the mortals, it jangled around in her skull until she got away.

      His adrenaline was climbing and the flavor was acid in Nissa’s parched mouth. Anthony’s heart pounded, sending blood surging through his throat, and Nissa thought about finally doing it. Right here, right now. Leaping at this human to sink her fangs into his jugular, ripping the skin away so that she could get at the juicy, delicious treat flowing just underneath the surface.

      He’d shoot her first.

      Even if he didn’t, she’d still have his thoughts in her head as she killed him. She’d feel his throat getting torn open as though it were her own.

      She couldn’t do it.

      “Shawn,” Nissa meeped.

      She tingled when Shawn pulled her close to his side. It was overwhelming to be tugged into his aura. “My girlfriend and I are house shopping. Is that so bad?”

      Girlfriend. Oof. Nissa’s loins were doing the things Brianna’s mortal loins should have been. And Nissa didn’t even have fluids to stir.

      “House shopping,” Brianna echoed, scoffing. She didn’t lower her hands. Bright-orange flame crawled up her arms. “The bloodless don’t house shop.”

      “Legally they can,” Anthony said, “but they don’t. Not out here, with all these big sun-facing windows. There are windowless condo compounds for the likes of your ‘girlfriend.’”

      “I love the sun,” Shawn said.

      Brianna snorted. “And your girlfriend loves the sun too? She’s pastier than a goth at Yule.”

      “Don’t judge our dreams. You don’t know us.”

      “I know you’re lying,” Brianna said.

      “Now you’re calling me a liar? Who’s got the attitude here?” Shawn shoved Nissa behind him and stalked forward.

      One step forward. That was all it took.

      Anthony’s gun swiveled, he aimed it at Shawn, and his other hand went to his pocket. He extracted a new magazine.

      So the hunter did have iron bullets.

      Shawn reared back, nostrils flaring, eyes widening. “Oh really?” he snarled.

      He pointed at the house next door.

      “Don’t!” Brianna shouted.

      The front door ripped off of its hinges, screen and all, and the pieces of it went flying onto the lawn. A sprinkler head snapped off. Water fountained a story high, and Shawn clenched his fist.

      The world turned around him. Grass shined, the stars sparkled a little brighter, and fucking violins played on the wind. For a moment, it really did look like daytime to Nissa.

      A human was yanked out of the house.

      Not Harold Hopkins. Harold Hopkins was surely not a middle-aged housewife wearing a muumuu, screaming as she dangled upside-down by the ankles.

      The chosen victim snapped across the front yard, back bowing like Shawn’s magic had hooked her by the navel. She tore at hands that weren’t really there, trying to break free, and was rewarded by taking a detour through the sprinkler on her way to becoming Shawn’s human shield.

      He locked her in front of his body with a tangible arm across her shoulders.

      “No!” Nissa cried.

      “Stay behind me’n Mrs. Robinson here,” Shawn said. “The Hunting Club doesn’t shoot mundanes, do they? Do they?” It didn’t seem to be a rhetorical question.

      Anthony wasn’t shooting yet. “You don’t get any warnings. Put the woman down or Brianna lets go.”

      “Lets go of what?” Shawn asked.

      The victim he’d called Mrs. Robinson was dissolving into full-body sobbing that looked downright painful. Shawn hadn’t eased up on the sorcery gripping her—he wasn’t exactly a gentle guy.

      “Do it,” Anthony said.

      Brianna flung her hands upward. “Nothi hoxe!”

      Witch magic slammed against sidhe sorcery. The language she used—the hetânâ—summoned magic of gaean origin, fire of the Earth. It fountained from her arms with as much force as the water from the sprinkler.

      Fire. Oh, hell.

      Nissa dived behind the car.

      Witchfire splashed past her shoulder, so close that it seared her hair. The resulting smell was similar to the one produced when she stepped into sunlight. The smell of dead vampire getting deader.

      What happened from there? She wasn’t sure. She knew that it involved screaming from Mrs. Robinson, screaming from Shawn, screaming from the Hunting Club members.

      Fear paralyzed Nissa.

      Nissa curled in on herself, arms around her legs, forehead against the car, and let the flame pass her as she lost her mind to the terror.

      Fire wasn’t a problem. She wasn’t as flammable as most vampires. And when she heard bullets start banging out into the colorless night, that wasn’t really a problem either. She’d been shot before. Neither lead nor iron would kill her.

      The problem was the humans.

      Because they were in Nissa’s head. Anthony was the loudest of them, but Mrs. Robinson’s fear was battering against Nissa too, and she felt intrusion from the other humans as they awakened. Everyone was terrified, and that made Nissa terrified.

      Nissa couldn’t block them out now that she was open. Ripped right open, like a breastbone cracked for autopsy.

      She could hear them all.

      The family on the corner was sick, so this was the first night that they’d gotten any sleep that week. The sound of gunfire that made their eyes fly open. The baby had an ear infection and she was crying.

      There was a gay couple across the street. One of them fell out of bed when he heard the sounds, his PTSD triggered. His adrenaline drenched Nissa. The memory of his time fighting in the Balefire Wars pushed like pins into her brain.

      And the other family…and the other…

      Fear. So much fear.

      Brianna was shouting more of the hetânâ. “Qee! Nemii dita! Itho!”

      The car shook beside Nissa. Shawn’s shrieks turned to cackling laughter, and she could tell that he was employing sorcery to dodge Anthony’s gunfire by the way the whole world bowed in response.

      Nissa clapped her hands over her ears and bolted into the street. She had to get further from the houses. Further from the humans and their feelings.

      Pain flared in her shoulder.

      In her calf.

      Anthony Morales, former kopis who’d already tried to stake her twice, had just shot her.

      He didn’t have the decency to be excited about it, either. Nissa was nothing compared to the tempest of a sidhe now hanging three helpless housewives upside-down in the air around his head. Anthony had only bothered to shoot at Nissa to make sure she couldn’t run very far away.

      Darn him, but it worked, too. Nissa’s calf buckled. She skidded into pavement. She tried not to land on her palms—if she tore the skin, it would take so long to mend—and then she flattened onto her back. The battle swirled over her in a glimpse of too-familiar color, sound, and tremors.

      Just like every other conflict between Paradisos and Hunting Club.

      And Nissa in the middle, poking her finger through the new hole in her leg.

      There was no blood.

      Shawn seized Brianna, lifting her by the throat. He looked thrilled to have finally gotten his long unseelie fingers around one of the hunters.

      “Put her down!” Anthony roared. His voice was loud—he had chased Nissa into the street. His boot stomped on Nissa’s shin. He crouched to press a stake against her heart.

      “Oh gods,” Nissa gasped. “Shawn!”

      Helicopters had begun circling. Even with Nissa’s eyes—the worst eyes the vampire world had to offer—she could tell that the helicopters were blacker than the sky, with white letters on the underbelly that ensured everyone knew who was watching them.

      It was the Office of Preternatural Affairs. Not the Henderson Police Department, whom Shawn could have dispatched with a finger twitch, or even the Las Vegas Metro Police Department.

      The OPA was a federal authority ruling preternatural lives in the North American Union. If anyone had enough iron bullets and neutralizing spells to take down Shawn, it was the OPA.

      Nissa’s hair was blasted from her face as she stared up into the light. Brighter than the sun she hadn’t seen firsthand in four years. Bright enough that it made her dry eyeballs feel like they were going to catch fire.

      A voice boomed from above.

      “This is Police Chief Villanueva with the LVMPD! You will drop your weapons and get on the ground now!”

      The addition of OPA agents and LVMPD officers was too much for Nissa’s empathy powers.

      Humans everywhere. They assailed her brain to the point that she almost wished Anthony would stake her.

      Shawn was a vibrating force of energy on Nissa’s periphery, unseen.

      Anthony’s mind was still rolling over and over in Nissa’s gut, with all its frustration, its anger, and his longing to take one more shot at the sidhe. “Come on!” he shouted at the chopper, as if they’d be able to hear him. “They fucking started it!”

      Brianna was pushing in on Nissa too.

      And Nissa…

      She was swooning, falling, eyes rolling into the back of her head. She wasn’t sure if she imagined that she could see the inside of her skull. There was no mind left to go along with the bloodless tissue. Just a yawning black chasm of spider webs and dust and fear, all of which vanished the moment she went unconscious.
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      LVMPD Chief Villanueva’s office smelled like coyote shifter. Appropriate, given that she was a coyote shifter. Brianna Dimaria had sniffed out Charmaine Villanueva’s breed the first time they met.

      It had been a long time since she’d met anyone—shifter, vampire, demon, whatever—and hadn’t been able to tell what they were.

      Brianna’s power wasn’t technically a smell thing. She didn’t really smell anyone, and her nose was very normal for a human. But the feeling of encountering preternaturals was best compared to the sensation of tightness one got before a sneeze.

      Charmaine tingled in the back of Brianna’s throat like all shifters did. Narrowing it down to coyote from there had been a matter of time.

      The woman didn’t look much like a coyote, though. She was built tall and sturdy, unlike the slinky opportunistic canine that infested Nevada’s fields, suburbs, and federal lands. There was also no hint of coyote mischief in Charmaine’s golden eyes, though there was a lupine tilt to her chin, and she looked as though she were contemplating biting someone’s hand off.

      “Anthony Morales,” Charmaine said. “Achlys.”

      Her eyes sliced between them—the two leaders of opposing factions sitting on the other side of her desk.

      Getting Anthony and Achlys so close to each other without bloodshed was as near a miracle as Brianna had ever seen. It was only made possible by the OPA agents ringing the police chief’s office. Even Anthony wouldn’t try to stake Achlys out of the blue with that much law enforcement personnel present. He wasn’t Dana McIntyre, after all.

      “Three times now,” Chief Villanueva said. “Three times we’ve had to stop you two from fighting.” It was funny that she sounded so affronted by such a small number of conflicts. Really, the Hunting Club had clashed with the Paradisos much more than three times. It had only escalated to the point it couldn’t be concealed from law enforcement three times.

      “I have never fought this vampire.” Anthony’s arms were folded across his chest, his posture slumped, the cast to his eyebrows sullen.

      “I will affirm I have never met this man.” Achlys was his stiff-backed foil in the right-hand chair. From where Brianna sat, she could only see a sliver of the vampire’s features. Achlys had an arched brow, thin lips, and makeup clearly meant to evoke Elvira.

      Chief Villanueva pounded her fist into the desk. “Stop it. You two are the registered leaders of your respective organizations, so whether you’ve met face to face or not, you’re responsible for all this. All of it.”

      Anthony glowered at Achlys, who didn’t even tip her head in his direction. Achlys’s plaster skin looked like it’d have cracked if she tried to move too far.

      Brianna, meanwhile, was smiling.

      It was a reflexive defense mechanism. She always smiled when she was uncomfortable, or when people were saying stupid things, or when she was getting yelled at by the police chief. The latter wasn’t a rare incident, even though they were friends with Charmaine. The Hunting Club did like to push the legal boundaries of its vigilante license, and Charmaine seemed to end up yelling at them on a biweekly basis.

      Not a big deal normally. Charmaine was quick to forgive and forget when the Hunting Club rescued the city.

      Except this time they were being supervised by the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

      The visiting agents radiated preternatural power. There was at least one other coyote shifter among them, but the other shifters were all werewolf in nature. A handful were witches. A surprising number were sidhe from the Middle Worlds— faeries who had been “loaned” to the organization thanks to a treaty with the Sidhe Courts.

      This was a deadly team that had been handpicked by someone for some reason, and Brianna had a bad feeling that reason was going to end in her head on a platter.

      So she just kept smiling.

      “And now the fighting’s spilled into mundane neighborhoods,” Chief Villanueva said. “Do you have any idea how that makes us look?”

      Anthony had the good sense not to respond.

      “You two have pushed this city to the brink of riots,” she went on, jabbing her fingers at both Anthony and Achlys. “All it takes is a Hunting Club associate and a Paradisos vampire breathing within a half-mile of each other, and…boom.”

      “We have reason to be on edge,” Achlys said silkily. “We are frightened. The Hunting Club has killed one of ours without a license.”

      Anthony jerked upright, hands slamming to the arms of his chair. “Bullshit!”

      “Where is he, hunter?” Now Achlys had turned her head to stare at him, and Brianna wished that she hadn’t. She was a swivel-headed Barbie doll with stiff black hair fibers and eyes the color of blood. “What have you done with Beelzebub?”

      Brianna covered her mouth with a hand. She hoped that nobody heard her laugh.

      Beelzebub. I mean, really.

      Only in Vegas could campy, over-the-top vampires like Morticia Addams here and freaking Beelzebub become legitimate.

      Not just legitimate, but powerful.

      Achlys was the head of a hydra who ran the Strip. Her tits were on more billboards than showgirls’. She owned deeds to most of the acreage in Paradise, which was an unincorporated town at the heart of Las Vegas encompassing the Strip, UNLV, and even the airport.

      One tourist dollar at a time, Achlys had spent the years since Genesis building the single biggest vampire murder in the known world. And she did it all wearing a black dress so tight she couldn’t have breathed if she were living.

      Relative to Achlys, Anthony’s energy was offensively loose. One of his boots had come untied. The hem of his wife beater was unraveling. His fingers twitched at his side where a holster usually rested. “I don’t know any vampires named Beelzebub and I haven’t killed any of your Paradisos without a license.”

      “Lies,” Achlys whispered. That one whisper ratcheted the tension in the room up so much tighter.

      The OPA agents shifted. Anthony’s hands weren’t the only ones twitching.

      “I didn’t bring you here to start another fight,” said Chief Villanueva. “I brought you here to issue a warning. Things have been right on the fucking edge—and the OPA has noticed.”

      “We’ve only worked to make the city friendlier to tourists,” Achlys said. “Nevada’s ability to survive relies upon the tax dollars produced by our friendly city.”

      The chief scoffed. “Friendly? You made vampires accessible, flashy, sexy. You turned fear into an aphrodisiac that keno girls offer up with black crayons. You’re antagonists—and you’re half the cause of all the violent displays we’ve been seeing.”

      “Just half?” Anthony asked.

      Charmaine rounded on him. “Don’t fucking start with me, Morales. You know the role you’ve played in this.”

      Brianna couldn’t resist. “Supporting the LVMPD’s investigations? Taking down criminals you can’t safely tackle thanks to our specialized training? Controlling the vampire scourge so that humans can survive visits to Las Vegas?”

      Achlys’s head turned and kept turning. It twisted until her spine audibly popped and her red eyes focused on Brianna. “Scourge,” Achlys whispered. It felt like spiders crawling down Brianna’s spine.

      “Who started the fight today?” Chief Villanueva asked. She didn’t give anyone a chance to respond. “I don’t care. All the OPA sees is that Clark County’s a fucking mess. They’re breathing down the mayor’s neck, and she’s breathing down mine. If this escalates, the OPA will retract all vigilante licenses.”

      “Great idea,” Achlys said.

      Anthony sucked in a hard breath. “But—”

      “And then they’ll daylight bomb the whole gods-damned city,” the chief said. “That’s what’s going to happen if there’s one more clash between your factions.”

      Achlys twisted her Barbie-doll head back around to give the chief her attention again, and her penciled eyebrows were in the same neutral arch as always. Her anger filled the air so thickly that Brianna was choking on it. “Nobody died tonight,” Achlys said. “Shawn lost control of his unseelie powers because he was frightened by these thugs, but his magical flutters caused no harm.”

      She said that like Shawn Wyn was some delicate butterfly and not an elemental force wrapped in the body of a WWE heel. Brianna could still feel his hand locked around her throat. She’d definitely bruise.

      “I will control Shawn better in the future, and Mohinder is arranging for the frightened families to receive reparations.” Achlys’s head popped to the side, probably meant to look like an imploring tilt. There were visible veins on the side of her throat. Thick, pulsing veins flowing with rich human blood. “There was no death, and no injury, aside from Anthony Morales shooting one of my friends.”

      “And he will pay a fine for that,” Chief Villanueva said.

      Ooh, Anthony was not going to be happy. Every time the Hunting Club had to pay a fine, it came out of their communal Swear Jar. Everyone could see the money drop and knew it meant that someone had gotten in trouble with the cops again. Anthony would be catching shit from their associates for months to come.

      “Doesn’t matter if nobody died this time,” Charmaine went on. “What about next time? How bad’s it going to have to get before your squabbles are destroying another Luxor?”

      “We didn’t destroy the first one,” Anthony muttered.

      “This is your first, last, and only warning.” The police chief stood and bent to plant her fists on the desk, fixing them with a fierce stare. “If you publicly clash again, the OPA’s taking over. No more nice LVMPD. No more vigilantes in Vegas, and no more vampires in Vegas. Don’t fucking ruin this for all of us.”

      She straightened to gaze around the room. Now Charmaine had those coyote eyes. There was a feral light to them—a beast who had gotten backed into a corner by all the bodies in tactical gear looming around her desk as though they were about to seize it.

      The chief didn’t want the OPA there. She didn’t want to lose her job because the secretary of the OPA sat on the mayor’s head. Everyone was in trouble if the Hunting Club and the Paradisos couldn’t get along.

      Charmaine gestured to her only officer in the room, a short man wearing police blues. “It’s almost sunrise, so we’re done here. Officer Jeffreys, escort Anthony and Brianna to the door. And as for Achlys…”

      A wind gusted through the room. The papers on the chief’s desk rustled.

      Achlys’s chair sat empty.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Nissa tasted pennies. Wet, slick, dripping pennies. Her eyes peeled open. Without moisture to dampen them, it felt a lot like rubbing tree bark over her pupils. Light sent pain lancing through the nerves to her brain.

      Achlys pulled her arm away from Nissa. “Finally. I was starting to worry.”

      The master vampire had cut her arm to ooze sludgy black blood into Nissa’s mouth. It was highly concentrated yet barely nourishing—and also the only type of blood that Nissa had ever tasted. Vampires needed human blood to finish transforming. Blood from another vampire wasn’t enough to make Nissa finish the transformation.

      It was enough to wake Nissa up. Also enough to make Nissa immediately roll over onto her face and barf.

      “It’s okay.” Achlys’s cool hand stroked jerky lines over the halo of Nissa’s curls. “Ride out the feelings. Let it pass. The blood will digest.”

      The blood never digested. It always came out one way or another, since her body would only absorb a teaspoon of it. “Thank you, master,” Nissa whispered as the nausea rippled through her.

      She lifted her head to see that she was in Achlys’s private den. Someone had carried Nissa from Henderson to Paradise. Its glass walls were exposed so that they had an excellent view of the super-huge pyramid of Luxor 2, the oversized holographic figures advertising Wenda the Wicked’s strip show, and the levitating Ferris wheel alongside the old High Roller.

      Between the bars of light radiating from Luxor 2, there were no stars to see. Just the occasional blink of helicopter lights passing below them and the reflection of Achlys’s figure slithering toward a man draped across a clear acrylic chair.

      Tormid was an enormous man, so even though Nissa’s eyes wouldn’t focus, she identified him by the length of his body. One leg slung over an arm and his back nestled across the opposite arm. He was laziness personified, almost too lazy, as though he were deliberately trying to conceal his more avian quirks.

      “Wrist,” Achlys said.

      Tormid lifted his arm. She took his elbow with delicate, brittle fingers. Nissa’s vision doubled when Achlys popped her head to the left, angling herself so that her fangs aligned with his vein. Sharpened bone slid through skin, parting tissue until tooth and blood met.

      Nissa felt it all through Tormid’s feelings. It wasn’t too bad, since he was willing to give Achlys his blood. The shifter would quickly regenerate anything that she took from him. But it was still so much sensation, so much life, and Nissa wanted it all to go away.

      A hand blocked Nissa’s view.

      The fingers were blue, but not the dead-blue of a bloodless corpse. They were sapphires in sunshine and ocean waves cresting over a frozen beach. “You all right?” Shawn Wyn asked.

      Nissa was glad she couldn’t blush. She took his hand and allowed him to pull her into a sitting position. “Yes, I’m fine. Did you kill them? All those people out in Henderson?”

      “Not this time,” he said with a wink. “Got interrupted. But do you know what I’d have done to them if I could have?”

      “What?”

      Shawn’s lips brushed her ear, and it felt like a moth’s wings beating inside the dusty bones of her chest. “I’d have ripped them limb from limb and reassembled them into entirely new people.”

      “Oh.” Nissa could vividly envision it. The fantasy was safe, since the imagined victims didn’t have emotions to assault her with.

      She wished she could have seen Shawn kill like that.

      “Stop it, Shawn,” Tormid said, his golden gaze cutting through the room to the sidhe. “You won’t rip anyone apart. You know we have to behave.” He spoke loudly so that everyone could hear the admonishment.

      They were not alone in Achlys’s penthouse and Achlys was not the only one drinking her fill. There were many other vampires from the murder, many people who were feeding off of many willing humans. They relaxed in other glass-walled rooms on the floor, just beyond the reach of Nissa’s empathy. Achlys must have commanded her murder to feed from a distance safe for Nissa.

      At that range, while she was still so disoriented, Nissa could only see the vamps and victims as a lot of colorless shapes moving together. Some were smoking lethe from hookahs and passing the smoke from mouth to mouth. Others drew blood from throats and thighs. Some people were dancing, their mouths so caked in blood that it looked like they’d scribbled lipstick over their indistinct faces.

      “You failed,” Tormid said. “You didn’t get the package.”

      “You’re a package,” Shawn said.

      Tormid’s eyes slid halfway shut as Achlys drank. “We sent you to get someone. You didn’t come back with him. Where is he?”

      “You didn’t send me anywhere. Achlys sent me because she’s the master of the murder, and you’re just some bird-brain who fucks her.”

      Achlys withdrew her teeth. Nissa felt it like the fangs were coming out of her face.

      The room snapped into focus.

      “You’re a sidhe here by my good graces,” Achlys said. She touched her tongue to one fang, then another, sucking the vestiges of blood down. “My good grace lasts as long as you’re useful. You didn’t find Harold Hopkins, and I don’t care why; you’ll locate him without making another mess or my grace ends.”

      Shawn gave Nissa a conspiratorial wink. “Yes ma’am.”

      “Escort him out, Aggy,” Achlys said.

      Aggy had been turned into a vampire as a tiny, withered old lady, but she was confident grabbing Shawn’s arm. She’d have killed herself if that were what it took to execute Achlys’s order. “Let’s go.”

      Did his feet even touch the floor when he slid out of the room? The acrylic floors seemed to light up under the balls of his feet, but he made no sound other than the singing of wind chimes, the rustle of soft silk.

      Aggy led Shawn to the one opaque structure on the floor—the elevator—and he winked again at Nissa before going down.

      “It will never happen with you two,” Achlys said.

      Nissa’s gaze snapped to her master. “What?”

      “Shawn. You. It’s not a good idea.” Achlys’s tongue rasped up the inner line of Tormid’s arm, and her lips were on his palm when she said, “Give us a moment?”

      “All the moments I have belong to you,” Tormid said. They kissed briefly, mouth to mouth. Blood streaked his chin when he pulled away.

      His legs swung over the chair and his feet hit the floor. He rolled out his shoulders when he stood. There was already no sign of injury on Tormid’s body. Shifters healed anything short of silver in moments.

      When Tormid stepped out of the room, Achlys pressed a button on her remote control. The walls went opaque. They could no longer see the Strip or even the vampires feeding elsewhere in the penthouse. It was just master vampire Achlys and Nissa, her travel expert who had never once tasted human blood.

      Achlys let out a sigh and whipped off her wig. The hair underneath was baby-soft blond, curling around her contoured cheeks. Her fingers plunged into the neck of her dress to extract the inserts from her bra. They plopped to the floor and wobbled like jelly, leaving Achlys’s cleavage much less impressive. Then she collapsed to the sofa beside Nissa. She no longer moved jerkily.

      “I’ll get rid of Shawn to keep the peace if that’s what it takes,” Achlys said with none of her chilly affect. She sounded and looked like an average twenty-something girl, though she wouldn’t have been twenty-something for twenty years. “I don’t want you to get attached to him. He’s not even one of mine.”

      “Would it matter to you if he were?” Nissa asked.

      For a master vampire who controlled the largest murder in the world, Achlys was not a fan of vampires. Aside from Nissa, the only person she showed real signs of liking was Tormid. A shifter.

      “Most likely not,” Achlys said. “Ugh. Can you please unzip me?” She lifted an arm so that Nissa could get at the zipper concealed within the hem.

      The woman underneath was neither as gaunt nor as curvaceous as the dress made her appear. Her ribs seemed to drag underneath the tissue of her skin rather than slide the way that they did on a mortal. Her breasts were deflated. She wiggled into the knee-length t-shirt that she liked to wear in her coffin during daytime and mopped at her face with wipes to remove the dramatic makeup.

      “At least the night’s over,” Achlys said, relaxing against the back of the couch. “The next night, for your information. You slept for a night and a half.”

      “What happened while I was out?” Nissa asked.

      “The chief of police slapped us on the wrist. She’s afraid. The OPA is threatening to daylight bomb Vegas, which would be terrible for cash flow.”

      Nissa had heard whispers of the OPA daylight bombing other cities. It was a magical thing—like encasing the town in a bubble, inside which UV-heavy sunlight perpetually blasted. Daylight bombing was obnoxious for humans, especially since it was guaranteed to jack up the prices on blackout curtains. But it was deadly for vampires. They wouldn’t be able to leave their dens until the magic faded.

      “Not too bad,” Nissa said. “Most of our tourism is human, so perpetual daylight won’t stop them from coming to us.”

      “Who’s going to entertain them if it’s never nighttime? Who wants to go to a vampire city without vampires in it?”

      “We could go completely underground. Get extra sexy about it.”

      Achlys picked at the edge of her false black fingernails. “I don’t want the OPA taking my playground. Shawn is useful, but I will get rid of him when his usefulness ends to protect my stake in Vegas. So please don’t get attached.”

      Nissa swallowed hard. “I won’t.”

      She wouldn’t. She wasn’t.

      But she had seen the way that Shawn hung the people in the air, and the effortless power that he wielded. He didn’t fear everything. He didn’t feel everything. Stepping outside didn’t make his guts get all twisted up in knots, and he lived life without having to experience it through the senses of the mortals around him.

      Shawn was layers of beauty, layers and layers of it, and Nissa envied him.

      Achlys pushed another button on her remote. A wet bar emerged from the floor. She rattled around with all those little parts that produced espresso—the only thing that tasted strong enough to register on a vampire’s dead taste buds—and she gave Nissa a tiny steaming cup.

      “Drink up,” she said, tucking a hair behind Nissa’s ear.

      Nissa took an obedient sip and was rewarded by a smile from Achlys. She hated to wipe that smile off of her master’s face, but there was unfinished business to worry about.

      “The Hunting Club,” Nissa said.

      Achlys groaned and rolled her eyes. “I know. They claim they didn’t do anything with Beelzebub, can you believe it? You’d think that after all I’ve accomplished, they could at least have the courtesy not to pretend I’m stupid.”

      “What do you think they’re planning with Beelzebub?”

      “I don’t know,” Achlys said. “I’m afraid it will get worse.”

      Nissa rubbed her fingertips over her breast, wishing that she could have felt empathy for her master. Someone who cared for Nissa. Someone who loved her more than anyone else in her murder.

      “It won’t get worse,” Nissa said gently. “We’ll take care of the Hunting Club, the OPA, and anything else that needs to be taken care of.”

      “I know. I’m already working on it. In fact, I called in to the anonymous LVMPD tip line tonight. I’m opening a net for the Hunting Club. If they attack us first and we kill them defending ourselves…” Achlys shrugged.

      “You think the Hunting Club will respond to a tip that goes to the cops?”

      “They’re in each other’s pockets. I fully expect the LVMPD to get tipped off to the naughty vampires’ torture closet and send in the Hunting Club to handle it.”

      Nissa tensed. “Torture closet? You tipped them off about a torture closet?”

      “It’s not real, and there’s nothing for them to find. Don’t worry yourself.” Achlys’s smile was soft, so soft. “You’re still gentler than the rest of us. Dying hasn’t changed you.”

      Nissa tried to return that smile. She knew that Achlys meant it as a compliment. “Thank you.”

      “No. Thank you for reminding me that I will take care of everything.” She cupped Nissa’s cheeks in her hands. “I’ll take care of you, too. I promise.”
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      Las Vegas was a hellhole for Nissa. There were mortals everywhere, and those mortals came along with mortal thoughts, feelings, fears. They assailed Nissa when she took the elevator down to the Strip and headed into work, and she hated it.

      She needed to hurry through that hellhole for multiple reasons, only one of which was the preservation of her mental health. The horizon was turning orange. As a blood virgin, Nissa might have been able to walk around at full noon and survive to see the night. But she would need more than a few drops of Achlys’s blood to get back on her feet.

      She took the monorail a few blocks up. The whole time, she chewed on her hands, eyes screwed shut, rocking back and forth on her feet after incurring that much damage.

      The window of time to get to work was narrow. When she got off at the station, she didn’t have any fingernails left.

      But it got her all the way to work before the sun started touching the streets.

      Nissa’s involvement with the Paradisos was that of a glorified travel agent, but it was not how she made her money. Actual employment occurred at a casino owned by her sire, Mohinder, and as soon as Nissa stepped into the square outside of Judex, her anxiety begin to mellow.

      She was almost there—back in her office, back in her territory.

      Judex was, like all casinos owned by Mohinder, a luxury environment intended for high-class gamblers. The first few floors were a shopping mall built into an artificial forest with real weather patterns and billion-dollar brands. You had to get up to the fifth story before you even reached the casino floor with its waterfalls and evening gown-clad cocktail waitresses.

      Achlys loved her gaudy transparent acrylic, but Mohinder’s design was sleek metal built into organic lines to mirror his plants. Animal habitats had been so seamlessly integrated along the edge of the gaming tables that you couldn’t see the glass separating you from the sleeping leopards and caimans. He’d designed the casino so that it evoked prehistoric forests, dissimilar from anything currently on the planet.

      It looked like it should have been uncomfortably steamy amidst the fog and artificial swamps, but the temperature was cool, the music was subtle, and the cocktails were strong. It was impossible to tell the time of day or night in Judex. Humans occasionally got lost among the tables for weeks on end.

      Mohinder had built a special entrance for Nissa that avoided the card tables and was concealed behind the wildcat habitats. Her entrance was separate from the utility access corridors too, so as soon as she got off the casino floor, she didn’t have to encounter another mortal mind all the way up to her office.

      He was waiting for her there. Mohinder sat against the edge of her desk with legs extended, crossed at the ankles, fingers drumming on the sinuous metal curve forming the desk.

      “Late today.” Mohinder’s curls hung over one side of his head, silver threads tracing from one ear to the back of his scalp. “Very late. Close to thirty hours late.”

      “Sorry.” Nissa took a long inhale through her nose, filling the raisins of her lungs to maximum capacity. She held the air. There was no need to exhale. “I slept at Achlys’s again.”

      “She told me. You know I don’t mind when you sleep away from me. However…” Mohinder’s crimson gaze turned to a door beyond Nissa’s desk. It was framed on either side by plants that seemed to grow directly from the floor, supported by silver struts.

      Nissa sat at her desk and logged into her computer. “It’s fine. I’m still well within the time limits for these things.”

      “So time is your meter? Not suffering?”

      She wasn’t even looking at her computer, though the desktop had loaded. Her wallpaper was a slideshow of flowering cacti, mountains blue from sunset, sunbaked empty riverbeds. “Do you think that he’s suffering?”

      “I don’t think it matters,” Mohinder said. “But you do.”

      Nissa opened her messaging program. She’d been out of Judex for long enough that she had hundreds of things to catch up on, hundreds of things to fix. “Did you let him go?”

      “No.” Mohinder slipped around to stand behind her chair. He was a sign marker on the path between Nissa’s desk and the door on the other side. “This is your choice. I want to see what you’ll do, even if that means abandonment, starvation, and oblivion.”

      Nissa had no appetite for email. Pushing back her chair, she stood on wobbling legs. The wormy husks of her intestines had come back from the dead to curl themselves into Gordian knots. They slithered through her the entire time she crossed the office to the door between the trees.

      But they silenced when she opened the door.

      It led to a closet. A tiny, lightless closet.

      Before all of the bricks that she’d stacked in there, it had been a normal-sized supply closet. Now its floor space was less than a meter in each direction, with two enormous hooks on the ceiling and one on the floor.

      Achlys may have described it as a torture closet, had she known it existed.

      Apparently Achlys and Nissa were more similar than either of them ever realized.

      A vampire was stretched between the hooks. When Nissa had first packed him behind her desk, he’d worked himself into such a state of panic that he sweated blood from his last meal out of his pores.

      Now the blood had dried to a crust on his skin, and his struggling had fissured that crust into spider webs. Actual spiders had begun to build webs on the bricks by his head too.

      A vampire could last without human blood indefinitely, so long as it had another supply. Synthetic and animal blood were the primary options. With no blood at all, a vampire began to get thirsty. They said that a vampire could only last two weeks without any blood.

      Beelzebub had been in her closet for over a week, and there was no color or stretch to his skin left. His twitching had ripped divots into his flesh to expose dusty muscle underneath. His cheeks were plastered so close to his skull that they were ridged by a visible outline of teeth, and the long points of his fangs lay over lips as thin as spaghetti.

      He was distinctive from other vampires because of his body modifications. Metal spikes were implanted in Beelzebub’s forehead so that it looked like he had two rows of horns above his eyes, sprouting from the arch of his brow and running through his hair. Nissa had discovered by close investigation that the horns were anchored in his skull by screws. The amount of pain a vampire could handle was amazing.

      She had spent the week testing the limits of Beelzebub’s capacity for pain. It seemed starvation was much more painful than screws to the skull.

      When he saw Nissa, he made a noise that should have been a furious snarl. His emotions didn’t touch her. Couldn’t reach her. Vampires didn’t jab at Nissa’s senses the way that mortals did.

      Without his emotions on the attack, there was nothing left but Nissa.

      Nissa didn’t know what she felt.

      Anxious, yes. Worried about getting caught.

      But did she feel bad for what she was doing to Beelzebub? She wasn’t certain.

      “He is suffering,” Mohinder said matter-of-factly. “What is it that you hope to get out of this?”

      She gazed up at the furrows that the ropes had dug into Beelzebub’s wrists. “Vampires are brutal creatures, Mohinder.”

      “Predators tend to be.”

      “I can’t be brutal to humans because…” She hugged herself tighter. “I can’t.”

      Yet Nissa wanted to be brutal.

      She had caught Beelzebub hunting in Judex. It was federally illegal to hunt humans, and Achlys banned it as well. Beelzebub’s punishment should have been death one way or another. Nonetheless, Nissa had been ready to smooth it over, keep it quiet, maintain the peace in Las Vegas.

      Then Beelzebub’s victim had smashed his fear into Nissa, and she’d felt his every broken bone. Their minds had merged for one blazing instant.

      Beelzebub had been about to murder a volunteer firefighter, a hero of the nation. The firefighter had been scared. He’d known he was about to die, his throat torn out by a hungry jackal.

      The fear had seized Nissa.

      And she’d attacked.

      The firefighter was still recovering in a local hospital. And here Beelzebub was, stretched out in her closet, serving his punishment for hunting tourists. Except it wasn’t Nissa’s job to punish vampires of the murder. And she hadn’t told anyone except for Mohinder.

      Achlys had tipped off the LVMPD about a torture closet. It was an unlucky coincidence. Achlys meant for the tip to lure the Hunting Club into her trap, but instead, it risked luring the cops to Nissa’s doorstep with wooden stakes.

      Nissa gazed up at her sire. His broad face was ruggedly handsome despite the fact that he wore such sleek couture, his brows angled down in the middle, his cheekbones as prominent as his eyes were sunken. It was the first face that Nissa had seen when she’d opened her eyes as one of the undead. “What would you do to him?”

      Mohinder returned her gaze with a blank stare. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking. He was her sire, but they’d never sealed the bond with a final exchange of blood, so they didn’t have the psychic connection they should have. Just another of the many things Nissa was missing.

      “What would you do if he were human?” Mohinder asked.

      “He wouldn’t be.” Nissa couldn’t have survived through experiencing all that fear. There was no alternate universe where she was capable of keeping a human in her closet.

      “Beelzebub feels anything a human would feel in this situation. He feels more, in fact. The bloodless are emotional beings with much more depth than the living. Strange as it may seem, all vampires are just as complex on the inside as you.”

      “You’re saying I should let him go.”

      Mohinder rested a hand on Nissa’s shoulder. “Curiosity is normal, but you’ve studied Beelzebub long enough. If Achlys catches you in this pursuit, you’ll be dead to preserve the peace in Las Vegas, no matter how much she cares for you.”

      “Beelzebub will tell her if I let him go,” Nissa said.

      “No he won’t. He won’t speak of this to anyone for fear of my retribution.”

      He was right. Nissa couldn’t hold on to one of their guys. Especially not when the OPA was closing in on them.

      Sooner or later, someone was going to figure out what she’d done.

      She said, “Okay.”

      Mohinder twitched his fingers and the ropes fell apart. He had low-level telekinesis—a far less intrusive ability than Nissa’s hyper-empathy—and it meant that he had plenty of time to step out of the way when Beelzebub stumbled out of his confinement.

      “Run,” Mohinder said. “Don’t feed on another tourist or I will find you.”

      The vampire could only squeeze out a groan.

      He slammed through the doors, feet slapping all the way down the hall.

      Mohinder said, “Thank you Nissa. You’ve made the correct choice to preserve the tenuous peace in Las Vegas.”

      She sat down at her computer. Just as she hadn’t felt anything at torturing Beelzebub, she didn’t feel anything at him leaving. “Will that be all?”
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      Nobody at the murder scene wanted to see Brianna Dimaria. Nobody got excited when she shuffled over with her bathtub-sized coffee and wooden pentacle charms, and a couple of the cops didn’t even make eye contact.

      “I thought you said that the Hunting Club was coming out,” muttered one crime scene tech to another. Brianna prepared not to hear them.

      She’d gotten to the Hunting Lodge at six o’clock that morning, right after sunrise, so she’d been the first person to check the answering machine. The cops had requested a consult on a murder. Brianna put the word out and headed in first.

      Dammit, people should have been thanking her for how quickly she’d gotten there.

      But no, there was all the whispering and glancing around, seeing if Brianna might be followed by one of the Hunting Club’s more famous associates. Chugging the coffee wasn’t waking her enough to deal with this crap.

      “Ugh,” she sighed once she’d drained her mug. She swirled the dregs of the black coffee around the bottom. “Anyone got chai, by any chance? Or any other tea?”

      “The only thing we’ve got here is ash,” Officer Jeffreys said. “You don’t want that.”

      “No. I don’t.” She set her mug on top of a police car, made a mental note to retrieve it later, then wiped her hands off on her tunic. “Okay, what’ve we got here?”

      “Vampire. Permanently dead vampire.”

      “No kidding,” Brianna said.

      The corpses left behind by perma-dead vampires were distinctive from those left behind by humans. Sure, they had all the same parts, but every bit of a vampire was flammable in sunlight. If they found the body before sunlight wreaked havoc on the evidence, it looked like finding a human who had been barbecued. Bones charred as well as the soft tissue, and the skin got crispy fast.

      Given a few more minutes in daylight, this vampire would have been indistinguishable as having ever lived, much less as a vampire. But right now, Brianna Dimaria was confident that the pieces crime scene techs had fished out of a Dumpster belonged to one of the bloodless.

      “What’s that?” Brianna asked.

      Officer Jeffreys lifted a piece of bone in his gloved hand, careful to keep it in the shade of the bar’s rear alleyway. “Judging by the curve, I think…skull?” He swallowed wetly.

      Who could blame him for looking queasy? He wasn’t just holding a piece of skull. He was holding a piece of skull with clear characteristics of the person it had once belonged to. Probably a masochist, considering that they had screwed metal horns into their skull.

      “Damn,” Brianna muttered.

      There was no way that the Hunting Club wouldn’t get blamed for this dead vampire.

      She heard the bass rumbling on a car’s stereo before it pulled up to the mouth of the alley. The crime scene had been taped off, but someone pulled the tape aside to allow the lifted pickup truck to roll up to the edge of the scene. The windows were opaque black, in stark contrast to the lime-slashed Pepto Bismol of the body’s paint job. The grill on the front looked like it had been used to literally catch cows, since there was dried blood and tissue caked to the bars. The driver was listening to music by Slipknot—Brianna recognized the frantic rhythm of the drums.

      A couple cops had the nerve to start applauding when that pickup appeared.

      “Oh, come on,” Brianna groaned.

      “You can’t blame them. She’s got a legacy.” Chief Villanueva came up to stand beside Brianna. Charmaine hadn’t been doing fieldwork since her promotion, so if Charmaine was watching, then it meant Mayor Hekekia was watching. And so was the OPA.

      “Legacy shmegacy,” Brianna said. “Did you know that I used to be high priestess of the single most prestigious coven in the world before Genesis?”

      “You might have mentioned it twenty or thirty times,” Charmaine said with a good-natured smirk.

      “That, and I show up to consults on time,” Brianna said.

      The pickup door popped open. Beer cans tumbled out of the driver’s seat, scattering across the cracked cement, and studded platform boots struck a moment later.

      Dana McIntyre glared murder at the cops who’d applauded her arrival, and that only seemed to make them all the more excited.

      If a McIntyre was on the scene, they considered the case already solved.

      There was nothing to get excited about at the sight of Dana. Her pink-tipped hair was styled into spikes, the solid mass of her body was held snug by a leather corset with stone pauldrons, and she wore a leather skirt. She had an open beer can in one hand and let a belch out of the corner of her mouth as she sauntered over.

      “Dana, good morning.” Brianna was grinning crazily and speaking through her teeth again. “How nice of you to join us at a crime scene, with police, where you drove in a pickup while drinking beer. Which is so totally legal.”

      “O’Doul’s.” Dana crushed the beer can and hurled it over her shoulder. “Like the flavor. Don’t drive drunk.”

      Chief Villanueva was not surprised by this display from Dana. “Glad to have you.” She clapped Dana’s hand in both of hers and shook with genuine relief. “We could have used you last night when I had the master of the Paradisos in my office.”

      “Good thing I was there,” Brianna muttered.

      “I was on patrol.” Dana lifted her gauntleted fists, and magic sputtered from her elbows to her knuckles, which were just as studded as her boots. These particular studs were bloody on the tips. “There was a shifter brawl, so you’ll want to check in with jail intake later. You guys are full up. Brianna, help me strip.”

      Brianna sighed. “What’s the magic word?”

      “Ngou ho,” Dana said in hetânâ, the magic language both of them were fluent in. Ngou ho meant “fuck you.” The words had absolutely no power coming from a mundane like Dana, except that it made Brianna’s blood pressure spike.

      “Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning,” Brianna said. “Try again or else I’ll show your adoring fans pictures of when I helped potty train you. I bet they’d love to hear how you insisted on wearing pull-ups until kindergarten.”

      Dana’s eyes narrowed, as if she were evaluating whether or not Brianna was serious.

      Brianna was completely serious. She’d been putting up with Dana McIntyre and her stupid family legacy ever since Dana was knee-high to a pig’s eye. When Dana had been a teenager—worst decade ever—awkward childhood photos had been the only threat to control her.

      “Help me please,” Dana finally said.

      “Happily.” Brianna undid the straps on Dana’s gauntlets, her pauldrons, even her belt. She was left standing with fifty pounds of enchanted gear, which she tossed into the back of Dana’s ugly-ass pickup while Dana herself went to examine the scene.

      A crime scene tech handed latex gloves to Dana. She snapped them on and picked up the same piece of skull that Officer Jeffreys had been investigating.

      Dana lifted it into the sunlight. It began smoking. She blew the fire off, then peered closely at the remaining bone.

      “This vampire was killed by the Paradisos,” Dana said.

      “How do you know?” Chief Villanueva asked.

      “Because I’ve got fucking eyeballs.” She tossed the skull to Officer Jeffreys, who managed to transfer it to an evidence bin before diving into a corner to barf. “This vampire was starved. No Vegas vampire starves on accident, and no Vegas vampire gets held captive without Paradisos knowing. So the Paradisos did it.”

      “Our lab will be able to confirm that the vampire was starving, but we’ll need more than that to pin it on the Paradisos,” Chief Villanueva said.

      Brianna shot a sideways look at the chief. Did Charmaine want to pin it on the Paradisos? She’d made it clear that vigilantes and vampires in Las Vegas were on equal footing, and equally fucked if things went wrong.

      “Don’t waste your resources.” Dana peeled her gloves off and dropped them into a trash bag held by another tech. “If the vampires are fucking around with a civil war, let ‘em do it. Vamps killing vamps is nobody’s problem.”

      “Murdering American citizens is illegal, no matter who does it,” Brianna said.

      Dana’s snort wasn’t pretty and it wasn’t meant to be. She reveled in being as disgusting as possible, even while consulting at crime scenes. Maybe especially while consulting at crime scenes. “But the vampires do it anyway, because they’re vampires. They’re killers. They aren’t capable of doing anything else.”

      “Help me link this murder to the Paradisos,” Chief Villanueva said.

      Dana said, “No.”

      She climbed into her pickup. Brianna heard another can of O’Doul’s cracking open before the door slammed shut.

      The truck backed out of the alley. Dana’s tailgate clipped a trashcan and knocked it over, spilling its contents across the pavement. She dragged a bag halfway down the street before it finally tore loose, and then she was gone, leaving wreckage and adoring cops behind her.

      Dana McIntyre had been there less than five minutes. Everyone looked star-struck and it seemed like Brianna no longer existed.

      “Yep,” Brianna said, glancing at her watch. “Just another Tuesday.”
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* * *

      Brianna caught up with Charmaine again when they were wrapping up the scene. “I’m sorry about Dana, Chief.” Brianna kept quiet enough that none of the other cops on the scene would be able to hear. “You’ll have our support, as always, but we just can’t guarantee Dana’s direct involvement.”

      “I know. I understand.” But that didn’t make Charmaine look happier. How could she? She was police chief in a city that was about to explode, and their most prominent ally in the hunting community wanted nothing to do with it. “Walk with me, Dimaria.”

      Brianna struggled to keep up with the chief as they headed to the end of the alley, further away from the people cleaning the scene of the crime. They could have cleaned up the area a lot sooner, but they’d wanted to wait for Dana to see it all, even if it meant risking further sun exposure.

      Clark County’s law enforcement had been relying on McIntyre help for generations now. Before Genesis, the resident McIntyre had been named Lucas—a kopis, a demon hunter, who had looked like his daughter with a few more piercings and less hair. He’d been wrestling with the local preternaturals since before preternaturals were legally American citizens.

      Lucas McIntyre had died in Genesis. The old gods and new gods had gone to war against each other in 2015, and it had been one ugly battle with a lot of collateral damage. Heaven and Hell had gotten onto Earth. Then Earth had fallen apart.

      At the end of it all, a void had swept over the world, devouring every last living soul.

      The world had rebooted.

      And when everyone had been reborn, there were a lot more preternaturals in it than before. Many mundane humans had been normal one day and shapeshifters, witches, or sidhe the next. Most importantly for Las Vegas, there had suddenly been vampires, too.

      And there had been no Lucas McIntyre.

      His surviving daughter had risen to take his mantle. For the most part, Dana did the job even better. She knew vampires like nobody else. There was no doubt in Brianna’s mind that if Dana said a vampire had been held captive and starved that she was one hundred percent correct.

      LVMPD was lucky to have Dana’s help. They might have even been right to treat her like a celebrity. At some point, she’d been worth the hype.

      But Dana had changed.

      Brianna had always found Dana difficult to get along with. It was a side effect of Brianna—a woman who was happily, deliberately childless—being forced to help raise an orphan with a community of hunters. Brianna hated kids; Dana hated Brianna. They hated each other the way that family hated, though. Brianna had been legitimately happy when Dana turned eighteen and took control of the Hunting Club.

      At first, Dana had pretended to be professional working with the cops. She’d operated beneath a veneer of normalcy. Dana’s brand of normal involved corsets, sure, but she’d worked predictable hours, and she’d followed the law so that her evidence was admissible in court. She’d never endangered the Hunting Club’s vigilante license.

      Everything had been fine for a few years.

      Then Dana had changed.

      Now this was her new normal. Showing up to a time-sensitive crime scene an hour after she was called, leaving beer cans all over the evidence, deciding that she didn’t care if vampires broke the law by murdering other vampires…

      “This isn’t the first vampire who’s died like this,” Charmaine said. The Las Vegas sun blasted the detail out of her skin, leaving her a tanned, scowling silhouette that towered over Brianna. “I’ll have to wait for results to be sure, but this looks like the deaths of five other vampires we’ve found in recent weeks.”

      Brianna’s eyes went wide. “Five other vampires? Why didn’t you tell us sooner?”

      “We’re capable of investigating crimes without you sometimes. Six is pushing it, though. Six is more than a pattern. And if Dana’s right that these people are being killed by the Paradisos…it could get ugly.”

      “Any connections between the victims?”

      “Aside from being Paradisos? No. I’m pretty sure that guy they’re cleaning up is our missing Beelzebub, though. The horns match his description.”

      “Beelzebub is the one Achlys mentioned last night,” Brianna said. “Jesus. So if she’s killing them and blaming us, this is a frame job?”

      “Doubt it. Achlys wouldn’t be that sloppy. I’m aching to find out what’s really happening, though.”

      “What can the Hunting Club do to help?”

      “I’ve been tipped off to a business owned by a Paradisos shell corp,” Charmaine said. “We’ve been informed that the vampires have a torture closet in one of their businesses. I found a judge, got a warrant. We’re going to look at it.”

      “Torture closet?” Brianna asked. “Do I wanna know what those words even mean?”

      “Hell yes you do. When the OPA comes in, we want to color the Paradisos as the bad guys as much as possible.”

      It was jarring to hear Charmaine talking about when the OPA was going to come in, not if.

      “Or maybe they won’t take over here,” Brianna said. “You saw Achlys—she wants to keep things good. She doesn’t want licenses revoked and daylight bombs any more than we do.”

      “But she has a torture closet,” Charmaine said.

      “It’s an anonymous tip. There might not be a torture closet.”

      “There are undisclosed details that make me believe the tipster knows what’s up. A judge won’t issue a warrant for a Paradisos business without good reason. I’m not asking if you believe me, but whether Dana and Anthony will consult on the raid.”

      “I can tell you that Anthony’ll be jazzed to help,” Brianna said. That much was certain.

      “And Dana?”

      Brianna didn’t know anything about Dana these days. “I’m sorry, Charmaine.”

      “I can’t guarantee that the OPA isn’t going to shut down vigilante licenses in Vegas even if the Paradisos and Hunting Club play nice, you know. They shut down Atlanta indefinitely. Even arrested all the vigilantes who didn’t enlist.”

      “Enlist?”

      “There’s room on the police force for everyone in the Hunting Club,” Charmaine said. “Las Vegas needs you guys. This place dies without you. I know it, we all know it. If we can get you and Dana and Anthony working with us legally—officially, as employees—”

      “Do you want Dana and Anthony’s expertise on the raid, or are you trying to court them by showing how good it can be to work as cops?”

      Charmaine folded her arms across her chest, underarm holsters and all. It was before ten a.m. and she already had sweat patches at her pits. “Can you get them to come?”

      Brianna glanced down the alley. They’d gotten all the grilled vampire parts into a UV-proof box. A whole vampire murdered after starvation and a couple seconds of sun exposure in a Dumpster managed to fit into a Tupperware.

      Vampire murdered by vampire.

      The Paradisos had a murder closet.

      And the Hunting Club would get its license revoked if the Paradisos were caught misbehaving.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” Brianna said.
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      “His name is Beelzebub,” Brianna said, “and you were right. He was starved for at least a week before he died.”

      “I know,” Dana said.

      It was the next day. Brianna had taken that long to sleep, plot her approach to Dana, and call in reinforcements from the Hunting Club.

      By Anthony’s suggestion, Dana and Brianna were at the Clark County Coroner’s Office, in a sterile space where preternatural bodies were processed. It was a state-of-the-art, heavily enchanted room meant to contain corpses that didn’t want to stay dead.

      There was another room at the hospital where they took vampires in transition. That room looked like a spa, with potted plants and dim lights and neutral-colored walls. There were no spa elements here. There were embalming tools, marble slabs, and a permanent ritual space. At the moment there were also pieces of multiple bodies arrayed on the table.

      “These are all vampires,” Brianna said, gesturing at the cadaver fragments with her gloved hands. “These pieces came from five dead vampires discovered in the last three weeks. Our new guy is the sixth. His name was Beelzebub.”

      With her arms folded across her chest, Dana looked sympathetic as a brick wall. “Okay.”

      “Do you need my help with anything?” Officer Jeffreys had been tapped to supervise them at the coroner’s office. He didn’t look much happier in the morgue than at an active crime scene.

      “We don’t need help, thanks,” Brianna said.

      “I’m going to run to the vending machine,” he said. “You guys like chips?”

      “Yeah,” Dana said. “Funyuns.”

      “Funyuns. Right.” Officer Jeffreys left so fast that he’d turned the corner of the hall before the door could even swing shut.

      “Why am I looking at these six bodies?” Dana asked.

      “Charmaine thinks that the Paradisos are up to something. She wants us to look for proof so that she can nail them.” And, more importantly, she wanted to build a case that would compel Dana into coming to work for the good guys with the LVMPD. But if Brianna had dared to utter such a thing aloud, Dana would have vanished in a whirl of truck exhaust and Monster energy drinks.

      “Charmaine isn’t going to get enough proof from raiding the vampires’ torture closet?” Dana asked.

      Brianna blinked with surprise. She hadn’t told Dana about Charmaine’s tip.

      It was no surprise that Dana already knew. Dana had more connections in the Las Vegas underworld than casinos had cocktail waitresses. Nothing happened in her city that Dana didn’t know about.

      “Well…I mean…”

      “I can tell you that these people were killed by the same guy.” Dana flipped over one piece of a body. Brianna wasn’t certain exactly what it was—looked like an ankle stump that had been left on the grill too long. “Look here. Cut clean, one gesture, coming from the left. And look here.” She picked up a hand and showed the nub to her. “Same cut.”

      “Were they all starved too?”

      “No,” Dana said. “Only Beelzebub.”

      “Why the different modus operandi?”

      “Dunno.”

      It was kind of a relief that Dana didn’t know. Her casual admission of ignorance was an important reminder that Dana really, truly was just a human being. Not a superhuman celebrity that cops should applaud.

      “Is it another serial killer?” Brianna asked.

      “Another one? No.” Dana gestured at the table. “Serial killers have a pathology. They’ve got rituals and intent. This looks to me like brutalization—something an asshole would do trying to make a stupid fucking statement.”

      “Dana,” Brianna admonished. She held out a hand.

      “Fuck off,” Dana said. “You can’t make me contribute to the Swear Jar when we aren’t at the Hunting Lodge.”

      “I can do it when you’re with cops. We’ve been trying not to curse in front of them so much. Professional pride, McIntyre.”

      “I’ve got all the gods-damned pride,” Dana said. “I’m not replenishing the Swear Jar. Anthony depleted it most recently—get on his ass.”

      “Fine.” Brianna leaned against the edge of the table, gazing down at the assembled parts. Jaws, spines, elbows. “So you’re thinking a Paradisos enforcer cleaning up after Achlys. You don’t think it’s the Fremont Slasher again?”

      Brianna only said it to see Dana’s reaction.

      And what a reaction it was.

      Anger rippled over Dana’s face, chased by memories of the killer that had gotten away from her years earlier. It was a shadow so dark that the stark lighting of the coroner’s office couldn’t lift its weight. “No. I’d recognize his work anywhere.”

      Brianna had pushed too far. Dana turned to leave.

      “Charmaine wants you on the raid,” Brianna called after Dana. “They need your help.”

      “Fuck ‘em,” Dana said.

      She pushed through the door right when Officer Jeffreys was trying to return. Dana ripped the bag of Funyuns out of his hand without missing a step, storming down the hallway so that Brianna and Officer Jeffreys were alone with the cadavers.

      “Damn,” Brianna sighed.

      Officer Jeffreys watched her go with wide eyes and a quivering mustache. He was a cartoon caricature of a cop, missing only the donut crumbs on his face. “Is she okay?”

      “Yeah. She’s fine. Just mentioned something I shouldn’t have.”

      “The Fremont Slasher?” He offered Brianna a can of Slip, and she shook her head. He cracked it open to drink. “The chief arrested the killer. It was her last case before her promotion, right?”

      “Chief Villanueva arrested a killer,” Brianna said. “Dana never thought it was the right one.”

      “Why?”

      Brianna shook her head. That was an old case—a closed case—and there was no point in reanimating those particular corpses.

      The fact of the matter was that Dana McIntyre was the reason that the Fremont Slasher stopped killing, one way or another, and she hadn’t been the same since.

      At this point, Brianna wasn’t certain Dana would ever be the same again.

      And she definitely wasn’t interested in helping the cops chase down Paradisos.

      “We’re fucked,” Brianna said.
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* * *

      Penny McIntyre was dripping sweat. Literally, dripping. It was like there was a faucet hidden within the thicket of curls atop her pointy skull. This was a normal occurrence for Penny. She was, as Dana said, “one stinky-ass orc,” and she spent all day working the forge, so sweating was just kinda what she did.

      But today, Penny had forgotten her sweatband, and the sweat was getting in her eyes. The salt stung. It was making it hard for her to see the folds in the blade she was making. She sure hoped that her hammer was hitting all the right parts.

      She’d know after the annealing. Hopefully she wouldn’t discover she’d made a total mess of her wife’s new sword and have to start over from scratch.

      “That looks like shit.”

      Penny turned, swiping the back of her wrist over her brow and blinking through the sweat. The blurry form in the doorway had the square-chested look of Dana McIntyre, though it was during such an unholy hour of day that she should have been asleep.

      “I forgot my sweatband,” Penny said by way of explanation.

      Dana lifted a hand. She had the sweatband dangling from her forefinger. “I know. Saw it in my truck this morning and thought I’d bring it in for you.”

      “Oh, you.” Penny set down the blade and the hammer to greet her wife properly. She was going to have to redo the stupid sword anyway.

      She reached out to take the sweatband from Dana, but her wife held it back. “Say thanks,” Dana said.

      Dana was tall, but Penny was taller, and she bent over to give her spouse the kind of kiss that she deserved. Dana’s responding kiss was distracted, as though there was a disconnect between lips and mind, and she didn’t even fight back playfully when Penny snagged the sweatband from her hand.

      “I figured out the enchantments on my hammer to let me work Wardbreaker’s ethereal blade properly.” Penny wiggled the sweatband over her horns so that it was seated between the keratin thrusting from her scalp and the bushy lines of her eyebrows. She fluffed her curls out over the top of the sweatband.

      “Great. Can’t wait for my sword, assuming it won’t look so shitty when you’re done,” Dana said.

      Penny mopped her face again and turned to look at the sword. “It looks perfect.” Well, almost. Perfect for most sword-makers. Not perfect for Penny. She sighed. “You’re right. It’s a fuck-up. I’ll trash it and start over.”

      “Great,” Dana said again.

      Penny picked up her hammer, but didn’t swing. Her initial excitement at seeing Dana had cooled so rapidly.

      It was always like this now—this distance, this quiet. Dana only became her typical levels of bombastic when she was trying to annoy the cops these days. Otherwise, she always seemed simultaneously angry and drained. Angry wasn’t new. Drained was a problem.

      The bigger problem was the fact that Penny could ask what was wrong a thousand times and never get a straight answer.

      “A vampire got killed this morning,” Dana said. “Probably held captive and starved for at least a week beforehand.”

      Penny’s fingers went limp. She almost dropped the hammer. “Serial killer?”

      “Nah.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded. It was hot in the forge behind the Hunting Club—so absurdly hot—but she suddenly felt as though she were swaddled in its warmth. She was a mossy rock at the base of a volcano, safe and secure. She was not vulnerable to a killer of vampires.

      “He’s killing people with a blade,” Dana said. “Can I get your opinion on what type?”

      “Yes!” Penny couldn’t help but let her excitement show. It was a quick swing from fearful to giddy, but come on, when was the last time Dana had actually asked Penny to help on a case?

      Dana’s skin was shining with sweat now too. She had to wipe her cell phone screen dry after pulling it out of her pocket. Then she showed Penny the photos.

      There were bodies, and lots of them. The photos seemed to have come from an array of crime scenes, not just one.

      Penny felt light-headed. “Ooh,” she said.

      Dana was watching her closely with that look of concern, those warm brown eyes that Penny had fallen so madly in love with. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, just a little hot.”

      “Want to have this talk in the main building?”

      “No.” Penny was safe in her forge. This was her home. The place where she had crafted hundreds of pieces of armor and hundreds more weapons. Not just for the Hunting Club and its far-flung associates, but for the OPA, and for moviemakers, collectors, demon hunters, and sidhe. Penny was the finest orc craftswoman on the planet, and leaving her forge would never, ever make her feel better. “Those are thin cuts on the bodies. Really thin cuts.”

      “Razors?”

      “No,” Penny said slowly, zooming in on the police photos. Sweat slid down her brow. “Thinner.”

      “There’s hacking marks,” Dana said.

      “Yes, but I don’t think that this was a blade. Not a tangible physical blade.”

      “Magic?”

      “You sound disappointed,” Penny said.

      “I was running on the theory that it’s a Paradisos enforcer cleaning up after Achlys.”

      “Vampires don’t do magic.”

      “Exactly. Since Vegas is ninety percent vampires, your information narrows things down a lot. You’re fucking brilliant.”

      She wrapped an arm around Penny’s thick waist and jerked her close. Dana was solid for a human, muscle layered under fat, deadly as any of the great land predators. And when her eyes got all hot with love, she was always looking at Penny.

      Dana nuzzled under Penny’s jaw like she didn’t even care that she was sweaty. She said that she liked Penny best when she was in her element, working hard at her craft. But Penny found it hard to believe that this hunter—this legendary detective, more myth than human being—could find a soggy, sweaty, smelly orc as attractive as she claimed.

      “This is so nice, but you should get ready for the raid,” Penny said.

      And the heat was gone from Dana’s eyes. The distance was back. “What raid?”

      “The one Brianna told me about?” Penny stepped back, butting up against the anvil. “With Charmaine?”

      “I’m not going on that raid.”

      “It sounds like the cops could really use your help.”

      “They want me to work for them,” Dana said. “They’ve always wanted me to work for them.”

      Penny’s stubby nails picked at the leather braiding on her hammer. “Maybe you should work for them. I’ve been hearing whispers about the OPA banning vigilantes in all of Nevada, and—”

      “And if they do, nothing changes for me. Nothing. Vegas belongs to my family. Always has, always will.”

      “Our family,” Penny said softly.

      Dana’s eyebrows lowered over her eyes. “What?”

      “Vegas belongs to our family,” she said, “and part of protecting it means that we work within the law. Right? I mean, yes, if some fascist took control of the OPA—”

      “The OPA are total fascists.”

      “—then it wouldn’t make sense to obey, but they’re the good guys. And we love Charmaine.” They’d supported the police chief through her public transition from male to female identity, driven her to the courthouse after gender correction surgery, celebrated with tequila when her name change finally went through. They’d run with her on full moons when she was a giant fanged coyote. They had killed vampires beside her, and trusted her with the Hunting Club’s oldest secrets. “Working with Charmaine officially, legally, as an employee… It would be an honor for both of us.”

      Dana gave Penny a blank look.

      Blank was a bad sign.

      See, when Dana got angry, she got loud. She was “as subtle as a punch to the fucking face,” as Dana described herself. That kind of anger was a comfortable place for Dana to reside within.

      When she got quiet, she’d gone past anger to somewhere else.

      Somewhere Penny couldn’t follow.

      “I’ll do the raid,” Dana said. “For you. But only because I’d kill vampires anyway.”

      “Thank you,” Penny tried to say.

      But Dana had already left the forge, and even the warm, heavy air wasn’t enough to make Penny feel anything but alone.
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      Everything with the police was regimented. The way that they prepared their armor, ammunition, and body cameras reeked of careful competence. There was no visceral element to this. No cans of beer and clanging of swords against bucklers and hyping themselves up with adrenaline.

      Crashing a human-owned business was a civilized, boring procedure that would have involved a few minutes of snooping around while managers looked on. With vampires, things never went that smoothly.

      So the police were real careful.

      “Body armor,” Chief Villanueva said, and people put on body armor.

      Dana didn’t.

      What the fuck was she going to do with a ballistics jacket? It might slow down a vampire with a gun, but a slow vampire was still faster than the living. The trick wasn’t to cover up your soft-and-squishies with ballistic material. The trick was to never land in a firefight with someone who had preternatural speed.

      “Body cameras on,” Chief Villanueva said, and the folks in blue checked their devices.

      Dana left her camera on the table.

      Why the fuck would she want evidence of the fact that she put her life ahead of the law? They’d take her to court and make her justify shooting a vampire to save her jugular. No thanks.

      The cops started filing out. Dana followed, but Anthony stepped in front of her before she could leave. He looked as uncomfortable in his ballistic vest as Dana would have felt. He wore the camera and helmet, and he’d abandoned his usual sidearm for the police-issued weapons.

      “You’re not ready to go,” he said. He patted the bulk of his chest.

      “It’ll slow me down,” Dana said.

      Anthony knew better than to say please or ask nicely. “Put on your fucking gear, fuck-face, or I’ll leave your ass and tell Penny what you did.”

      Dana’s eyes narrowed as she studied him. “I’ll rip off your fucking mustache.”

      “You could rip off my whole lip and it wouldn’t stop me from telling Penny.”

      “Could rip off your jaw.”

      “I’ll write a message down for her,” Anthony said.

      “So much for your fingers.”

      “I’ve got a prehensile dick.”

      Dana couldn’t help but laugh. “Don’t tempt me to cut that thing off.”

      “It’d be a fucking shame to deprive the world of this.” He gripped himself through his pants.

      Dana cringed away from him, shielding her eyes. “Fuck! All right! But if this armor slows me down enough to let a vampire get one up on me, then you get to tell Penny her beloved wife is dead.”

      “Beloved.” Anthony snorted.

      He helped Dana get into her gear. It was as bulky and uncomfortable as she’d known it would be.

      They weren’t that far behind the cops when they climbed into the truck that took them to Judex. The casino itself was open—casinos were always open, and the ones run by vampires were especially popular after dark—but some of the attached attractions were not. The zoo, yes. The outdoor hookah lounge, totally. The wax museum? No way. Even people who liked vampires didn’t want to be creeped out by wax figures after midnight.

      The wax museum was the location of the supposed torture closet. Dana watched the building approach through the reinforced windows of the police transport. The signs advertised celebrity lookalikes and a year-round Halloween-style haunted house inside.

      Behind the circular building stood an enormous, glistening image of a succubus—a magical hologram meant to advertise Judex’s darkest pleasures. She bent forward to press the swollen globes of her tits together, her nipples just barely hidden behind a shelf bra. She extended a hand to beckon at the Strip.

      Her crooked finger was an invitation.

      Come with me for fun.

      Come with me for pleasure.

      Come with me.

      The words rotating around her waist like a belt said Valhalla. It was a nightclub within Judex. Dana kept a close eye on Valhalla, but it was on the straight and narrow as far as she could tell. Just because the advertising was offensively garish didn’t mean it was illegal.

      The vehicle stopped between the feet of the magically projected succubus. As soon as the doors opened and cops started piling out, they were approached by confused Judex valets. “Is there a problem?” asked a pimply teenage boy in a too-small jacket.

      Chief Villanueva flashed her badge at him. “Stay back. This area is under police control.”

      “I should call my manager,” he said.

      “Yes,” she agreed, “you should.”

      They didn’t wait around for a manager to show up. The chief directed one officer to stay back for crowd control as they climbed up the ramp to the wax museum.

      The doors were locked and warded.

      “Jeffreys?” Charmaine asked.

      Officer Jeffreys slapped a charm on the door. It dismantled the wards first with a flash of green—a color faintly reminiscent of the succubus straddling the museum—and then the lock itself clicked after that.

      The wash of magic made Dana’s eyes burn. If the Paradisos behind Judex hadn’t known the cops were onto them, they knew now.

      It wouldn’t be long before they had company.

      At the moment, the wax museum was hollow in its silence. They were greeted at the door by famous reporter January Lazar holding out her microphone as if to interview the visitors. She was poised in front of a replica of the old “Welcome to Las Vegas” sign.

      The January Lazar figurine was magically enhanced, and, unlike the wax museum, the magic didn’t stop outside of visiting hours. Her hair ruffled gently when cops passed. Her fake skin had a subtle moisture to it. She looked like a person, just stiffer—not unlike a vampire.

      Officer Jeffreys found a light switch and flipped it. Nothing happened.

      “Power’s off,” he said.

      “Bet the Paradisos did it,” Anthony said. “They don’t want to make our job easy.”

      “Flashlights on,” Chief Villanueva said.

      They slipped through the hallway in formation, like an arrow tipped by riot shields. Dana was in the back. All the way in the back. Not a position that she was used to—she was usually punching her way straight through a cluster of hostiles while someone else took the rear.

      It was boring.

      Dana could tell that there was nothing at the wax museum as soon as they got inside. Call it instinct, call it experience. The cops were acting like they might get attacked from any angle at any moment, but there was nothing happening to write home about.

      Charmaine led the way with her head tilted back, nostrils flared. She sniffed and pointed.

      Her coyote senses were beckoning them deeper into the museum.

      Deeper, deeper.

      They passed through an exhibit with an array of Oscar-winning movie stars and headed into the room of musicians. The main feature of this room was Black Death. They were a pre-Genesis metal band comprised of demons, and their preternatural status had elevated them to infamy once the truth became known. And when half of the band had been assassinated after Genesis, their mystique had shot through the roof.

      Gun-mounted beams of light slid over the fake band, casting stark shadows on the sequined curtain behind them. Their lead singer, Misery, was dressed in typically androgynous fashion, narrow hips swaying, shirt cut low in the front to expose a slim line from collarbone to navel. The dripping black eyeliner looked like it had just run down their cheeks.

      Chief Villanueva pointed silently toward an employees-only door. It was hidden behind Siegfried and Roy’s taxidermied tigers.

      Half of the police force remained outside the door while the other half went in. Anthony was at the chief’s elbow, keeping close to Charmaine, watching over her as she beelined past the manager’s desk to the closet on the other side.

      She was sniffing the whole while, her eyes sharp with lupine cunning.

      Dana stayed back, even further back than the other police officers in the gallery. She kept her eyes open. She watched the room.

      Until that moment, she hadn’t felt she needed to watch. Something imperceptible had since changed.

      The wax museum still looked empty. As empty as it could while filled with inanimate human figures. Rage from the Forbidden’s wax figure was mid-sing-scream in the doorway, and Dana had to stare at it for a moment to realize why it had caught her attention.

      His long hair was moving.

      There was nobody on that side of the room. No air conditioning had turned on. It was totally still.

      But his hair.

      “There’s nothing in here,” said Officer Jeffreys from inside the office.

      Dana glanced over the heads of the various officers. From there, she could see them lighting up the space that had been rumored to be a “torture closet.” There was a broom inside. And that was it. Although Dana considered cleaning to be torture, it sadly wasn’t illegal.

      She checked her hand. Dana always wore a thumb ring that would light up when she was in close proximity to magic. If there were glamours hiding the true nature of the closet, it would have burned with starlight.

      The stone was lightless.

      Chief Villanueva stooped in the closet. She sniffed the area. “Blood,” she said. “Barely any blood. That’s what I was smelling. Let’s get someone in here to collect it.”

      The officers moved, obviously relieved of enormous tension. They were fools. This was the time when they needed to be getting scared—the first time, in fact, because now they were all the way in the back of an unoccupied wax museum, far from the exit, and something had ruffled the hair of a figurine.

      Nobody noticed when Dana slipped away.

      Britney Spears’s skirt was resting differently on her hips than when Dana had first passed through. Dana knew this for a fact. She was an expert on Britney Spears’s hips, and the slit hadn’t been exposing her left glute when the cops first entered.

      Dana inhaled a shallow, long breath, taking in the odor of the room. Her nose wasn’t sensitive like a coyote shifter’s. Didn’t need to be.

      When she inhaled, it was like smelling a few inches over a snake’s tank. There was a dry smell. An old smell. Like skin being shed.

      “The dead are walking,” she muttered.

      That was what the bloodless smelled like.

      Dana’s hand went to her body camera, and she thought about yanking it. Turning it off. Stopping the feed. If she was going to fight vampires, she wanted to do it on her terms.

      Then she thought about Penny and stopped.

      “Fuck,” Dana said.

      She drew her sidearm. A police-issued Glock.

      Dana proceeded into the next room.

      The figures in here were all from comic book movies. The Godslayer’s wax figure, positioned on top of a wrecked car with twin swords and leather pants, looked more like the actress Mia Carano. The way that waxen Mia Carano scowled made her look like she was pissed off at the Dean Cain Superman suspended in mid-flight.

      With only Dana’s flashlight to illuminate the room, she could light up one figure at a time. Godslayer, Superman, Iron Man. When she moved from one figure to the next, the long shadows distorting behind them made it look like they were moving.

      One of them was moving.

      The Godslayer’s hair.

      Dana inhaled again, ears perked.

      The scent of shedding snakes was stronger here, but Dana couldn’t make out any noises other than the cops in the next room. They were starting to talk more loudly now that they felt comfortable. This was a potential crime scene, but not a live one.

      The speaker on Dana’s shoulder crackled.

      “Where’d you go?” It was Anthony.

      She pressed her button, tipped her mouth to the microphone. “Room with all the capes. Got a hunch.”

      “Coming,” he said. “I’ll tell Charmaine.”

      Dana silenced her Walkie-Talkie after that. She needed her dull human senses at their best.

      Her feet rolled over the floor, rubber soles silent on the linoleum. She widened her stance, reduced the rubbing of cloth on cloth. Dana tried not to breathe too much.

      The next room, past the superheroes, was one of the last in the building. It had a fake red carpet replete with wooden cutouts meant to represent paparazzi, and strobes flashed in lieu of cameras.

      The celebutantes represented were meaningless to Dana. A lot of buxom blonds. Men who had low body fat and no fighting skill. Nobody interesting.

      It was such a long hallway that Dana’s flashlight couldn’t illuminate more than a couple feet down. The black-painted hallway, with artificial stars picked out on the ceiling, seemed to suck up what little light she did provide.

      Dana was taking care to be quiet, so her dull human ears picked up the faintest click from behind. And at first, Dana didn’t react. She pretended she didn’t hear, even though that was the distinctive sound of a door being shut at her back.

      Dana lifted her gun higher. The flashlight mounted on its barrel was shiny chrome, almost a mirror.

      There was motion behind her.

      She swung around, aiming the gun at the door.

      Her flashlight spilled over Jennifer Lawrence’s blank wax grin.

      “Fuck,” Dana muttered again.

      The next instant, half of the shapes in the room began to move.

      A half-dozen figures swooped in, moving too fast for Dana’s eyes to track, and she was standing on a fucking red carpet in heavy ballistic armor with no exit.

      Move. Fast.

      Dana hurled herself at the nearest of the vampires, head lowered, feet digging in for traction.

      They met halfway.

      Collision.

      Dana and the vampire—a male, a pasty-fleshed thing with unsettlingly perfect hair—rolled over and over. She outmassed him significantly. It was easy to get on top and unload her gun into his chest, opening up a fist-sized hole.

      Bang! Bang! Bang!

      Might not kill him, but it sure fucking hurt. And it meant he didn’t follow when she used that momentum to roll herself behind fake paparazzi.

      Dana didn’t stop moving.

      Her heel lashed out, splintering the stand that held the paparazzi upright. She yanked the cutout from the floor. She swung it.

      The wooden edge slammed into the necks of two vampires that had been running toward her.

      And then she realized it wasn’t wood, because even though they fell back, they didn’t die. Must have been some weird textured plastic.

      So vampires don’t put wood in their businesses. Surprise, surprise.

      She turned on her microphone.

      “McIntyre here, need support in—”

      A hand shot over Dana’s shoulder. White fingers curled around the cables powering both Walkie-Talkie and body cam, yanking hard enough to disconnect both.

      Then that same hand planted into the back of Dana’s skull and slammed her face-first into the floor.

      She was stunned.

      Not so stunned that she couldn’t twist the gun around her side, pointing it up under her arm, and open fire. She was rewarded by a feminine shriek.

      Dana flipped over to find herself looking up at Achlys.

      The vampire was infamous, and she was as unearthly in person as the rumors claimed. She wore her skin-tight black dress that bared way too much cleavage and too little leg even now. How she could maneuver like that, Dana would never know. Maybe that was why Achlys moved as jerkily as a Disneyland animatronic gone haywire.

      “You attacked me,” Dana said. “You’re fucked.”

      Achlys was a law-abiding citizen. Squeaky clean. Impossible to pin down.

      Until now.

      “I was going to say the same thing,” Achlys said.

      The door to the hall slammed open.

      Dana caught a flash of Anthony and Officer Jeffreys out of the corner of her eye.

      Then the men were swarmed by the disguised vampires. Dana heard gunfire, shouts, scuffling. Bodies slammed into the walls.

      Achlys seized Dana. The master vampire was a brittle stick of a woman, but she effortlessly lifted the hunter off of the ground.

      They slammed into the far door so hard that Dana felt a rib snap.

      Pretty sure it’s only one rib.

      The rib wasn’t the problem. It was her head bouncing, Achlys’s fingernails digging into Dana’s shoulders, the vampire’s lip peeling back to expose long fangs.

      Whatever sub-species of bloodless Achlys was, she had the pretty kind of fangs. Not a mouthful of sharp teeth, but elongated canines with an edge capable of shredding anything on Dana’s body.

      Dana never saw vampires up close like this.

      Don’t want to ever do it again.

      Gotta end her now.

      Dana emptied her gun’s magazine into Achlys’s belly, but the master vampire didn’t seem to feel it. Achlys yanked the gun out of Dana’s hand. Tossed it aside. It hit the floor and spun away so that the flashlight shone on the heeled feet of a wax model.

      Achlys’s head snapped forward. Her teeth tore into Dana’s jaw, exposed over the stiff collar of the ballistic vest.

      Blood sprayed, hot and wet and shiny.

      Felt like burning alive.

      Dana jerked a UV grenade off her belt.

      Achlys caught Dana’s thumb just when it had slipped under the pin. Dana’s joint snapped.

      “Anthony!” she roared. “Daylight!”

      Did he hear her? Was he still alive?

      Dana couldn’t even tell how many vampires were in the gallery anymore.

      Achlys lifted Dana’s feet from the ground. She took a knee in her wounded gut and gasped, but kept grinning, baring those pretty fangs painted black with Dana’s blood. “You’re not as tough as they say,” Achlys said, wrenching open the vest to expose more of Dana’s throat.

      She bit again. Harder. This time she got a whole lot of neck-meat in her mouth, and the sharp pain was so immense that Dana couldn’t breathe.

      “Nice aim,” Dana ground out through her teeth.

      Dana felt the instant that Achlys’s fangs punctured the subcutaneous charm implanted in her throat. A failsafe designed to save her in case of a vampire going for the jugular.

      Balefire shot outward in a thin jet.

      It was white flame, brighter than bright, hotter than sun. No UV, but balefire didn’t need UV. It burned uncontrollably once no longer contained by the layers of warding charms.

      The balefire flooded Achlys’s mouth.

      She reared back, screaming, clawing at her jaw with her freakishly long fingernails.

      Aww. Poor thing. That musta hurt. If Achlys got herself to a witch fast enough, she might only lose a few teeth, maybe half a jaw.

      But the furious light in Achlys’s crimson eyes said she was in no hurry to leave.

      Not until she got vengeance.

      “McIntyre!” she snarled, the word slurred by her destroyed mouth. Balefire flashed white behind her teeth as she choked it out.

      Two things happened from there at the exact same moment.

      Cops flooded the far end of the room, breaking through whatever barriers Achlys had used to isolate Dana from her backup.

      And Achlys, seeing that she was at risk of being caught, threw Dana headfirst through a wall.
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      Dana woke up at some point later, unsure how much time had elapsed and unsure why she wasn’t dead. She’d suffered blood loss often enough to know what it felt like. The pounding heart, the weakness, the chills. She was sweating as though she was mid-marathon.

      Altogether, it was a suite of terrible symptoms.

      She’d have preferred to be dead.

      Dana lifted her dizzy skull to see a hole in the drywall. Presumably that was how she’d left the hallway to end up in another room. She’d broken glass shelving on the way, scattering wax museum-branded merch across the floor in the process.

      Now she sprawled on her back by the cash register of the gift shop, uncomfortable in her ballistic vest, feeling like she was bleeding to death.

      Which she probably was.

      Dana applied pressure to her throat. The wounds that Achlys had torn into her were smaller than she expected, especially since the balefire failsafe had been embedded deep. Must have been a not-so-lucky slip of the fang.

      A small, hesitant voice spoke up from behind her. “Are you okay?”

      She jerked upright, twisting to see who had spoken.

      There was a girl with mounds of soft hair sitting against the counter. Couldn’t tell if the hair was brown or black with such limited lighting. Early twenties, maybe, although the fact she wasn’t wearing a spot of makeup meant she could have been anywhere from sixteen to thirty.

      The only weapon Dana still had was fucking pepper spray. Pepper spray! But she took it out and aimed it at the girl just in case. Every moment Dana could give herself to escape another attack could be a moment that would save her life.

      “The fuck are you?” Dana asked.

      “Nissa,” she said. “My name is Nissa. Nissa Royal.” She pulled on her shirt to straighten it out, and Dana saw that it was a Judex uniform. Not one of the skimpy cocktail-waitress things but a professional button-down. “I’m a night guard.”

      She didn’t look hostile, but sometimes those types presented the deadliest threat.

      Dana didn’t lower the pepper spray.

      “I saw you fighting the vampires in the Red Carpet Room,” Nissa Royal said. “I saw what you did to Achlys, shooting her and…what was that white stuff?”

      Dana swallowed. Swallowing should have been more structurally difficult. She could have sworn that Achlys had gotten her esophagus. But here she was, breathing and swallowing and speaking, even as blood poured over her hand. “Balefire charm.”

      “Balefire could have killed both of you.” Nissa’s wide eyes were rimmed with thick eyelashes. Maybe it was the eyelashes that reminded Dana of Penny. Or the curly hair. There was something soft and vulnerable about Nissa that was identical to Penny, even though she was physically smaller, and nowhere near as green.

      She wasn’t Penny. She was a night guard in vampire territory. A threat.

      Dana’s eyes flicked around the room.

      The knife replicas wouldn’t be sharp enough. Replica award statuettes? Not heavy enough.

      A pole meant to hold up velvet rope? That would work.

      Dana got to her feet. It made the blood rush from her head, and she feared she’d fall over again. But she unclipped the velvet ropes and hefted the pole. It weighed a solid twenty pounds, at least. Decent bludgeon.

      “You saw me?” Dana rasped. “You saw us fighting, and you didn’t help?”

      “What could I do?” Nissa seemed genuinely curious as she stood up too. She was shorter than Dana, very petite. She looked like she’d dart off into a mouse hole to hide if there was one loud sound.

      “You could have opened the fucking doors for me.”

      “So you could have run away?”

      “So I could have pulled in more people to help me kill those fucks,” Dana said.

      Nissa gazed at Dana with her mouth open and hands folded over her heart. “You are a monster.” It didn’t sound like an insult.

      “There’s worse out there than me.” The sounds of scuffling hit the door to the gift shop. Bodies thudded on the other side. “Hell, there’s worse about ten feet away. Get in the corner and don’t move.”

      “Will you kill me?” Nissa asked. Still no fear. Anxiety, frayed nerves, but not legitimate fear.

      “I’m gonna keep an eye on you while I kill them,” Dana said.

      The doors exploded open. Sunlight bathed the room. UV bombs had detonated—a lot of them.

      Charmaine Villanueva and Anthony Morales stood on the other side of the doorway, framed by blazing daylight and dust from vampires going up in ash. Bloody, bruised, hands stained with gunpowder. But alive.

      Beyond them, cops were on the ground. Some were applying pressure to their wounded brethren, barking orders to each other, holding the doors in case there were more attacks.

      “You’re a fucking asshole, McIntyre,” Anthony said when he saw Dana.

      “Shut your pie-hole, cunt-face,” Dana said.

      He laughed and swung an arm around her for a half-hug.

      Dana glanced at the corner for Nissa. The mousy girl was wedged into shadow where UV couldn’t touch her. She had gone pale—or maybe her skin was colorless because, Dana was realizing for the first time, that she was bloodless.

      “Arrest her for questioning,” Dana said to Chief Villanueva.

      But Nissa had already vanished into the night, slipping around the gift shop door.

      “Get her!”  Anthony released Dana to give chase, but Charmaine blocked him. He slammed against the bar of her arm. “She’s one of the Paradisos who attacked me in Henderson!”

      “And she obviously didn’t attack us tonight because she’s still alive!” Charmaine shoved Anthony back.

      “Did you get Achlys?” Dana asked.

      The chief stiffened. “Achlys? Achlys was here?”

      “She attacked me, yeah.” Dana spread her bloodied fingers, just in case they hadn’t noticed the severity of her wound. “This was a trap.”

      “No shit,” the chief snapped.

      “A trap from the Paradisos!”

      “Try to prove it,” Charmaine said. “Seriously. Prove it. In the meantime…”

      Rolling red and blue lights had appeared outside the gift shop’s exit. Ambulances. Amazing how fast EMTs responded to an officers-down call.

      Men rushed in with gurneys. Dana backed away, snagging Anthony’s collar to pull him beside her. “They should look at you,” he said.

      “Our healer’s better,” she said, which was true.

      She had a growing, painful suspicion that she wasn’t going to need any healing.

      Charmaine thrust a finger toward Dana. “I’m gonna need you to make a statement, McIntyre. And your body camera—”

      “Achlys ripped it off before I caught footage of her,” Dana said. “I’ll make a statement. I’ll testify too, if you can get her into court. But first I need to get to my healer.” She pointed to her bloody throat, still clasped underneath a slick hand.

      Sympathy flitted through Charmaine’s eyes. “Both of you better be at the precinct in the morning. First light. My office. You’ll find me behind the huge fucking stack of paperwork taking an angry call from Mayor Hekekia.”

      “Got it,” Dana said.

      She shoved past the EMTs to get out. Anthony chased after her. “Dana. Dana! Get back here!”

      But she was moving so fast she couldn’t stop. She was carried on the momentum of her adrenaline.

      Her fingers were no longer pressed against mangled wounds, and she wasn’t bleeding.

      Anthony had to sprint to catch up with her. He still didn’t get to Dana until she was already a block up the Strip, standing underneath construction scaffolding where a casino was being renovated. She’d run into half a dozen tourists without actually seeing them.

      He leaped in front of her and braced his hands on her shoulders.

      “The fuck is your problem?” Anthony asked. “You say you need a healer before you can cooperate with the cops, and then you run?”

      “Yeah, I’m running,” Dana said.

      She yanked off the ballistic vest with the sound of tearing Velcro and jangling buckles. She used both hands to open the neck of her shirt. And she exposed the skin underneath to Anthony—the bare, healed skin, which was rapidly losing color as her body processed the last ounce of blood it would ever produce.

      “I got bitten by a master vampire,” she said, “and now I’m going to become one.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Achlys’s glassy penthouse was not going to cut it for recovery after that battle.

      They retired to the Bunker instead. Capital B, just like that, because it was one of the Paradisos’s underground nightclubs. This particular one was war-themed. Its dimly lit walls were decorated with vintage pin-ups of buxom women in high-waisted bikinis. The ancient jukebox was always playing quietly jazzy music, except when it wasn’t, because Achlys was a sucker for Garth Brooks.

      Aside from the shackles against the wall, and the unwilling human victims struggling within those shackles, it looked like any other nightclub with a quaint aesthetic.

      “Fuck her,” Achlys said.

      At least, Nissa thought that was what she said. Achlys was missing most of her jaw and tongue. There were a few sloppy, dripping holes in her throat as well.

      Nissa was entranced watching her master’s tantrum as she raged through the Bunker. Muscles worked in Achlys’s throat, dried from exposure to air. Balefire had cauterized parts of the wounds. The only reason that damaged tissue existed was because Achlys had clawed the balefire out of her body, losing a fingertip in the process.

      Their resident witch, Momoe Esquerer, had managed to capture the balefire after it burned through the floor of the wax museum. Achlys remained mangled. It might be permanent—an idea Nissa found enchanting.

      “What shall I do with this?” Tormid was cradling a glass sphere in his palm that now contained the bead of balefire. It was hard to believe that Dana McIntyre had once contained such destruction in her body.

      I mean, damn. Wow. The woman had been walking around with balefire in her throat. Because the vampire hunter knew that her throat would be vulnerable against her quarry. Because she’d, presumably, prefer to unleash a near-unstoppable force of destruction upon the Earth rather than get changed into a vampire.

      Because Dana McIntyre was even more of a monster than Shawn Wyn.

      Nissa hadn’t thought it was possible.

      “We’ll need a way to contain it permanently,” Mohinder mused aloud. “Yucca Mountain, perhaps. The safeguards in the nuclear disposal area should be enough to protect the vessel from shattering.”

      “And if the vessel does shatter, it will burn through a lot of atomic material to multiply its apocalyptic potential.” Nissa was trying not to smile. Why did she feel like smiling? Not a happy smile, exactly, but a dopey drugged-up smile, as though someone had just shot a gallon of lethe into her shriveled veins.

      “Blood!” Achlys said in a garbled voice.

      Tormid took her into his arms. He gazed at her with pain in his eyes—pain and only the faintest hint of revulsion—as he tipped his head to the side, exposing his jugular.

      There was no tenderness when Achlys snapped. She ripped into him, and he groaned deep in his chest.

      She drank sloppily, running the remaining shreds of her tongue around the wound, smearing her hands through it, raking her fingers down her injuries to ensure the blood was applied directly.

      “You’ll need more blood than Tormid alone can supply.” Mohinder took chains off of a woman limp against the wall—someone who had been captive for so long that she barely even cried when he picked her up.

      They usually took better care of their feeders, but this particular woman had been caught stealing from one of Achlys’s properties. Humans who transgressed against Paradisos were given ample time to regret it. There was no limit to the punishments they inflicted on such criminals.

      Mohinder stroked his knuckles down the human’s cheek. He had put silver rings on each of his fingers that had long metal claws at the end. The woman whimpered when she felt the cold kiss of metal.

      Achlys shoved Tormid away. It took perceptible effort for her to keep from draining him dry. “Next.”

      “Whatever you want, my master,” Mohinder said.

      His claws flashed.

      The woman’s throat was just…gone.

      And all the emotions that Nissa’s euphoria had been holding momentarily at bay poured in.

      The humans’ feelings drove into her skull, pounding against the folds of her gray matter, making her stomach squeeze into the tiniest ball. If Nissa had ever drunk human blood, she was certain that her body would have retched it up in that moment.

      The woman that Mohinder eviscerated had been stealing from the casino to fuel a drug habit. The drug habit had been forced upon her by an older brother, who had begun slipping meth into her drinks when she was just twelve years old. That woman had never known a day in her life where she hadn’t been abused, in pain, struggling.

      And now this.

      The others kept in the Bunker had similar stories. No matter how hard Nissa pressed the heels of her palms against her temples, she couldn’t get them out.

      That guy who had been counting cards to impress a girl.

      The shoplifter who had never broken a law before, and thought it wasn’t a big deal to take one six hundred-dollar purse from vampires.

      Even the scuzzy contractor who’d scammed them while renovating bathrooms had beloved dogs at home. He didn’t know if his dogs were okay. He assumed that his neighbor would check in on them, but he wasn’t sure, and he’d been trapped in the Bunker so long that they’d be out of food.

      These were criminals who had wronged Achlys, and who wholeheartedly deserved whatever punishment she deemed appropriate.

      But their pain was as tangible to Nissa as if it came from within her.

      “I’m going upstairs,” someone said. “Come with me?”

      Nissa squinted over her shoulder. She saw a radiant man with gemstone skin.

      Shawn Wyn.

      “What are you doing here?” Even with his throat wrecked, Tormid barked the question with authority. “You’ve been told where you’re expected to be, Shawn! Protect our guest like Achlys told you!”

      “He’s at the tables right now, having all the gratis drinks,” Shawn said. “Thought I’d check in on my partner during the downtime.” He ruffled Nissa’s hair and she wondered how long he would survive in her closet without sustenance.

      “Upstairs,” Mohinder said, “now. Nissa has nothing to do with you.”

      Achlys lifted her head from her meal. “Go,” she said with a tongue that was more complete than it had been earlier. It was a tone that Nissa recognized. A tone that said she wouldn’t ask one more time.

      Shawn breezed upstairs in a flurry of violin strings and wildflower pollen. Nissa watched his hair flitting around the corner. He was scary in the way that big cats were scary.

      Dana McIntyre was a breed of scary that Nissa had never seen before.

      “I’ll have my pack hunt McIntyre,” Tormid said. Achlys bowed over the meth addict, once more deaf to the surrounding world. “They’ll set out immediately.”

      “Is she that dangerous?” Nissa asked hopefully.

      “More dangerous than you can imagine.” Mohinder turned his cool red eyes upon her. “Dana McIntyre is the leader of the Hunting Club. She has made it her life’s mission to eradicate all vampires.”

      Nissa felt an unfamiliar fluttering in her chest. “All vampires?” she whispered, pressing her palm against her breastbone. What is that feeling?

      Achlys whipped her head away from the woman again. Now the human was melted over Achlys’s forearm, back bent at an impossible angle. Most of the holes on Achlys’s throat were gone. She could speak more coherently. “Don’t be afraid, Nissa. I promised I would take care of you.”

      Nissa wasn’t afraid.

      “Dana McIntyre presents little threat to the murder. She’s more myth than human,” Tormid said. “Half of what they say about her can’t be true.”

      “It’s all true,” Mohinder insisted.

      “Sister to God?”

      “Truth.”

      “God,” Nissa echoed. Her euphoria was returning, sheltering her from the humans’ pain again, and she clutched at it desperately. “Which god?” Triadists acknowledged three: a god of demons, a god of angels, and a god of the creatures of Earth known as gaeans. Vampires were gaean, like shifters.

      “Gaean,” Mohinder said.

      “So is Dana god-blooded?”

      “Mohinder might tell you that she is,” Tormid said. “But it’s hokum. Dana McIntyre is only human.”

      Only human, yet still capable of reducing Achlys to…this. A savage beast that had discarded the addict’s lifeless body and was looking for more.

      Mohinder took the contractor from his chains. He was not tender about stroking his claws on this man; he waited barely an instant before ripping out the victim’s throat and tossing him into Achlys’s starving arms.

      The contractor’s fear bounced off of Nissa’s glow. Thinking of Dana was shielding her from the pain.

      “Believe her power or not, Dana McIntyre will one day kill all vampires,” Mohinder said. “All of us. Unless we manage to kill her first.”

      Achlys’s tongue darted out to lap a line of blood off of the contractor’s throat. “She’s already dead. I pumped her full of enough venom to turn a dozen mortals into bloodless. Give her a couple of days for the cravings to set in and she’ll be one of us.”

      And then Nissa realized why her chest was fluttering like that.

      For the first time since she’d died, her heart was trying to beat.
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      Empathy powers meant that the casino floor was an unpleasant place for Nissa most nights, but she felt nothing hours after the LVMPD’s failed raid upon the wax museum. She was surrounded by mortals who were surely riddled with anger as their bank accounts emptied on the roulette table, and yet Nissa still felt…nothing.

      Except that fluttering.

      She couldn’t take her hand off of her heart. It was only beating once every few minutes, but it was beating.

      A vampire fatted on blood had many functional systems in their body. Sometimes that meant a beating heart, sometimes that meant a digestive system that produced something resembling feces, sometimes it meant crying.

      Nissa had never been able to consume human blood, yet part of her body was functioning and her empathy was dulled.

      Because of her.

      Dana McIntyre, scourge of the bloodless.

      Whether myth or human or somewhere in between, she had been an impressive sight to behold in the gift shop. Nissa had been staggered to drag the woman from the shattered drywall to realize that she was, despite the head trauma, still breathing.

      Nissa had kneeled over her for a few moments, gazing into Dana’s unconscious face. Nissa wasn’t qualified to rule people attractive or unattractive. Even before she’d died, she’d found it difficult to see people with sexual interest. But she had found something about Dana unusually compelling.

      The hunter was muscled and fat, like an Olympic strongman. That alone would have been fascinating, even if Nissa hadn’t longed to drink the blood that poured from the wounds in her throat.

      Dana had survived a fight against a master vampire that Nissa had considered impossible to defeat.

      As it turned out, Achlys was immortal, but not invulnerable.

      Funny.

      Then Dana had stood. She had been tall, though some of that was attributable to her boots. She didn’t move with feline grace, like Shawn, or serpentine speed, like a vampire. She moved like…a killer. A human.

      A murderer.

      Someone who knew what it took to kill, and was willing to do it.

      Nissa was so lost within her fantasies as she drifted through Judex that she was startled when Shawn’s power brushed against her again. The musical chiming of unseelie magic was unusual enough in Las Vegas to rouse Nissa’s dulled senses.

      Shawn was standing at the top of an escalator, right between two potted trees, looking down at the casino floor.

      Nissa caught herself riding the escalator up to his side.

      “Hey, baby girl,” he said, flashing a grin at her. He was plastered in enough glamours to make him look passably human. He’d also swept the silk of his hair into a high ponytail, exposing the line of his throat. He liked to tease the bloodless with his pulse point.

      Nissa considered suggesting that he call her something other than baby girl. She was a girl, but not a baby, and certainly not his baby girl. Given Shawn’s temperament, telling him off might have been a good way to get a blast of unseelie magic to the face. She decided to opt for a less confrontational response.

      “What are you doing here?” Nissa asked.

      Shawn sauntered over to brace a hand on the railing beside her. “The better question is, why aren’t you down in the Bunker feeding?”

      She wished that she hadn’t been so easily embarrassed. She wished her guts didn’t burn at the implication of his question. “You know why.” Everybody knew why Nissa didn’t drink human blood.

      “I retrieved the guy Achlys wanted from a locals’ casino,” Shawn said, casually tipping the conversation away from Nissa’s shortfalls. “Harold Hopkins. A microbiologist employed by Hardwick Research.”

      Hardwick Research was an enormous medical science company best known for creating a treatment for shifters’ silver poisoning. They employed half the scientists in the world, it seemed. Including Harold Hopkins.

      “Achlys wanted us to get a microbiologist?” Nissa asked, frowning down at the crowd. “Why?”

      “You tell me,” he said. “You’re the one who drills into peoples’ heads.”

      “It’s more like they drill into mine.”

      “Then get drilled, baby girl,” Shawn murmured into her ear. His hands skimmed over her shoulders. “Get drilled.”

      Fucking pervert.

      All sidhe were perverts, though. It was a species attribute. Probably hard not to turn into perverts when strength of magic was based upon physicality, especially sex, but that didn’t mean Nissa wanted his magic anywhere near her.

      She and Shawn were far enough above the crowd that she didn’t need to feel the emotions of the people below. But she could make her empathy stronger by focusing on it. Opening herself to that many mundanes was like plunging her hand into a bucket of needles looking for one that poked in a specific way.

      “I can’t find him,” she said.

      “He’s a gambling addict,” Shawn supplied helpfully.

      That narrowed it down. Nissa spotted a fifty-something white guy stooped over the video blackjack. Blackjack was a game often favored by gambling addicts; of all the games in a casino, it was the one with the highest odds of success.

      Just a brush of her mind against his made Nissa’s vision swim. Harold Hopkins was thoroughly drunk. It was a mixed blessing, since neither of them could feel despair with a dozen cocktails sitting in an empty stomach.

      Nissa shoved him away, pressing a hand against her brow and groaning. “Addict is right. He feels a lot like the meth head that Achlys…” Nissa didn’t finish that sentence. It was doubtful anyone was listening, but one wrong word in the wrong place would land the chief of police in their lap again.

      It had been a mistake to let Harold Hopkins into Nissa’s head. She couldn’t pry him out now. He was stuck to the inner edges of her skull like gum on the underside of a park bench.

      She saw inside him. She saw his truth.

      His wife had died of terminal cancer. All those preternatural bugs that Hardwick Research had fixed, and they hadn’t been able to save Mrs. Hopkins from the fast-growing mass on her brain.

      And Mrs. Hopkins had refused to allow herself to be turned into a vampire. She hadn’t believed that her husband would be able to cure her of that disease any more than he could cure her of cancer.

      “He’s been researching vampires,” Nissa said. The words spilled out of her unbidden. “He’s making…gods, what is he making?”

      He had argued with his wife about work in the final weeks.

      I’m making a cure for vampirism at Hardwick Research, he’d said. If you let the Paradisos turn you, then I’ll be able to turn you back as soon as the cure’s research is complete.

      Soon isn’t enough, Mrs. Hopkins had said.

      She had died.

      And now Nissa was weeping without a single tear, her whole body wracked by Harold Hopkins’s grief.

      “Look at you, getting all soft over him,” Shawn said. “You’re the worst vampire I’ve ever met. That’s a compliment.”

      It didn’t feel like a compliment. And she wasn’t crying because she was soft over him, but because Harold Hopkins was soft over himself. If he hadn’t been immersed in video blackjack and cocktails, he would have been sobbing.

      Harold Hopkins’s grief had slowed down his cure research. Without results, Achlys had gotten impatient. That must have been why she’d arranged for Shawn to abduct him from his home in Henderson.

      “Achlys set up a lab for Harold Hopkins to finish his research into a vampirism cure here at the casino,” Nissa said. She’d glimpsed it in his mind. “Why would she want a cure?”

      “I don’t care if he can cure vampires or not,” Shawn said. “It’s so boring, babysitting this tragic sad-sack.”

      “Then why don’t you kill him?” Nissa asked.

      Shawn looked at her. He really looked at her, his gaze sinking into hers. Even a glamoured sidhe still had penetrating gemstone eyes. Nissa’s eyes were colorless by comparison, she knew. She’d been told that making eye contact with her was akin to staring at a mirror without a reflection in it.

      “Do you want him dead?” he asked.

      “I don’t like him. He’s pathetic. And I know you like killing.” Nissa had been watching him for a long time, and there was no doubt in her mind that Shawn liked killing the way that Harold Hopkins liked twenty-one. He had become Achlys’s enforcer strictly because he would kill anyone, literally anyone, and he’d do it messily, with a huge grin on his face. “You say I’m being soft over him, so I assume that means you think it’s better to be hard. So be hard. Kill him.”

      “Killing a scientist that Achlys wants is suicide,” Shawn said.

      “Achlys is going to kill you sooner or later.” Nissa edged toward him until she could see her pallid face in the shiny silver buttons on Shawn’s silk shirt. “Don’t you want to die having fun?”

      “It wouldn’t be fun to kill him. Look at the guy. He hasn’t done anything wrong, and he’s all…soggy.” Shawn flicked his fingers down at Hopkins’s bald pate. The man had indeed started to cry over the video blackjack machine, and a cocktail waitress responded by bringing him another Tom Collins. “Poor fuck.”

      That sounded a lot like sympathy. The exact same kind of sympathy that Shawn had just jabbed at Nissa for expressing.

      “I can’t believe you wouldn’t find a way to enjoy the scientist,” Nissa said. “I’d enjoy watching you enjoy him.”

      Shawn’s face illuminated. “You know, you could do the killing. There’s a first time for everything, after all.” Shawn leaned over Nissa, and there was that grin, making him look like a complete psychopath.

      “I can’t,” Nissa said. She wanted to step away, but his manic eyes were magnets. She wanted to explore the depths of his madness.

      “We could kill him together,” Shawn said, stroking her wrist. “Or you could watch me kill him. Is that what you want, baby girl?”

      “What do you want, baby boy?” Nissa asked.

      His nose wrinkled at having his nickname turned back around on him. He couldn’t seem to decide if she was flirting or not. (She was not.) “I’ll tell you the truth. Keep it to yourself?”

      “Sure.”

      “It’s dangerous being a sidhe ejected from the Middle Worlds,” Shawn said. “There’s too much black-market value to my appendages, especially my bones. I have to be more valuable than the sum of my parts. Achlys needed a killer, so I became a killer.” It was the calmest, most cogent thing he’d ever said to Nissa.

      For the first time, she realized that the madness was a mask. There was nothing hiding in his eyes except a man trying to protect his own ass.

      She straightened and stepped back from him, her skin rapidly resuming its normal room temperature.

      “Tell you what.” He sauntered closer to her, refusing to yield any floor space to Nissa. The warmth of a summer day weighed against her pallid flesh. “I’ll take care of the microbiologist for you if you’ll give me what I want.”

      “And what’s that?” Nissa braced herself for an answer that involved blowjobs.

      “Support.” His fingers tugged against the pocket on her hip. Nissa looked down to see that he was sliding a hotel room key card into it. The room number was scrawled on its envelope. “I’m ambitious, Nissa. Vegas would be the perfect place to start a new court.”

      “Like in the Middle Worlds?” Nissa couldn’t help but sound as skeptical as she felt.

      “Better than the Middle Worlds. And much better than what Las Vegas has right now. Achlys sucks, literally. We both saw what’s in her Bunker and we know that the vamps do worse than that,” Shawn said. “Wouldn’t it be better if a sidhe took over and left the vamps in the dust?”

      She folded her arms, creating a barrier between their chests. “I’m a vampire.”

      “You’re not like them. And that’s why I like you—you like vampires as little as I do.”

      “I don’t know why you’d think that.” Wasn’t Nissa loyal? Had she ever made a single misstep with the Paradisos? She kept her head down, did the jobs she was told, supported the murder. “I also don’t know how you think you can wrest control away from Achlys.”

      “She has the infrastructure in place for a decent court. She’s got the businesses, the cash flow, the employees. I’ve just got to bump her out. If she signs everything over to me before the Hunting Club kills her, who’s going to argue with me?”

      “I could argue with you,” Nissa said.

      “You won’t,” Shawn said. He teasingly added, “Vampire hater.”

      “You keep saying that!”

      “Because it’s a fact. You don’t kill humans, and I know it’s not because you’ve got a delicate stomach like people say.”

      “It’s the empathy,” Nissa said.

      “Cute, baby girl, really cute. Look: I want you. You know how to get around Achlys’s information systems better than anyone else. We’d be great partners. And we can start it with a…private rendezvous, if that’s what you want.” His fingers trailed over her hip pocket, where she now had the key card. “I know empathy isn’t stopping you from having fun.” Shawn’s lips curled up at the edges. “How’s Beelzebub?”

      Her hair stood on end. She started backing away. “Nobody has seen him in weeks.”

      “About two weeks,” he said. “His body was found in a trash can by the cops just yesterday.”

      Nissa’s mouth fell open.

      Beelzebub is dead? But I let him go.

      She stared at Shawn, trying to understand what he knew, what he had done.

      One of Achlys’s vampires was dead, and Shawn knew before anybody else. And he seemed to think that Nissa should have already known, too.

      Shawn had killed Beelzebub.

      Shawn knew Nissa had held him captive first.

      Her heel caught on the edge of the escalator. She stumbled. “Careful,” Shawn said, eyes glittering. She stepped onto the down escalator. “See you in the microbiologist’s room tonight?”

      Her heart gave a single, painful beat.

      Shawn needs to die.

      “It’s a date, baby boy,” Nissa said.
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      Dana sat on the edge of the med bay’s bed, feet swinging over the side. She held her arms still so that she wouldn’t disturb the blood pressure cuff or the fingertip pulse oximeter. The machine measuring her vitals screeched alarmingly.

      “So I’m good, then?” Dana asked when Anthony unplugged it from the wall.

      “Sure,” Anthony said. “You’re as good as dead.”

      She already knew that for a fact. Dana’s whole body felt so…quiet.

      Her heart had stopped beating a couple hours earlier, right around the time that sunshine had started blasting the Hunting Lodge’s concrete walls. Weirdly, it hadn’t hurt. At some point Dana had exhaled and felt no urge to inhale again. She’d taken a big dump in the toilet, pissed her bladder dry, and didn’t want to eat or drink.

      This was only the beginning.

      People didn’t get turned into vampires all that often. It was a death sentence if a vampire changed someone without consent. The law was seldom broken; most vamps weren’t strong enough to make another of their kind. Only some subspecies even had the capability.

      It seemed that Achlys had both the ability and the strength.

      And now Dana was dying.

      “How long’s it take to start wanting to eat people?” Anthony asked, ripping the blood pressure cuff off her arm.

      “It takes most bloodless two days after death for the cravings to kick in. There’s still some blood reserves until the expulsion, plus you kinda go into shock.” These were facts Dana knew from rote. She could have written a textbook on how humans turned into vampires.

      “The expulsion. Oh God.” Anthony grimaced at her. “We’re gonna want to put you in a room we can hose down for that, huh?”

      “Or I can do it on Mayor Hekekia’s doorstep,” Dana suggested. “Make it a form of political protest. ‘You’re letting the OPA harass us, you dickface! Cut that shit out! Now here are every one of my mortal fluids exploded out of my ass. Enjoy.’”

      “You can pretend you’re fine with this, but you don’t have to,” Anthony said.

      “Pretending? Who’s pretending?”

      “I took you and Marion to prom,” he said. “You were making these exact jokes to me when Marion ran off with some random jackass and you felt abandoned.”

      “Did I joke about shitting on the floor of the ballroom? Really?”

      “It was something like that,” Anthony said. “You get extra-puerile when you’re distressed.”

      Dana wasn’t distressed. What was there to be distressed about? She’d spent her adult life dedicated to fighting vampires. She killed vampires on sight whether or not she had a warrant for their deaths. And for the last few years, Dana had been wracked by nightmares of Penny killed by vampires every single gods-damned night.

      Now she was becoming one.

      She was turning into the bloodless.

      “I’m so fucking happy I don’t have words to describe it,” Dana said. “It’s pushing me to do something I should have done a long time ago.”

      “Turn into a bigger asshole than ever?”

      “Kill all the vampires in Vegas,” Dana said. Everyone knew that was what she wanted. She’d never made a secret of her purpose on this Earth.

      Anthony laughed. “You’ve never actually meant that.”

      “The fuck I haven’t. The Fremont Slasher is still out there, Morales. He’s lying low, but he’s in Las Vegas. I won’t know he’s gone until every last vamp is dead.”

      “Right.” He rolled his eyes.

      Dana warmed with anger. “The Fremont Slasher has sent me a present every goddamn year since he vanished.”

      “Wait, what? A present?” Doubt flickered over his face. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “I didn’t want it to get back to Penny. I don’t want her to be afraid.” Dana fished a locket out from her vast cleavage. She popped it open to show a curl of brown hair inside. “I get a new curl every year. It just shows up somewhere, like pinned to my door or wedged in my pickup’s window. I never catch him doing it, but I know it’s him.”

      “Is that Penny’s hair?”

      Dana nodded. “He cut several curls off when he was holding her. The only way he could still be taunting me with her hair is if he’s free.”

      “Or if he has an accomplice with a sick sense of humor,” Anthony said.

      “It’s him,” Dana said. “I know it’s him.”

      Someone knocked on the door. Anthony opened it. Charmaine Villanueva stood on the other side, wearing a badge on her belt and underarm holsters over a sweat-dampened button-down. “Afternoon. Can I have a minute alone with McIntyre?”

      “Guess so.” Anthony watched in tense silence as Dana shut her locket, jamming it back down her shirt. He was probably waiting to see if Dana would tell Charmaine about the hair. Or trying to decide if he believed her. “Yeah, I’ll get out of here.”

      Anthony rested a hand on Dana’s shoulder for a half-second, then stepped out and left the women alone.

      “Didn’t expect to see you here, chief,” Dana said. “Thought you’d be on the phone with Mayor Hekekia all day.”

      “She was waiting for me when I got in this morning. Getting chewed out in person saves time. I made excuses and slipped out when Anthony told me what happened to you.”

      “You’re so sweet. Where are my condolence flowers?”

      “I’m not here to grieve. I’m here to talk the case.” Chief Villanueva pulled a chair around and sat down. “There’s no data from your camera during the attack. No audio or visual. You didn’t manage to film a single face during the Red Carpet Room conflict.”

      “So what?” Dana asked. “Your guys took down a bunch of vamps. They must have gotten something on their cameras.”

      “Nothing useful.” Charmaine’s arms were folded across her chest, eyes slanted with concern, mouth tipped into a frown as she studied Dana. “We have no proof that the Paradisos attacked us at the wax museum. That means we don’t have enough justification to arrest Achlys.”

      “You can hold anyone for twenty-four hours without cause.”

      “Don’t quote the law at me like you know it better than I do.”

      “I know why you’re holding back. You don’t want to inspire the Paradisos to attack again so that the OPA comes in to seize your whole damn city. But guess what, Charmaine? The Paradisos already attacked us. It’s open war. There’s only one way out of this.”

      “What is that?” Charmaine asked. “Are you planning to take a UV grenade into Paradisos headquarters to kill yourself and every other head vamp in the city?”

      Dana had contemplated it. But that plan had two major flaws.

      First of all, vampires who hadn’t drunk human blood were still in transition. A UV bomb wouldn’t be effective suicide unless Dana completed the transformation.

      The second major flaw was that there were too many vampires in Las Vegas for a single UV grenade to have the effect she wanted. To make sure she got the Fremont Slasher, Dana needed to be thorough.

      “You’ve got to talk to the OPA,” Dana said. “Get them to lean all their resources against the Paradisos.”

      “The OPA is neutral in regards to this. To them, the Hunting Club’s as bad as the Paradisos. They’re not taking down one of you unless they take down both.”

      “Make them see the difference.”

      “It’s nice you think I have that much influence. I’m as helpless as you are, McIntyre.” Charmaine fixed Dana with a piercing golden gaze. “Are you sure you’re infected? Really sure?”

      Dana lifted her chin to expose her neck. “I haven’t been touched by Edie.” That was their healer. “This got fixed by the same venom that made my heart stop beating hours ago.”

      Charmaine’s eyes fell. “Fuck.” She let out a breath, rubbed a hand over her eyes. “There are no vampire employees of the LVMPD yet, but departments in other states employ a few. They’re good to have on night shifts. And it’s good to have diversity on the team to help with community outreach.”

      “Vampires aren’t diversity,” Dana said. “They’re a mistake.”

      “Was it a mistake that I came back from Genesis a coyote shifter?”

      “Probably. Different kind of mistake though.”

      “Was it a mistake that I was born with a dick and balls even though I’m a woman?” Charmaine asked. “Was it a mistake that I got bullied all through school for dressing the wrong way, talking the wrong way, moving the wrong way?”

      “Yes, big fucking mistake, because biology and society have sick senses of humor,” Dana said. “You hung up on how hard it is to be a translady again? You want hugs?”

      Charmaine’s eyebrows pinched together in the middle. “Do you want hugs?”

      “No. I’m going to kill myself.”

      “I considered suicide when Genesis turned me into a coyote. The bullying when I was a confused trans kid made me want to kill myself too. As it turns out, it’s good that I kept going. My life just keeps getting better.”

      “I don’t have a life to look forward to.” Dana stood up, and it was so easy even though she hadn’t had a blood transfusion, and her skin had taken on the color of a lake in winter. “I’m already fucking dead, Chief.”

      The chief stood too. “I’m going to recommend you see my therapist. She usually helps people during gender correction but she works with some preternaturals too.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Look, you were there with me during the transition, you and Penny. Let me help you the way you helped me. Okay?” She fished a card out of her wallet. When Dana didn’t take it, Charmaine set it on the bed. “Do me one favor? Just don’t kill yourself until the case is closed. You’re my only witness to Achlys’s most recent crime.”

      Dana grunted.

      Charmaine left.

      When she exited the healer’s room, she left the door hanging open. It was bright out in the hallway. They hadn’t closed all the windows in the Hunting Lodge—just the ones in the med bay. There was still a sliver of harsh yellow Nevada sun splattered on the wall.

      Dana extended her fingers into the sunlight.

      It felt like touching the burner on a stove.

      She yanked her hand out with a hiss. In those few moments of exposure, her skin had already produced blisters.

      “Be careful!” Penny ducked to enter the room, and she still caught a horn on the doorframe. The thumping surprised her. She leaped away from the noise she’d made like a spooked cat, flustered hands flitting through her hair and over her t-shirt. “Gosh. Sorry. Let me look at your hand.”

      “It’s fine,” Dana said.

      “It’s not fine!” Penny grabbed her wrist, and there was no winning an arm-wrestling match against a worried orc blacksmith whose biceps were thick as tree trunks. “Oh, honey, did you do this on purpose?”

      Dana glared at her. “I had to know.”

      “You already knew,” Penny said. “I thought I should wait to tell you this, but…heck, I know you, and you won’t want to be babied.” She hesitated, then plowed on. “I’ve started looking at real estate. An agent is preparing to list our penthouse. We’ll move into one of the vampire-friendly developments underground. There are some really nice ones over in—”

      “No,” Dana said.

      Penny grew more flustered. She picked at a flake of keratin on the end of her horn. “Okay, we don’t have to move. We could outfit our penthouse with better blinds but it wouldn’t be as secure. We need at least one room where you can spend daytime.”

      “No.” She grabbed her wife by the shoulders. “I’m not going to be a vampire for long, Penny. Nothing will make me stay like this.”

      A crying orc was a truly pathetic thing to see. “Not even me?”

      Dana didn’t answer immediately.

      The fact was, Penny should have known the answer to that. She did know the answer to that.

      But she was going to make Dana say it anyway.

      “Not even you,” Dana said.
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      As the day wore on, Dana remained in the blacked-out med bay, listening to Hunting Club associates elsewhere in the building. The Lodge was a sprawling fortress that could—and had—survived the likes of a zombie apocalypse. Their second basement was sturdy enough to survive an atomic bomb. Their water tanks could sustain a dozen people for a year. Food supplies could last a similar duration.

      Aesthetically, the building was unlike any other in Las Vegas. Brutalism wasn’t popular in Nevada. The Lodge had a lot of hard edges, sheer faces, and functional geometry that verged on ugly.

      The Hunting Lodge was fucking badass.

      Dana spent most of the time in the back, around Penny’s forge. Today, she pulled her laptop into the med bay for work. She wasn’t in the mood to talk to her wife.

      Not a day went by that Dana didn’t comb through police reports, with Charmaine’s blessing, and track crime trends throughout the city. The routine activity felt hollow that day. She didn’t have time to hunt down crime trends anymore. Dana’s skin was getting paler as her body made use of the last of its blood; she kept getting colder even though it was over a hundred degrees outside.

      She felt herself dying as that single sunbeam crept across the med bay wall.

      And then the sunbeam vanished.

      It was only five in the afternoon.

      Dana closed her laptop lid, stood up. “The fuck?” The med bay was on the third floor of the Hunting Lodge. It wasn’t like someone could be standing on the other side of the window, blocking the light.

      She yanked the curtains aside. Dana halfway hoped she’d be bathed in the sunset. Instead, she found herself facing a wall of gray brick.

      Another building abutted the Hunting Lodge.

      This was physically impossible. There was no room outside the Hunting Lodge for another building. It was between McCarran International Airport and Dick’s Barbecue, so there should have been a wall with coiled barbed wire on top and eight lanes of freeway outside her window.

      Instead, there was a cathedral. Not a small cathedral, either.

      Holy Nights Cathedral wasn’t exactly fussy about the laws of physics.

      “Linc,” she grumbled.

      Brother Lincoln Marshall’s timing was impeccable.

      Dana pried the med bay window open in an explosion of caulk. She kicked out the screen and climbed onto the windowsill.

      There was nothing brutalist about Holy Nights Cathedral. It was more gothic. Think gargoyles, think bell towers, think creeping vines and stained-glass windows. A stained-glass window on the cathedral had been opened for her. “Wanna chat?” asked Brother Lincoln Marshall, cowboy hat tipped low to shade his face.

      “Damn straight.” Dana leaped across the gap between buildings. She overshot and had to catch herself on the top windowsill, swinging her legs inside the cathedral.

      Her boots thudded to the stone floor.

      “Hey McIntyre,” Lincoln said, shaking her hand in greeting.

      Not much had changed about Lincoln since their last encounter. He was still a good-looking guy, as far as men went, with all those symmetric features that straight ladies soaked themselves over. His linebacker shoulders were hidden under voluminous robes. He usually carried a sidhe staff that the late Winter Queen had gifted to him, but it was absent now.

      As far as manly-men went, he was all right. Lincoln was smart, dedicated, and really fucking hated vampires.

      Lincoln shut the window and slammed the inner shutters, blocking out all light.

      “So you heard about me,” Dana said. “Here to give last rites?”

      “When it’s time. Walk with me.”

      They headed down from the choir loft, where Dana had never once seen a choir, and walked among the pews in the nave. The inside of the cathedral was as impressive as the outside. It had buttresses, elaborate artwork, statues. The whole overblown shebang.

      Beyond the pulpit, a mural of a man and a woman gazed down at Dana. Both were black-haired and white-fleshed. They were two of the three gods recognized by the triadists. Triadists hated the third, considering him a Judas unworthy of commemoration, so his face wasn’t anywhere in the cathedral.

      “You heard from them lately?” Dana asked, jerking her head at the mural.

      “Not in ages. Reckon you’ve heard from them a lot sooner.” Lincoln’s faintly Southern accent was coming through stronger than usual. It only did that when he was upset.

      “I haven’t heard from them in a while either.” Dana did favors for the gods whenever they remembered she existed. She didn’t mind their spotty attention most days. This was the first time she’d really started feeling bitter about it. “I’d sure love to know what the fuck they’ve got in mind for me now.”

      “Do you think that they did this to you?” Lincoln asked.

      He didn’t look upon her with any fear. That was nice. It was also kinda nice that he looked grossed out. So far, Dana had only encountered pity and sympathy, both of which were bullshit.

      Lincoln saw Dana for what she was: a dead woman turning into the animated dead. A ticking time bomb.

      That was good. He wasn’t going to try to polish the piece of shit that Achlys had crapped into Dana’s life.

      “They didn’t stop me from getting killed,” Dana said. “Best I can figure is that they don’t care if I change into the walking dead.”

      “You’re already dead,” Lincoln said.

      She flung her hands into the air. “Thank you.”

      “Getting much opposition on the subject?”

      “My wife,” she said.

      “She loves you. It’s natural that she would want to save you.”

      “I’d have been saved if I hadn’t been fucking bullied into going on a police operation last night,” Dana said.

      “Don’t dwell.” He was sharp about admonishing her, even curt. “You drink blood yet?”

      “Fuck no.”

      “Good. Gives you an advantage. You can still touch the sun as long as you’re quick about it, and you can pass for human most of the time.”

      “Sure, until I fucking blow my brains out.”

      “I won’t convince you to finish the transition. You know how I feel about…this.” He grimaced at her. “You can’t blow your brains out yet. We have unfinished business, McIntyre. Las Vegas is lousy with vampires, and it’s worse than ever.”

      Dana felt so much more settled talking to someone who saw things the way she did. She hadn’t realized she was tense until it started draining out of her. “Got a plan?”

      “No, but I know you do,” he said.

      “I haven’t gotten further than the fact that I’ve gotta wipe out the vamps in Vegas,” Dana said. “The Paradisos laid a trap and the LVMPD still isn’t going to tear into them, so fuck them. Earrings are off, gauntlets are on, and they’re going down before my body’s ash.” And she’d get the Fremont Slasher in the process.

      Lincoln nodded grimly, tipping his hat back with a knuckle. His eyes were unpitying. “Kneel.”

      Dana sank to her knees at the head of the aisle.

      He dipped his fingers into the font of holy water by the pulpit. Lincoln flicked the water over her, touched his fingertips to her forehead.

      “I bless you in this righteous pursuit, Dana McIntyre, sister to God,” he said. “I’m blessing you with strong muscles, a clear mind, and a sharp sword. You’ve sinned in your life, but it’s all purged now that you’re dead. In death, there is purity. There is purpose.”

      The words were delivered flatly, without any sort of grandiosity to them. Lincoln was a religious man but not pompous. There was gravity to his blessing anyway. Dana felt it settling into her rapidly drying flesh.

      She let her eyes fall shut so that she kneeled in darkness.

      “You were born to die,” Lincoln said.

      “As are we all,” Dana said.

      He agreed with her. “As are we all. Now pray, McIntyre. Pray and hope the gods have got guidance for you, because you’re coming up fast on the end of the road, and it’s paved with gods-damned teeth.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dana prayed.

      She wasn’t sure she’d ever prayed to the gods before. Not like this, sitting in a pew with her hands folded and her head bowed.

      Whenever she’d spoken to the gods, it had been face-to-face. They’d yanked her ass into the Infinite for a sit-down, told her what they wanted, and kicked her back to the mortal planes.

      Which was fine.

      Dana had better shit to do than sitting around whispering pleas to the sky, hoping the gods would be paying attention to her right at that immediate moment.

      Except she suddenly didn’t have better shit to do, because she didn’t have a plan.

      With her eyes shut, kneeling in the silence of Holy Nights Cathedral, Dana was left alone with nothing but her thoughts. Ninety percent of them were swear words. The other ten percent was a jumbled mess.

      It was hard to focus when her body was dying.

      In the serenity of her isolation, Dana could feel her organs shutting down. It was represented by an ache in her lower back where she suspected her kidneys rested. A pang in her chest that turned into a crushing steel grip. Her toes getting as cold as though she were submerged in the Arctic Ocean.

      Piece by piece, Dana’s body finished dying that evening, kneeling right there in the Holy Nights Cathedral.

      And she was trying to pray to the gods like some giant-ass moron.

      Dana focused her eyes on the two faces on the mural. The gods weren’t bad people. But they were people, with all the flaws that came along with it, and omnipotence didn’t change them at their cores. It wasn’t their fault if they weren’t listening. This probably wasn’t their plan. She could only ask so much of them.

      “I need to take down the Paradisos,” she muttered, “and I’m perfectly happy making it happen all on my lonesome, but I need you to open a door. Or show me where the door is. Or something.”

      Footsteps rang out in the aisle behind her.

      Dana whirled, drawing her sidearm, and lifted it to aim.

      A familiar woman stood at the far end of the cathedral. “I’m not here to attack.” It was the girl from the wax museum gift shop. Anthony had identified her as a Paradisos vampire. “My name is Nissa,” she went on. “I have information you’ll want.”

      Information was the magic word in this case, giving Dana pause where nothing else would have.

      Her eyes flicked up to the stained-glass window that depicted the female god surrounded by hellfire, twin swords crossed over her chest. Divine intervention? Total stupid coincidence?

      “I remember you,” Dana said finally.

      Nissa traced the golden chain of her necklace over her collarbone. “You remember me. Gods, okay.”

      Dana stood without lowering the gun. “You don’t look right for a vampire.”

      “I’m like you. In transition.”

      That explained why she didn’t have the blood-red eyes. “How long?” Dana asked.

      Nissa ducked her head, letting her hair fall into her face. “Four years.”

      Dana sucked in a breath, and it must have been a few minutes since she’d last done that because it made her lungs hurt like a spike was driven into them.

      Four years without blood. No vampire resisted the cravings that long.

      “How did you find this place?” Dana asked.

      “Someone told me a building appeared at the end of the Strip, where the Excalibur used to be,” Nissa said.

      Lincoln had relocated the Holy Nights Cathedral from an impossible wedge between the Hunting Lodge and the freeway. He must have been intending to stay in town long enough for Dana to complete her final mission.

      Nissa ventured a smile. “Honestly, I was looking for the cathedral. I’d heard it was sighted near the Hunting Club earlier, and I read that you’re a triadist, so I figured…”

      “You’re researching me.”

      “Because I have information you need. Achlys has seized a microbiologist named Harold Hopkins, a former employee of Hardwick Research. He was on a project that was trying to find a cure for vampirism.”

      Boom. There it is.

      Dana lowered her gun slowly, even as her gaze lifted back to the stained-glass windows. God’s face had been rendered in a few triangular shards. There was still depth to her black eyes, and a sort of cunning.

      “You’re one of Achlys’s vamps,” Dana said. “Why are you telling me this?”

      “I lied about being a night guard for the wax museum. I’m Achlys’s travel expert. I issue visas for preternaturals coming into this territory, and I apply for visas when our people are going elsewhere. I know every single preternatural who’s been in Clark County since Genesis, and I know what they do.”

      “And?”

      “I can’t do what they do,” Nissa said. “I can’t kill human beings.”

      “Can’t or won’t?”

      “It’s the same effect either way. But you…” She took another step. Moonlight was coming through the stained glass now, rather than sunlight. It painted Nissa’s dead skin a sickly shade of blue-gray. “You’re a killer, Dana McIntyre.”

      Dana lifted the gun another inch. “Stop moving.”

      Nissa stopped. “Vampires throughout the county are terrified of you. Your name is whispered like you’re always listening in. You embedded balefire in your throat and let Achlys swallow it down. I may not be a triadist, but I know that to kill beside you would be a holy experience.”

      “So that’s what you want?” Dana asked. “You’ll tell me where I can find this scientist, this…Harold Hopkins.”

      “I can tell you exactly what room he’s staying in at which casino,” the vampire said.

      “And in exchange for information about this guy who can cure me, you want me to show you how to kill.”

      “Without mercy,” Nissa breathed. “Without empathy.” The girl looked like a sorority girl from UNLV, but she talked like a fucking psychopath.

      Dana’s misgivings must have shown on her face. Nissa hurried to speak again.

      “I’ve lived on teaspoons of blood substitute for four years, and I’m weak, Dana. I’m so weak. I need to kill if I’m ever going to be as strong as the other vampires. You kill for the law, don’t you? I could do that too. I could kill righteously.” Nissa looked so hopeful.

      Dana holstered her gun again, but rested one hand on the belt at the small of her back.

      She hadn’t considered that there might be a cure for vampirism. If Dana could get the venom out of her system and resuscitate her fading heart, then maybe she didn’t need to stay dead. She could come back. She could have more time to find the Fremont Slasher.

      She could be with Penny.

      “Where’s Harold Hopkins?” Dana asked.

      “You’ll show me how to kill?”

      Dana made herself smile. She knew she didn’t have a pleasant smile—people remarked on how scary it was all the damn time. “Without mercy.”

      Nissa’s hand extended. She was holding a hotel card key. “Seventeenth floor. Judex.” Dana stepped forward to take the card, but Nissa didn’t let go. “Can I be with you?”

      There was something in the way that Nissa pitched her voice that was faintly reminiscent of Penny. Sweet Penny, the skilled blacksmith who could use a hammer to pound out weapons of murder but couldn’t bring herself to kill house spiders.

      “Sure,” Dana said calmly. “You can be with me.”

      Nissa’s face lit up with excitement, and she didn’t notice when Dana yanked the concealed knife out of her belt.

      The vamp sure as hell noticed it when Dana buried the blade in her stomach.

      Dana stabbed her deep.

      Then she pulled it out and stabbed her again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Nissa’s face went limp with shock. Her hands flew up to grab Dana’s shoulders, and Dana stared straight down at her, right into her eyes, as she kept stabbing. A knife like this wasn’t good for killing vampires, but Dana was short on wooden stakes. If she got lucky and destroyed enough of Nissa’s heart, she’d die.

      The vampire girl fell.

      “That’s how you kill without mercy,” Dana said, stooping to clean her knife’s blade on Nissa’s skirt. That wasn’t a necessary gesture. Nissa had been honest about her status as a blood virgin, and her insides were drier than the Mojave. “Lesson over.”

      Dana stuck the knife back in her belt, pocketed the key card, and headed out of the Holy Nights Cathedral to find Harold Hopkins.
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      Even with the Holy Nights Cathedral on the wrong side of the Strip, Dana McIntyre was a quick Zyp ride from the Hunting Lodge. She used a side entrance to access the armory without running across associates. No Anthony, no Penny, no massive guilt trips. Just Dana facing a wall of magecrafted armor.

      This was how Dana bridged the ability gap between herself and her sisters.

      Her eldest sister was indeed God. But before she’d been God, she’d been Godslayer. A human fighter born to take down Adam. She’d been imbued with preternatural strength, speed, and healing long before she crushed the old gods in Genesis and took over the world.

      Dana’s other sister was slightly less impressive, but only slightly. Marion was a half-angel mage. Probably the best witch in the world. Dana didn’t talk with her much, and it had nothing to do with their power disparity. Marion was as femme as Dana was butch, with the too-long fingernails and the stupid flowing hair and dresses that were no good for mobility, so the two of them chafed even when they were getting along.

      They had a functional partnership, though. Dana saved Marion’s tuchus on occasion. And Marion enchanted Dana’s armor.

      Dana may have been one hundred percent human—until the introduction of vampire venom to her system—but she fought with the best of the best. She fought on the same level as the Godslayer, and all it took was a little help from her sister-mage.

      Marion’s enchantments were the reason Dana was capable of wearing a stone breastplate and gauntlets, even though they should have weighed too much for a mortal wearer to move. Marion had performed a featherlight charm on them, in addition to the various curses that lashed back against enemies who dared to attack Dana.

      It was easy to slide into them. Dana looked like a fucking gladiator once she swung the hexed leather skirt around her hips, letting its studded straps hang over her jeans.

      She jammed on a pair of enchanted shin guards, grabbed a nail-spiked baseball bat, and went for the door. The bat wasn’t as effective as the guns she was packing, but it made a statement. She liked swinging it as she stalked around. Made her look cool.

      Must have taken less than an hour from stabbing Nissa to leaving the Hunting Lodge.

      She could feel herself dying the whole time.

      But by the time Dana got to Judex, she could tell that things were about to get bad.

      Forty-eight hours.

      Statistically, that was the average length of time it took a vampire fledgling to undergo “expulsion.” It was a messy process where vampire bodies rejected the last of their living tissue. Real fucking ugly. Dana should have another day before it hit…on average.

      But forty-eight hours was only an average.

      Dana hit the casino floor and her skin went all hot. Her vision swirled like hair getting flushed down a toilet. People were giving her funny looks—not too funny, because even a gladiator dyke wasn’t that weird on the Strip—but she couldn’t focus on their faces.

      Her guts were liquefying.

      She got to a bathroom near the buffet before she started to spew.

      Dana slammed into the handicapped stall and the fountain sprayed from her throat over the tile wall. There was some bile in there. Also a lot of blood. Runny blood, chunky blood clots, tissue so saturated with it that it looked like liver.

      Hey, is that actually a piece of my liver?

      She only got some of it into the toilet.

      Moments later, she felt cramps like the worst period ever.

      “Fuck me,” Dana said.

      She struggled out of her jeans, squirming them down underneath her leather skirt.

      This time, she got on the toilet before she let loose. A slurry of piss and shit and gods only knew what else exploded from her bowels. Felt like every single organ in Dana’s body.

      And while she shat out the last of her living tissue, she kept horking out her face. She tried to shoot some of it into the metal basin where women were meant to ditch tampons, but it couldn’t hold the volume of what Dana was expelling.

      She burned with fever. Hadn’t she been cold earlier?

      Where was she?

      Dana’s cheek hit bathroom tile.

      She’d fallen off of the toilet. Not the first time she’d done that. Not even the first time she’d done it after simultaneous barf and diarrhea, for that matter. Dana had only switched to O’Doul’s when she’d started trucking toward her thirtieth birthday and imbibing tequila cued instant death-hangover.

      This felt worse than that. All those nights of thudding headaches, all the uncontrollable barfing…

      Shit, at least she’d managed to keep her stomach lining inside during those hangovers. Dana was sure that weird saggy balloon over there was her stomach lining.

      And most of the time she’d been sick, it had been at home. Not in public. She’d messed up her penthouse’s bathroom, hurling her dinner into the wastebasket while Penny petted her hair.

      The nicest thing about Penny was that she never said “I told you so.” She could have—should have—because she always did warn Dana that her risky behaviors were a bad idea.

      Like, Maybe you shouldn’t have seven margaritas in a row, Dana.

      And sometimes: Have you thought about interspersing tall glasses of water with your drinks, honey?

      Or, Why don’t we just go see a movie instead of hitting the bar for the fourth night in a row?

      Penny always warned Dana. Always. She’d always known that Dana’s behavior would have stupid consequences, whether it be drinking or rushing blindly into fights, but she’d always been there the next morning to put a cool washcloth on her forehead. She’d babied Dana, made soothing noises, kissed her on the chin even when she smelled like barf.

      The memories were so vivid while Dana was sprawled on the bathroom floor in a lake of her own effluence.

      “Fuck.” Dana used the spiked baseball bat as leverage to push onto her feet. Even the rubber grips of her boots were challenged to get traction. It looked like she’d butchered a steer in the middle of a public bathroom.

      She stumbled out of the stall. Caught herself on the sink.

      Dana looked at herself in the mirror and a vampire looked back.

      Her irises weren’t red. She’d have to drink human blood in order to attain that color. But her irises had lost their normal shade of brown, the pigment draining away to make room for what was to come.

      The bags under her eyes aged her about ten years. And it looked like she’d rolled her short bleached hair around in all the barf.

      Not a flattering look.

      The bathroom door opened and a pair of women teetered in wearing heels and miniskirts. One sported a “Last Night Single” ribbon across her chest. Both stopped cold at the sight of Dana.

      “Gods,” whispered the redhead, vanishing out the door with barely a pause.

      The other one, to her credit, stuck around an extra second. “Are you okay? Can I call an ambulance? Get security?” She was a pretty brunette. Long, slender neck. Her skin was a rich shade of brown with violet undertones, and Dana could see where her pulse throbbed under her jaw.

      Dana felt very thirsty.

      “Run,” she said hoarsely.

      Brunette Girl gave a tiny peep and ran.
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* * *

      There was no way that the Paradisos couldn’t know that Dana was coming for Harold Hopkins. If they hadn’t seen her walking into Judex in full body armor, then the bachelorette party would have reported her to security, or janitorial would have reported signs of a vampire’s expulsion.

      That meant there was no room for subtlety in her attack, and that was fine. Dana wasn’t much for subtlety anyway.

      She rinsed off her gauntlets, splashed water on the worst of her hair, and headed out of the bathroom to the nearest elevators.

      The sight of Dana stalking around in ball-busting boots made a few tourists take videos with their cameras, and even her scowl did nothing to stop them. She looked strange enough that they assumed she was an attraction. Like one of those shirtless Spartans who advertised Thunder from Down Under, except that her six-pack was comfortably padded underneath a few layers of beer and french fries.

      The elevators opened. A family tried to get on.

      “Out,” Dana said, letting the baseball bat fall from her shoulder so that it swung at her side.

      The dad giggled nervously. “What are you advertising? Something like Medieval Times, but for the zombie apocalypse? It looks…fun.” He edged into the elevator with his rolling suitcase.

      Dana jerked the suitcase out of his hand and hurled it across the hallway. The zipper broke. His boxers flopped onto the floor.

      “I’m advertising get the fuck out of my face,” she said.

      The dad grabbed two of his children while mom swept up the third. All of them fled.

      She stepped into the elevator and pushed two buttons: one to close the doors before another family of fuck-for-brains tried to board, and one to get her to the seventeenth floor.

      Dana wasn’t feeling anywhere near a hundred percent on the elevator ride up. Maybe about nine percent. This casino was one of the sadistic kind that thought people wanted to stare at themselves while zipping up an elevator shaft, so she had a great view of her colorless eyes in the mirrored walls.

      She used her pinkie to push her upper lip over her teeth. Her right canine was wiggling.

      A single thrust of her tongue pushed the tooth out. It clattered onto the floor. There was a shiny white nub of fresh tooth forming within the empty gum—a much sharper tooth. Fangs like Achlys’s. Dana was taking after Sire Dearest.

      A cheerful chime played over the speakers. “You’ve been to Las Vegas. You’ve seen the vampires. Now get ready for Vampire Vegas, the hottest new nightclub. Find out firsthand what goes bump in the night! Our hosts are dying to meet you!”

      Her fist thrust straight up. She punched the speaker on the ceiling.

      The screen cracked in half, fell off. The advertisement crackled into silence.

      Doors slid open. Dana faced an empty hallway that looked like every other hotel-casino hallway she’d ever been in. They all had tacky carpet. The hallways were about three inches too narrow. The lights were a little too dim, though Dana expected that the cool lighting was meant to be relaxing.

      There was only one window all the way down at the end of the hallway. It was tinted so darkly that she could barely see the New York, New York’s roller coaster screeching through a loop-the-loop.

      Dana stormed toward that window, key card in one hand and spiked bat in the other.

      An employee crossed at the junction. He stopped at the sight of her. He was a skinny scrap of a thing, his paleness emphasized by the black polo. Casino staff of some kind. “Hey, uh…” He swallowed hard as he looked her up and down, realizing that Dana was not an invited guest. Smart boy. “You need to leave or I’m going to call security.”

      “Good,” Dana said. “Call ‘em. I’m ready.”

      She swung the bat. Slammed its spikes into the wall. When she kept walking, it carved a long line through the tacky paint job.

      The skinny guy bolted.

      When Dana reached the end of the hallway, she found a pair of vampire males waiting on the other side. They weren’t dressed as employees, or as security. They had arrived too quickly to have been summoned by the scared staff member.

      The newcomers wore ankle-brushing black jackets with high necklines that brushed their angular jaws. Given the matching brushes of brown hair over their foreheads, they might have been twins.

      “The master wants to speak with you,” said the guy on the left.

      “If you think I’m gonna do that, then you’ve gotta be stupid. So I’ll call you Tweedle Dum. Your bro-ham gets to be Tweedle Dee.” She shrugged. “Don’t blame me. Luck of the draw.”

      Tweedle Dum drew his gun. “We’ll kill you if you resist.”

      “Doubtful you’re allowed to use firearms in a hotel with paper-thin walls and tourists everywhere,” Dana said. “Your masters want money more than they want me dead.”

      “The floor’s empty,” Tweedle Dee said.

      “Except for Harold Hopkins,” she said.

      She lunged.

      Guns fired. She wasn’t ready for it—she’d thought they’d been bluffing. The Paradisos really did love their damn tourists. But maybe the floor was as empty as they claimed, and maybe they didn’t care if a stray bullet winged Hopkins.

      They were fucking shooting at her.

      Normally, Dana would have been screwed upside-down and backwards.

      Though, to be fair, Dana normally wouldn’t have come at them like this in the first place, since she’d have had something to lose.

      But this time wasn’t normal. Dana felt no adrenaline. It was like all the chemicals in her brain had taken an off day, leaving behind nothing except the reactions that her daddy had trained into her beginning the moment she could walk.

      Her reactions were good.

      Dana dodged to the right. Wham, jump out of the way, just like that. It didn’t even feel as though she was moving fast. But as soon as she registered the twitching of fingers, she had dodged, and the sounds of gunfire only hit once she was already out of the way.

      She did get struck by one bullet. It passed through her arm with almost no pain.

      No wonder vampires were such a bitch to slow down.

      Dana leaped, planting a boot in the wall, and she brought the other one up for a kick at head height.

      Boot heel hit skull.

      Skull went crack.

      Vamp went down.

      Dana landed on top of him, boots planted on his chest, and she swung the bat. The nails sank into Tweedle Dee’s balls. He definitely felt that.

      “Normally this’d be the point where I let you guys limp off,” Dana said to the vampire writhing on the ground with his hands over his junk, “because I can’t legally kill you without warrants. Real talk: I’m a vampire now, and I was done with the law the moment Achlys bit me. All you fucks are going down.”

      She got up, turned the bat around. Its end had been sharpened into a point by Anthony. Made for a pretty nice wooden stake.

      Tweedle Dum realized what she was about to do. His eyes went all wide, his hands came up to defend himself. “No!”

      Dana slammed the bat through his hands and into his heart.

      Didn’t take long for him to stop moving. And there was no blood. Stakes were a nice way to kill vampires—so fast and tidy.

      “Fuck! Johnny!” Tweedle Dee was trying to stand, but he should have been trying to level his gun at Dana. He’d have some dignity going down shooting.

      Dana whipped the bat in an arc and crushed his skull to the carpet.

      She staked him.

      Two vamps down.

      Dana wasn’t even breathing hard, which was new. No panting, no sweating. She felt like she’d barely been moving. Pretty wild, considering she’d demolished the handicapped stall downstairs with her various excretions.

      The air stirred.

      Dana’s head snapped up, and she sucked in a quick breath. Not to breathe. But to smell.

      Snake skin. Bloodless.

      She had more company.

      Dana could have stuck around to fight vampires until the vampire cows came home at dawn. Achlys had hundreds in her murder. Thousands. Maybe more. It was too many vampires for Dana to kill single-handedly.

      She grabbed her bat and ran.

      When she skidded around the next corner, she glanced over her shoulder. Achlys’s security team was approaching. They looked like a gang ripping off the Matrix, with all those leather pants and the long jackets. They were going to die wishing they looked as awesome as Carrie Ann Moss. So damn pathetic.

      Oh, and there were eight of them now. Eight vampires after Dana. Cool. Whatever.

      Then she turned her attention back to the hallway she’d just entered, and she stopped.

      There were seven more vampires outside Harold Hopkins’s room.

      “Oh, man,” Dana grumbled. “Guess we’re doing an endless fight scene after all.”

      She finally heard footsteps from the rear contingent, which meant that they were within a couple of feet, and put them well within range for the spiked baseball bat.

      So she used it.

      Dana drew a Glock as she swung the bat, and she was shooting even as the nails in the bat were burying themselves in some asshole’s cheek.

      She blew holes into a vampire’s chest. Little ones, tragically.

      That was all the time she had before both fronts of the storm crashed into her.

      She punched, she kicked, she shot, she swung. But fifteen vampires who’d been drinking human blood were a hell of a lot stronger than one mortal who was still mid-mortem. Dana took punches and kicks more than she delivered them.

      Her gun clicked empty. She whipped its barrel across a vampire’s face and was rewarded with the sound of his jaw snapping.

      But that wasn’t enough. Her back got slammed into the wall, the drywall cracked, and her momentary imperviousness gave way to a weird kind of exhaustion.

      Her body wanted to be still. It didn’t want to fight.

      It wanted to die.

      Not. Fucking. Yet.

      Dana shoved off the wall, and her gauntleted fist went through the triple-paned window.

      Hot Nevada wind blasted into the tower, turning all those Matrix coats into kites behind the wearers. The force of the zephyr was enough to stagger a couple of them as the pressure equalized.

      A moment of surprise was all Dana needed.

      She grabbed a guy by his shirt and threw him through the window to widen the hole. It was super effective. He Wilhelm-screamed his way down seventeen stories, and Dana was bummed that she couldn’t see if he made a cloud of dust when he hit the sidewalk.

      Dana managed to hurl two more of Achlys’s lackeys out of the tower before the rest of them rallied to surround her. A dozen vampires couldn’t attack simultaneously, but they sure as hell made it impossible to escape. Like this impenetrable wall of cadavers.

      One of them managed to get a hand on her ankle.

      Another got her by the throat.

      Between the two of them, they had no trouble lifting Dana, even though she struggled hard enough to make them regret the effort. A couple of their ugly friends had to grab her other limbs.

      They fumbled at the straps of her armor. Wards whizzed, light flared, and they cried out.

      “Did I forget to mention all my shit’s enchanted?” Dana asked through gritted teeth.

      “Just leave it on,” someone said. “Go under the arm.”

      They pulled her arms up. There was a hole in the armor under her armpits to make mobility easier. Not a lot of space, but enough to give access to part of her ribcage.

      A vampire wrenched the baseball bat out of her fingers.

      “That’s mine!” she roared.

      “You want it back?” asked a horse-faced man, his eyes lit up with sadistic pleasure. “I’ll give this back to you!”

      He turned the bat around so that Dana was facing the pointy end of it. The wrong end.

      She managed to rip a leg free and kick him in the face. But they caught her again fast, and they held her pinned as he drove the wooden stake down her armpit and into her chest.
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      Landing a wooden stake in the right place was never as easy as people expected. Dana trained Hunting Club recruits in vampire takedowns and only one newbie hunter had ever hit the heart on the first try. It took practice. Lots of practice.

      The vampire trying to kill Dana had clearly never staked another vampire before.

      Piece of shit newb-for-brains.

      Dana was looking down at the place the baseball bat entered. She suspected that her left lung was punctured, but the vampire definitely hadn’t hit the heart. And now the bat was stuck in her ribs under her armpit even though he yanked on it desperately.

      She laughed. “Fuckhead.”

      The elevator at the end of the hallway chimed. Doors slid open. Anthony Morales stood on the other side, and he had UV grenades in both hands.

      The pins had already been yanked.

      “McIntyre!” he shouted.

      Dana took the moment of surprise to wrench herself free of the vamps. Most of them, anyway. The two holding her arms had nice big coats. They’d be useful.

      She hit the carpet and pulled the vampires on top of her, voluminous coats and all. The vampires, a table, a painting from the wall. She buried herself deep. Everything except her left arm, which was stuck over her head because she couldn’t put it down with the baseball bat in the way.

      Dana felt it when the grenades detonated.

      It had burned to stick her hand in sunlight earlier that day. And it sure hadn’t felt like a frolic through wildflowers when she’d yarked onto the bathroom floor. This was still the new most painful experience of her life—rays of artificial sunlight bouncing off of the walls and windows to cast secondhand beams on her parched flesh.

      Felt like she’d jumped into a pot of boiling water.

      Dana’s screaming was drowned out by the other vampires’. Drinking blood meant higher UV sensitivity, so the grenades vaporized them.

      It was the first time that Dana felt like she was going to do the same thing.

      “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

      The light extinguished a lot faster than it should have. Dana had trained with those grenades a thousand times so she’d know deep in her bones how long she’d have the safety of daylight to fall back on, and she knew the timing the same way that she knew the chorus of her favorite song.

      Those grenades only kept burning for thirty seconds, even though they should have lasted at least two minutes. It wasn’t long enough to kill all the vampires.

      More importantly, it wasn’t long enough to kill Dana.

      Anthony thudded through the hallway. His approach was heralded by the stomping of Timberlands, the hiss-pop of the hydraulic gun they called Buffy, and the screeches of vampires dying.

      Dana struggled out from under the two on top of her, which were still on fire, but alive.

      Only momentarily.

      Anthony slammed one of them flat onto her back and aimed Buffy at her chest. Anthony was experienced at staking vampires, but Buffy helped supply force behind his precision. Buffy looked like a cannon, or maybe some weird post-holer. A big ol’ stick jutted out of the end, jabbing in and out every time Anthony hit the button. It jabbed with enough force to shatter brittle vampire bones and dig a path straight to the heart.

      He used Buffy to stake one vampire, and then the next.

      They died.

      Dana pulled the studded baseball bat out of her body, and she screamed in frustration more than pain.

      The handle was streaked with blood. All that expulsion, and Dana was still juicy on the inside. She wiped the bat clean on some jack-fuck’s Matrix coat so that it wouldn’t interfere with her grip. “We’ve gotta move,” Dana said, clambering to her feet.

      “Hey,” Anthony protested. “That’s it? Just ‘we gotta move?’”

      “You wanna stick around for Achlys to send more to us?”

      “You’ve got a hole in your armpit.”

      She looked down to find that he was right. She could see straight into her body. “Fuck.” But Dana shrugged. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Try this on for size,” he said. “Tell the team when you’re going somewhere you’ll be outnumbered. Take backup. Don’t just fucking vanish on us because you think that dying means nobody cares where you go.”

      “You my babysitter now?”

      Anthony grabbed her arm. Hard enough that Dana could feel it, and hard enough that it might have bruised if she’d still been alive. “I’m your friend, McIntyre. And your dad would come back from the dead to kill me if I let this be the end of you.” He lifted his chin. “Take a bite and let’s get going.”

      “Fuck no.” Dana shoved him off. “I’m not sticking around like this.”

      “You’ve got a hole in your chest!”

      “There’s necromancy that can close that up if I need to. Or if this Harold Hopkins guy has a cure, then I’ll just need a month in the med bay with Edie once I’m human again.”

      “A cure?” Anthony asked. “For vampirism?”

      “Maybe. We’ll find out soon.” She gave him a suspicious look. “How’d you find me? I didn’t tell anyone where I was going.”

      “You went missing so Penny hacked casino security feeds all over the Strip,” Anthony said. “We assumed this was a suicide mission. I’m here to save you from yourself.”

      “It’s not a suicide mission, dumb ass,” Dana said. “That Harold Hopkins guy? He’s a microbiologist for Hardwick Research looking into curing vamps. Achlys has him in custody right there.” She pointed at his door.

      “Shit.” Anthony wiped a hand over his upper lip. “Then let’s get him out of here.”

      “Great.”

      Dana stalked onward, kicking the bodies aside. There’d be more soon. Killing seventeen vampires might have been enough to deplete Judex’s enforcement staff, but there were more casinos nearby to supply reinforcements, and more vampires around Vegas besides.

      “This doesn’t change anything about how you disappeared on us deliberately,” Anthony said from behind her as she swiped the key card.

      The lock turned green. Clicked.

      “Like it or not, I am dead, Morales.” Dana pocketed the card. “Unless this Hopkins guy has the cure, I’m gone. Y’all need to get used to it.”

      She kicked the door open.

      Harold Hopkins had been given some sweet-ass upgrades as part of the Paradisos Victim Package. He was staying in a sprawling penthouse with marble and platinum features. Nice stuff.

      The perks that he’d have cared most about were all the computers, the microscopes, the circle of power carved into the middle of the room. The candles melted into the cardinal directions looked like they were still cooling.

      Dana swung the bat at her side. “Hopkins! Come out! We’re here to save you!”

      “Save him from the huge gratis liquor cabinet and Jacuzzi tub?” Anthony muttered. He was gripping Buffy in one hand, the other on the bandolier with the rest of his UV grenades. He wasn’t worried enough about Dana’s condition to rule out weapons of mass vamp-destruction.

      “You never know about the Jacuzzi tub. Tahoe Tessie could be in there,” Dana said. “And that much liquor would kill an army of microbiologists.”

      “Who’d make an army of microbiologists?”

      She threw open an inner door. It led into a huge bedroom that looked unused, since its million-thread-count sheets were still pulled taut into that housekeeping-perfect square. Harold Hopkins hadn’t been sleeping much during his captivity.

      “Bedroom is empty,” Dana said.

      Anthony said, “This one too.” He was across the living room peering through another door, over past the sparkling glass foosball table, wet bar, and holographic television.

      Dana opened the bathroom.

      A smell swept out that she didn’t recognize, at first. It swept through her senses like an ocean cresting over a sandcastle.

      Hungry.

      It was meaty, but smelled better than barbecue. It also smelled more refreshing than the biggest malt milkshake on a hot day. The first whiff of it made her feel as excited as she did before going four-wheeling in the desert. It was emotion, pure emotion, and the thirst overwhelmed her.

      Dana flicked on a light switch.

      “Hey,” she said, wiping drool off of her chin, “I found Harold Hopkins.”

      The tub in the bathroom was even bigger than the Jacuzzi in the living room. It was like a small swimming pool. That meant it had enough volume to contain an exsanguinated dead body and most of his blood.

      Someone had taken the time to individually remove Harold Hopkins’s organs, and that someone clearly had no medical experience cutting people apart because they hadn’t been tidy about it. Super-sharp blades had shredded him to ground beef.

      The mess was somehow not the worst part.

      No. The worst part was that there was a fucking faerie sitting at the head of the tub, lounging naked with an erection hanging over one hip. He was listening to music on headphones with his eyes closed. Head bobbing along.

      How could Dana tell that he was sidhe? It wasn’t just the fact that his skin looked like it could have been turned into a rug for Liberace. It wasn’t the sheer size of his dick, which Dana really wished she hadn’t had to see.

      It was the way that the room warped around him like he was the eye of a hurricane.

      Dana was barely at the edge of this sidhe’s power, and she wasn’t sure if she was standing on the ceiling or a wall or what.

      At the stirring of air, his eyes opened lazily.

      They focused.

      He bolted upright, knocking his phone into the blood-filled tub. He fumbled the headphones out of his ears. “You’re not Nissa.”

      Nissa. The vampire girl. She had gotten this hotel key from…this guy. It looked like he’d been hoping Nissa would use it for a bloody naked rendezvous.

      “Nice to see some people have more fucked-up love lives than mine,” Dana said.

      His eyes focused over her shoulder. The sight of Anthony coming up behind Dana was a literal boner killer, and the sidhe leaped to his feet a few inches shorter than earlier. He slipped on the blood. “Hunting Club!”

      “Shawn Wyn!” Anthony raised his Browning. “You’re under arrest!”

      Shawn cackled wildly. They didn’t have authority to arrest him and he knew that. Just as he knew it was impossible for them to be carrying iron bullets.

      He flashed at them, bending the room. Walls bowed inward so that they looked like turgid bellies touching at the navel. The floor heaved under his feet.

      Anthony couldn’t track Shawn’s movement. No human could have.

      But Dana did.

      For a strange moment, it looked as though he was coming at her in slow motion. She could see his half-deflated dong flopping like a windsock. She saw Shawn’s hand coming up, and the spike of magic that arced from elbow to fingertips. She saw it forming into a blade of magic.

      A very, very sharp blade of magic, which was going to cut from the left judging by the way that he moved.

      She should have connected two and two sooner. It had taken a few minutes and it made her feel stupid.

      Magic blade.

      Dead guy.

      This Shawn Wyn was the vamp killer the LVMPD was worked up in a froth over.

      Dana’s hand shot out. She slammed him into the wall.

      Shawn looked shocked by her reaction speed—almost as shocked as Dana felt. She hadn’t been rendered helpless by his sidhe magic. “Oh fuck,” he said. “They’re changing you.”

      She swung her bat to crush his skull.

      But Shawn vanished in a flash of stinking ley line magic and another hard bend of reality.

      Within a heartbeat, Dana and Anthony were left alone with a dissected body in a luxury hotel room, a whole lot of mangled organs, and no cure for vampirism.
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* * *

      “Think that’s Harold Hopkins?” Dana asked, head tilted as she gazed down at the bloody bathtub. “I thought he’d look different. You know, maybe taller. Older. Alive.”

      “Fuck,” Anthony said. “He was going to cure you.”

      “Well he’s not now.” In fact, the only thing that Harold Hopkins now accomplished was making Dana feel like an alcoholic who hadn’t seen Jose Cuervo in months. Who’d have thought a human could have so much blood in him?

      Dana waited in the living room while Anthony called the cops. She perused the selection in the liquor cabinet since the words “Jose Cuervo” had passed through her stream of consciousness. She was in the mood for a drink or six.

      “The cops will be here in three minutes,” Anthony said, joining Dana. “You okay?”

      “Aside from a hole in my armpit, I’m great.” She grabbed a bottle of Kraken’s spiced rum and decided to forego the glass. Dana was already dead. She no longer needed to worry about protecting her liver.

      “I sense that you’re not great.”

      “Thanks Lwaxana,” Dana said.

      “Look, it’s okay to be pissed. It’s okay to be scared. It’s okay to not wanna die.”

      She twisted the Kraken’s cap off and took a swig. It didn’t taste like much. Probably why vampires were typically hard drug users. “I wouldn’t be with the Hunting Club if I was scared of dying.”

      “Everyone’s scared of dying.”

      “I’m not everyone. My dad was ripped apart by one of the three Fates right before Genesis. That’s my fate too—not killed by a Fate, but killed by something. I’ve always known this was coming and I’ve always been ready.”

      She almost said it with enough firmness to sound convincing.

      The glare Anthony shot at her said he didn’t believe it.

      “Have you tried putting cameras on your door? Your mailbox? Your truck?” he asked.

      Dana blinked. She couldn’t make sense of the jump in subject. “Why?”

      “You said the Fremont Slasher brings you a present every year. It’s been four years since he took Penny. You must have tried to find him before now.”

      “Yeah, I’ve tried surveillance,” she said slowly. “I got nothing. I’ve beaten and bribed everybody who knows anything in Las Vegas. I still reanalyze evidence constantly. I can’t find fucking anything. The dude’s a ghost.”

      “So you gotta kill all vamps,” Anthony said.

      “Every last one of them.”

      “You know you’re not the Fremont Slasher.”

      “No shit,” Dana said.

      “Then why do you think that you need to die with all the other vampires?” Anthony asked. “It’s not your fault Penny got hurt.”

      She swallowed hard. It hurt, like scrubbing a cheese grater down the inside of her dried throat. “I’m not the Slasher. That doesn’t mean I’m not responsible.”

      “You and your fucking martyr complex.” Anthony started digging around the lab equipment, picking up papers, trying to power on computers.

      “What you’re doing right now? That’s interfering with evidence,” Dana said.

      “Help me look for cure info before the cops get here,” Anthony said. “They’ll have the OPA on their tail. If there’s cure info here, we need a copy before the OPA redacts it all to hell.”

      Dana slumped onto a stool, setting the nail-spiked baseball bat on the bar. “That’s illegal, Morales.”

      “It’s illegal to kill seventeen vampires in a casino hallway too,” he snapped. “Help me!”

      “Go fuck yourself. There’s no cure.”

      Anthony threw his hands in the air. “You don’t know that! You just blame yourself for Penny being kidnapped, so you decided to punish yourself by dying!”

      “Better dead than a vampire!” Dana shot back.

      Which was when they heard a thump and a shout from the bathroom.

      Dana beat Anthony to the door by a half a second. That meant that she got a front row view of Harold Hopkins bowed over the side of the tub, vomiting all over the bathroom. It was too soon to be the expulsion. But Harold Hopkins didn’t look to be coping well with the scene of his murder.

      He lurched out of the tub. Dana got to see another shriveled flopping dong, which was two more dongs than Dana wanted to see on any day ever.

      She caught Harold Hopkins when he tumbled into her. His naked flesh was coated in blood and the flaps of his stomach hung open.

      “Help me,” he rasped.

      His canines had already turned into long, sharp fangs.
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      The Hunting Lodge was an operation that never closed, a lot like your local 7-Eleven. Most associates worked nights. So it wasn’t quiet when Dana got back to the office, and that was fine with Dana. She wasn’t in a quiet mood.

      A couple of their younger associates were in the armory. Judging by the smells lingering on the air—body spray, sweat, and vape juice—Dana suspected that they were Lina and Dionne, a pair of feline shifters who were great at handling non-emergency calls. Good at managing witnesses. Nice people. Their thunderous laughter boomed through the walls.

      The night secretary, Chris, was on shift too. He was a broad-shouldered witch who wore horn-rimmed glasses. Bad at magic, great at organization. His soft voice drifted on the air as he tried to schedule maintenance. Normally Dana couldn’t hear him talking from the meeting room, but normally Dana wasn’t turning into a fucking vampire.

      “They’ll call us once the microbiologist has been stitched together and interviewed,” Brianna said. “Harold Hopkins is still too disoriented to give us information.”

      “She never got disoriented after the change,” Anthony said, jerking his chin at Dana. “What’s the difference?”

      “I kept my blood when I changed, so my brain continued running during the switch-over,” Dana said. “Hopkins has been drained and dismembered. We’ll be lucky to get anything out of him.”

      “We have to get something,” Brianna said.

      Dana snorted. “Have to? No, you just hope we’ll get something out of him because you’re not ready to think about me dropping dead.”

      Until that moment, Brianna had been sorting through magical crystals on the coffee table. But Dana’s tone got Brianna onto her feet. “Look, you little shit—”

      “Little?” Dana asked, standing up. She towered almost a foot taller than Brianna.

      “I knew you when you were still eating your boogers,” Brianna said. “You’ll always be a little shit to me, you little shit. You might want us to think you don’t care about what’s happening, but you can’t make the rest of us stop caring. All right? So shut your gods-damned mouth, sit down, and listen for once.”

      “Don’t use that tone with me,” Dana said.

      “I’ll use whatever tone I want. Sit down!”

      There was unfamiliar danger in Brianna’s tone, a sizzle of magic in the air. She wasn’t one of the strongest witches, but she didn’t need to be good at attack spells to fuck with Dana. She just needed to refuse to repair Dana’s armpit-hole.

      So Dana sat down.

      “Also, you were right,” Brianna said, sounding barely mollified. “CSI took a gander at Hopkins’s wounds. Same cuts as on Beelzebub and the five other dead vampires.”

      “I’ve been researching Shawn Wyn since we ran into him the first time,” Anthony said. “He was banished from the entire Middle Worlds for the last year in a rare show of solidarity from all four courts. They said he was too violent to keep around.”

      “What’s his flavor of violence?” Dana asked.

      Anthony tapped his tablet to project files on the wall of their meeting room. Shawn Wyn’s square face leered at them alongside a lengthy list of infractions. “Insubordination. Resisting discipline from the queen. Sexual assault. The last one’s what got him kicked out—the sidhe don’t fuck around with consent. His records keep going, though. He had years of infractions before he got booted.”

      “And Achlys took him in,” Brianna said grimly.

      “Sure, because the prestige.” Dana had never understood it, but people jizzed themselves over the idea of the sidhe, even though they were run-of-the-mill gaeans. Faeries were no more than witches on aphrodisiacs who made everyone around them feel like they were on shrooms. But they were rare compared to vampires, and obscurity made them seem cooler than they really were.

      “Now do you want a fun fact about our new favorite microbiologist?” Anthony asked, tossing his tablet to the table. “Before Hopkins went missing, he lived on Orchid Crest in Henderson.”

      “That’s where you guys were looking for a new ritual space, isn’t it?” Dana asked.

      “And where we butted heads with Shawn Wyn.”

      Dana folded her arms. “You can’t tell me that Achlys wanted Hopkins kidnapped and then immediately killed by her enforcer.”

      “It’s unlikely his death was ordered by Achlys. My guess is that Shawn’s uncontrollable,” Anthony said. “Achlys has been enjoying having him do shit for her. Keeping Shawn is like being a drug kingpin with a tiger chained to his chair. The tiger’s chained, but he’s still a tiger. Shawn Wyn is unhinged.”

      “So why’d he kill Hopkins? It doesn’t fit the rest of his pattern.”

      “Maybe he just wants to piss off Achlys.” Brianna scooped up crystals in both hands. “If Shawn is behind this many deaths of Paradisos allies, we could just tell Achlys what her enforcer has been doing. She’ll take care of him.” She repositioned herself to sit by Dana, crystals and all.

      “Fuck that,” Dana said. “We’re not telling Achlys she’s got a mongoose in her pit of snakes. We’re letting them tear each other apart.”

      “We have to protect all American citizens. Stick this under your armpit.”

      Dana rolled her eyes, but she did put a giant quartz crystal under her armpit. She had to squeeze it tight to prevent it from falling into her ribcage hole. “The Paradisos aren’t worried about breaking laws.”

      “Their behavior doesn’t give you a free pass.”

      “The fact I’m gonna be gone soon gives me a free pass,” Dana said.

      Anthony grinned mirthlessly. “Wouldn’t you feel like a giant asshole if you broke a thousand laws, only to get cured and spend the rest of your human life in prison?”

      “And it’s not just that!” Brianna was getting worked up. “The OPA’s going to pull our vigilante license! That means no more government grants, no more support, no more Hunting Club—”

      “All right, all right,” Dana said. “I hear you. My behavior reflects on the whole club until I’m perma-dead.” Which meant she was going to have to be quiet about killing all the vampires in Vegas. Nobody could know about it. Even the Hunting Club.

      “So we’ll need to get a hold of Achlys and tell her about Shawn Wyn’s extracurriculars,” Anthony concluded. “I’ll run it up the pole with Charmaine. It’ll be better coming from the LVMPD. I can also take that chance to explain how Dana and I found a murder scene on an empty floor of a hotel-casino where we never should have been.”

      “Empty floor?” Dana asked.

      “Someone had cleaned up all the other bodies by the time the LVMPD showed up.”

      Which meant that someone on the Paradisos end of things was trying to keep this fight away from law enforcement eyes. The Paradisos surely wanted Vegas to get daylighted even less than the Hunting Club wanted to have their license yanked. At least the club’s associates could operate illegally if they lost their license; vampires would be truly fucked if Las Vegas got bathed in daylight.

      The idea of having even a silent truce with the Paradisos against law enforcement rankled.

      “Let me see your armpit,” Brianna said.

      “If I had a nickel for every time someone asked me that…” Dana lifted her arm.

      Brianna caught the crystal when it fell from her pit. “The stake hole looks good. It’ll keep knitting for a few hours, so be gentle with yourself. You could speed it up by drinking blood but—”

      “Fuck no.” Dana twisted her neck to peer down at the place where the wound had been. It was gone. She hadn’t felt the touch of magic, hadn’t felt herself healing. She should have felt something. Increasingly, it felt like Dana had a wall between herself and the surrounding world, muffling all sound and sensation.

      Guess that was just how dying worked.

      “I’ll let you guys know how everything goes with Charmaine,” Anthony said. He headed out.

      Brianna lingered. “Penny wants you in the forge ASAP, McIntyre. Go check in with her before sunrise?”

      Sunrise. No longer a time when Dana could stumble home in her pickup, letting the morning light bathe her with more energy than three cans of Monster. For the rest of her unlife, Dana was going to have to spend her mornings in some lightless crypt.

      She shot a wary look at Brianna. “Why’s Penny want me?”

      “Maybe because she’s your wife? Don’t put me in the middle of this. Just go see her.”

      “Harold Hopkins—”

      “Will still be the disoriented undead after your talk,” Brianna said. “I’ll make sure you get a call as soon as he can talk. Go see your wife.”

      So Dana went to see her.
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* * *

      Penny’s forge was hot as ever, and it blasted Dana in the face when she opened the door. It wasn’t weird for the forge to be that hot when it was operational. It was, however, weird for the forge to be operational at that time of night. Penny was a diurnal dame. She had no interest in adapting to the night-bound schedule of vampire hunters.

      But there she was, stripped down to a sports bra that exposed every one of her thickly corded muscles as she pounded the daylights out of a sword. She was drenched in sweat, curls held back by a headband, flexing and hammering and grunting with the effort.

      Dana hung in the door to watch her for a minute. She always liked watching Penny. The muscle had been the first thing to attract Dana to Penny all those years ago.

      They had met at the Nevada State Fair. Penny had been lurking in a corner between The Round-Up and the pig pens, wearing a giant hooded sweater even though it was over ninety degrees. Dana had been wearing a bikini top and jeans to show off every one of her tattooed curves to the public. She’d spotted shy, preternatural Penny instantly.

      Dana’s memories of the night were hazy. She was pretty sure she’d bought a couple of beers for Penny, but she didn’t recall the details. She did remember waking up the next morning in a jail cell with an orc. A gorgeous, shirtless, muscular orc with glistening green-bronze skin and tusks.

      Later, Penny said that Dana had gotten drunk and “punched the shit” out of some rude teenage boys. Penny hadn’t been angry that Dana’s behavior landed them in police custody—she had been touched. She’d admired Dana’s noble violence. They’d been friends immediately and girlfriends within the week. Marriage had followed not long afterward.

      Years had passed, and Dana was still in love with that enormous orc-woman.

      Orcs weren’t a common gaean species. They were biologically similar to sidhe, like Shawn Wyn, but distributed even more narrowly across the globe. Technically orcs were sidhe that didn’t have any of the magical aura. Not gentry, and not quite as bestial as giants, and unwelcome in the Middle Worlds.

      Penny was lovable. Beyond lovable. But her shyness had isolated her before she met Dana.

      Dana had a hard time imagining how someone like Penny could be alone. She was gorgeous. It stunned Dana that a creature like Penny—brilliant and strong—could be overlooked by so many people just because she had horns.

      At the moment, Dana wasn’t admiring Penny’s horns, or even her incredible sturdy physique.

      Today, Dana was looking at the reminder of why she couldn’t let herself change into a vampire.

      There were scars on Penny’s exposed trunk. Big long gashes, like claw marks, drawing a path from shoulder blades to belly. They were the marks of an attack she’d barely survived. The memories remained lifted on her skin in cruel ridges.

      Those scars were the reason why Dana would never drink blood. Never finish becoming a vampire. And why she wouldn’t die until the Paradisos—and the Fremont Slasher—were fucking gone.

      Dana finally spoke up. “You want me?”

      Penny dropped the hammer and turned. Her chest was heaving from the effort of smithing. She didn’t have cleavage in the sports bra, not in the traditional sense, but her refined pectorals created a pleasant curve dipping below her neckline.

      “Yeah. I asked for you.” She shuffled around on the shelves and came up with a box. Penny held it out without looking at Dana. “I heard that the new serial killer is sidhe, so I made iron bullets. Please don’t tell Charmaine.”

      “I’m surprised Charmaine didn’t give you the iron herself.” Part of their vigilante license meant that they had access to small quantities of illegal substances, like silver and iron. But only when they filed paperwork with the government. Chief Villanueva had always been awesome about rushing those orders along, though.

      “She couldn’t have even if she wanted to,” Penny said. “There was a theft at the precinct. Someone stole all their specialty ammunition. That’s why you really can’t tell Charmaine. I should give the LVMPD these bullets.”

      Dana took the box. “But you’re not giving them to the LVMPD.”

      Penny wandered back to her forge, shoulders hunched. “You won’t tell us where you’re going. You won’t ask for help. You won’t even let yourself finish turning into a vampire so that you can survive. This is all I can do for you now. I can give you bullets to kill your enemies.”

      “Come on, Penny,” Dana said.

      “No. Don’t even try.”

      “Hey, look at me.” She turned Penny gently, and the orc kept her eyes fixed stubbornly to the ceiling. “There’s a chance of a cure.”

      “If Harold Hopkins gets his memory back.”

      Dana grabbed Penny’s chin and forced her to make eye contact. Tears welled in those big brown eyes. “We’ve always known I’ll die fast. You came into this knowing how it ends. You gonna let this end with weeping and whining, or you want to go out right?”

      Penny gazed at Dana the same way she’d been gazing into the fire. It wasn’t fair how pretty Penny was, with that big round nose and the big round eyes and her plump cheeks. Even the way that the tusks created faint indentations in her lips was pretty.

      “You’ve been pulling away from me for a long time,” Penny said. “This isn’t just about you getting turned into a vampire. Although that’s the cherry on the sundae, isn’t it?”

      “I’m not pulling away from you.”

      “No? So why’ve you spent more time on your vendetta against vampires than you have with me in these last few years?”

      “It’s my job,” Dana said.

      “It’s your passion. I used to be your passion.”

      That hadn’t changed. Dana still loved her with as much ferocity as one human body could contain, even when Penny was frustrating and whiny and clingy. Maybe especially when she was like that. It was hard for Dana to let people in, but Penny didn’t wait for an open door. She knocked down Dana’s walls and invited herself into the wreckage.

      “I have gotten crazier about hunting vamps,” Dana admitted, “but you know why I got like this. It’s for you. Everything’s for you.”

      “I didn’t ask for this,” Penny said.

      But her fingers were creeping around Dana’s waist, and her mask was melting, and Penny let the tears start falling. She buried her face in Dana’s shoulder.

      “You never gotta ask me to protect you,” Dana said, squeezing Penny tight. “I’ll protect you until my body stops moving.”

      “But I just want you,” Penny said. “Dana, if you don’t—”

      “Shut it.” She kissed her wife. It provided no succor. Penny was unresponsive, and Dana didn’t seem to have as much sensation in her lips as usual.

      Penny must have had normal sensation. She pulled away looking foggy-eyed, like she was stunned by Dana’s kiss. “You can’t—”

      Dana kissed her again.

      She might not have felt much sensation, but she tasted the salt of Penny’s sweat. She tasted the Sriracha that Penny had sprinkled on her phở gà earlier that night. She even tasted the sweet tang of steel hammered into a weapon.

      Penny’s muscles were reassuringly firm under Dana’s fingertips. She yanked her wife to her, crushing their chests against each other. Dana kissed her harder to make up for the fact she was so numb.

      She needed Penny to know all the things she couldn’t say.

      How much she needed Penny.

      How valued she was.

      How grateful Dana felt for the fact Penny had ever put up with her, even for a few precious years of blissful marriage.

      Yes, this was how this was supposed to end. Dana was going to die. Hunters died. That was what they did. Darkness had swallowed Dana’s father as his destiny determined, and that was her destiny too. But every moment before her death had been so much brighter because of Penny.

      She’d never deserved this. The weight of Penny’s breasts on hers, the press of thighs. Her forge’s heat branding their flesh.

      Dana grabbed Penny by the horns and yanked their mouths apart. They remained close—less than an inch. Dana wanted to see nothing but Penny’s big brown eyes.

      “I love you,” Dana whispered.

      Her cell phone rang loudly.

      Her nerves leaped at the sound. Nobody called Dana for any reason except work, since she only picked up for work. And the only call she was expecting at the moment was about Harold Hopkins.

      She stepped away from Penny to answer it.

      “The microbiologist is answering questions,” Anthony said.

      “Be right there.” Dana hung up. She pocketed the box of bullets, jamming them into one of the bigger pouches on her cargo pants. “I’m going to the precinct, Penny. I’m going to talk to the guy with the cure.”

      “You mean the guy who can help you take down the Paradisos,” Penny said, leaning against the shelves like Dana had rendered her incapable of standing. Tears glistened on her cheeks. “This isn’t about helping you. This is about your vendetta.”

      “I’m done with this argument,” Dana said.

      “It’s just that you—”

      She didn’t hear the rest of the sentence. She slammed out of the forge, got into her pickup, and chased sunrise into the police station.
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      When she arrived at the precinct, Harold Hopkins was performing the most pathetic dry-sob that Dana had ever seen. He’d been given one of the secure interview rooms intended for vampires. Someone had been nice enough to provide clothes and wrap him in a big woolly blanket. Gods only knew where they’d found a wool blanket in fucking Las Vegas.

      Officer Jeffreys was standing guard outside of the interview room, eating a bag of Funyuns. “Hopkins is in rough shape.”

      “Well yeah, he got his organs removed,” Dana said.

      “Amazing, isn’t it? That he could have his organs removed and still manage to move, talk, think.”

      “Amazing,” she said, “or disgusting.”

      “He’s pissed to have woken up at all.” Anthony had also been waiting outside the room when Dana arrived, playing games on his cell phone and generally looking way too comfortable in a police station. “If he hadn’t had blood, he wouldn’t have.”

      Dana lifted her eyebrows at him. “Someone gave him blood?”

      “I did,” Anthony said. That explained the bandage on his wrist. Dana had assumed that was a result of their hallway fight.

      She cringed. “Dude, what the fuck is up with you today? Have you developed a bloodless fetish? Wanna be a feeder?”

      He rolled his eyes and let his boots fall off the bench, thudding to the floor. He stood up. “I want to save your ass, Dana. Hopkins wasn’t going to get his mind back without blood. The cure’s in his mind. So it was an easy choice.”

      “For you.” Dana jerked her thumb at the window. Harold Hopkins was still sobbing on the other side. “He doesn’t look happy about the choice.”

      “That’s what he gets for not having a living will. It was legal for me to help him finish transitioning since he didn’t have preferences specified.”

      “You hear this asshole, Officer Jeffreys?” Dana asked. “You better go write down on a sticky note right now that you don’t want Anthony force-feeding you blood if a vampire kills you.”

      Officer Jeffreys laughed weakly. “So…are you going to talk to him?”

      “Yeah,” Dana said. “I’m going in alone.”

      “Be gentle with him,” Anthony said.

      She flipped the bird and headed inside.

      Harold Hopkins tried to compose himself at the sight of Dana. “Hello. Are you another officer?”

      Dude must have still been fried from the transformation. Nothing about Dana’s leather clothing made her look like the fuzz. “I’m Dana McIntyre, a registered vigilante with the Hunting Club. I’ve got questions for you. Sorry if they’re repeats. First up: how’d you turn into a vampire if you were killed by a sidhe?”

      “Achlys,” Harold said. “She kept me filled up with venom in case I died on the job. She wanted to make sure I delivered the product.”

      “The cure?” Dana asked.

      He nodded. “I don’t think that Shawn killed me over the cure, to be frank. I think he…” His chin began quavering again, jowls wiggling.

      “We don’t need to talk about that.” Hopkins would have already given details to the police. Dana could look at the files later. “Let’s talk cure. Procedure, how it works, all that good shit.”

      “The cure’s not ready,” Harold said. “It might never be ready.”

      “Not if you don’t work on it,” Dana said.

      He made an obvious effort to calm his trembling hands, resting them flat on the table with fingers spread. “Achlys wanted me under her employ because progress stopped with Hardwick Research. I had been sending her information and—”

      “What about your Hardwick NDA? You must have signed an NDA.”

      His head dropped low, shoulders sagging. “Do you know how much cancer treatments cost?”

      “Nothing,” Dana said, “except what you put into taxes.”

      “Public medicine means waiting. It means seeing local oncologists. It means that if you want experimental treatments, or if you want to be seen faster, or if you want to see someone better outside the NAU, you have to cough up the money.”

      “So you effectively stole information from your employer to finance better medicine for your wife.”

      He turned pained eyes on her. “Are you married?”

      “Yeah,” Dana said.

      “Then you should know why I made these choices. Going to chemo that was proven to only add weeks to her lifespan, knowing I was already married to a dead woman…” His forehead dropped again, thudding atop his hands. “Stealing from my employer was the least of the things I’d have done to save her.”

      Was he going to start crying again?

      For fuck’s sake.

      “But progress stopped,” he mumbled without lifting his head. “I got as far as I could on that cure, and…my wife’s battle ended. The Hardwicks ended my research program too. To be honest, I think they only kept it going that long so I would keep busy while my wife was sick. They knew it wasn’t going anywhere.”

      “Achlys wanted you to continue,” Dana said. “You told her that you could do it so that she’d keep giving you money, drinks, casino chips…”

      “And I did make progress. Finally, once I was in a pit of vampires without my beautiful wife at my side, I made progress. I saw what I hadn’t been able to see with the Hardwicks.”

      Now this was getting good. Dana straddled the chair next to Harold, leaning close so she wouldn’t miss anything he mumbled at his lap. “You finished the cure?”

      “A cure with caveats,” Harold said. “I started out avoiding elements harmful to vampires. But once I put those poisons in, it worked.”

      Her brow lowered over her eyes. “You made a cure that…kills vampires?”

      “Instantly,” Harold said. “It shrivels them away to nothing, and they only need to consume a few drops of it—less than a teaspoon—to feel the effects.”

      “It’s not a cure. It’s a weapon.”

      “Both, Miss McIntyre,” he said.

      “McIntyre. No miss.”

      Harold looked at her in bleary confusion. “You…what?”

      “Don’t call me miss,” Dana said. “Keep going. How’s it both a cure and a weapon?”

      “Fledglings who haven’t had human blood are less vulnerable. Like the way that sunlight makes baby vamps blister, not burn. I made a cure that attacks the vampire virus. For blood virgins, who’ve never tasted human blood and haven’t changed yet, it’s a cure. But for everyone else…”

      Dana sat straighter. Her mind was whirling with possibility, and her heart even tried to beat. “It kills.”

      The cure was even better than she’d realized. Dana hadn’t tasted human blood yet, so once she got this cure from Harold Hopkins, she’d be human again.

      And she could use the cure to kill every single vampire in Las Vegas once she was done.

      “How do I make it?” Dana asked.

      “The composition is too complex for me to have it memorized, and the ingredients are rare. It’s difficult to synthesize. Everything is in my lab. Everything you could ever need. My notes, the vial I successfully created—”

      “I searched your lab. We didn’t find cures or notes or nothing.”

      “The lab in my room?” Harold asked. “No, that was only one place I worked. The bulk of it is in Achlys’s tower, in the big lab. It’s right under the top floor where she’s always drinking with all of her friends.”

      Which meant Dana had an excuse for a raid.

      The night kept getting better.

      She stood up, and Harold grabbed her by the arm, gazing at her with such miserable crimson eyes. “I can’t be like this,” he said. “I’m supposed to be with Jenny.”

      “What do you want me to do? Kill you?”

      “Yes,” Harold said.

      “I’m not gonna patronize you by pointing out that you could make a new cure, or improve the existing cure, if you stick around,” Dana said. “Bet you’ve thought about that. You’ve decided that the worldwide implications of a vampire cure aren’t worth what it’s gonna cost you personally.”

      “It could be decades,” Harold said. “Decades remembering Jenny, drinking blood, hurting people…” His fingers tightened painfully. Unlike Dana, he had full access to the strength of a vampire. “What do I have to do for someone to kill me?”

      She jerked a wooden stake out of her belt. “Just tell me when you’re ready.”

      Officer Jeffreys saw Dana through the window and started shouting. She couldn’t hear the words because of the soundproofing. She didn’t care what he had to say.

      “I’m ready,” Harold said.

      Dana pulled him out of the chair by his collar, tossed him out flat on the table. She wasn’t gentle with him even though he was crying and limp. He was a grown-ass man. He knew what he was asking for.

      “You’ve made the right choice,” Dana said.

      Harold gave her a grateful nod. “I know.”

      She plunged the stake into his heart.
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* * *

      So Dana got in trouble for that.

      But she got in trouble for a lot of things. Like when she forgot to put the mayonnaise away so that it went bad on the counter, and Penny didn’t have mayo for her sandwich the next day. Dana always got in trouble for that.

      Or like when she kept forgetting to hang up all her armor at the Hunting Club. Brianna was a stickler for organization.

      Staking a suicidal vampire was no worse than leaving pauldrons on the floor.

      “What am I going to do with you?” Charmaine stood in front of Dana, hands on her hips, looking simultaneously frustrated and helpless.

      “Put out a warrant for my arrest,” Dana suggested. “You can stake me when I’m done with my plans.” She brushed past the chief to head up the aisle at Holy Nights Cathedral. Dana was feeling good after Brianna’s patch-job, so Charmaine couldn’t have stopped her if she wanted. “I didn’t do anything illegal to Hopkins, though.”

      “It’s true that suicide is not illegal for vampire Americans.” Charmaine looked spooked to be in the strange cathedral, but she was a professional, a police chief. She kept her nervous ticks to a minimum. “You’ve got a case for arguing that it was suicide. That’s something that’s going to have to happen during your murder trial, argued by a lawyer.”

      “It won’t go to trial. Just send the tape of my interview to Judge Kusak.” The judge was an ex-girlfriend of Dana’s, from the days before Penny. She had split with Billie on good terms. Whenever Dana butted heads with the law, she tried to do it in front of Billie’s bench, because she always got off. Pun intended.

      “What if I want it to go to trial?” Charmaine asked.

      “You don’t want that much paperwork.”

      “Damn it, McIntyre. Look at you. Triadist necklace, triadist cathedral.”

      “So what? I am a triadist,” she said.

      “You never wear that necklace.”

      “Yeah, well,” Dana said, fingering the charm that hung over her breastplate. It was an elaborate, alchemical-looking rune. It had been derived from rituals performed to close the Breaking before Genesis.

      “Did you know cops are trained to spot signs of suicidality? This sudden lean toward the spiritual, your great mood, the fact you’re unconcerned with consequences…”

      Dana stopped walking. “Looking for a cure is suicidal?”

      “Are you really looking for a cure if you’re diving head-first into a vampire murder to get it?” Charmaine asked. Using a recording of Hopkins’s testimony, Anthony had gotten a warrant allowing the Hunting Club to infiltrate Achlys’s tower. Charmaine knew exactly what they were doing.

      “I’m taking backup into the tower,” she said. “Anthony’s coming along, and Brianna’s giving remote support too.”

      “Sure, but your behavior’s ringing all kinds of alarm bells, both on a professional and personal level for me.” Charmaine folded her arms. “You’re right about one thing. I don’t want you to go to court over Hopkins.”

      “Great. Thanks.” She started walking again.

      Charmaine wasn’t done talking, though. “I want you to ditch this vigilante thing—including your invasion of Achlys’s tower—and work for me.”

      “Fuck no.”

      “Just listen to the proposal, McIntyre.”

      “No, no, and also again, no.” Dana dropped to her knees at the altar. Lincoln had appeared back near the confessionals, a shadow in his cowboy hat and robes. The chief probably hadn’t even noticed. “I’m gonna pray now. I promise I ain’t planning to slit my wrists if you turn your back on me.”

      “I won’t be able to protect you when the OPA comes in. I won’t have control over whether they press charges for Harold Hopkins. And the things that I’ve said are fine for vigilantes to do in Vegas, maybe the OPA will have different opinions. There might be a lot of laws they think you’ve broken.” She backed away, hands lifted in a gesture of surrender. She was done. Giving up on Dana.

      “Gotcha,” Dana said. “Appreciate the warning.”

      She bowed her head over her folded hands.

      Charmaine’s footsteps retreated.

      The doors to Holy Nights Cathedral opened then shut again.

      Lincoln emerged from the shadows behind the confessional, and he took a seat in a pew behind Dana.

      She kept her eyes closed. “Is it ready?”

      “Nice and cozy, just for you,” Lincoln said. Keys jingled. “You’re the only person who can unlock it.”

      “Hope you didn’t waste too much magic on that. This might be the only day it’s used.”

      “Doesn’t hurt to have it around, just in case.”

      Dana kissed the pendant on her triadist necklace before standing to take the keys from Lincoln. There were two identical keys on the ring. They were cold to her increasingly colorless hands.

      “Thanks for cleaning up the body, by the way,” Dana said.

      Lincoln frowned. “Body?”

      “The vampire I left for you. Stabbed her right there after my vigil.” Dana nodded at the floor next to the pulpit.

      “There was no vampire there,” Lincoln said.

      So Nissa Royal was alive. She had escaped.

      “Damn,” Dana said. “I didn’t hold up my end of the bargain after all.” She’d really meant to kill that mousy-faced fucker.

      “What bargain?”

      “Never mind,” she said. “Take me to my grave.”
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* * *

      Dana’s final resting place was in the catacombs. Her grave was only one of many heavily warded chambers, as they kept all sorts of artifacts in the musty tunnels underneath the cathedral. Some were relics of the gods, others belonged to the sidhe, and some were more dangerous things that Dana preferred not to know about.

      Her chamber was all the way in the back, down a hallway flanked by statues of the gods. Dana unlocked the door and magic flared.

      She faced a windowless room containing an open stone sarcophagus. Lincoln had thoughtfully fitted a foam pad to the bottom. Even included a pillow.

      “The hallway door will lock as soon as you pull your lid shut,” he explained. “And nobody except you will be able to open either of them.”

      “That’s a lot of costly magic cast there. You must have called in favors.” Dana’s eyes narrowed at him. “Makes me think that you expect me to be here a while.”

      “If you die, and if we recover a body, you’ve got a lot of enemies that would love to make use of your parts. We can entomb you here until you rot to nothing so nobody can use you.”

      Now that was more like it. “Thanks, Linc.” Dana hauled herself into the sarcophagus without taking off the armor. Normally Dana slept naked, just like Penny. But she was about to sleep the sleep of the dead. Comfort wasn’t a huge issue.

      She’d rise at sunset, like the vampires did. She’d walk into Achlys’s tower.

      And she’d either find a cure, or…not.

      “Would you like your last rites now?” Lincoln asked as she laid back.

      Dana shifted around on the foam pad. She really couldn’t seem to get comfortable, but it also wasn’t uncomfortable. She didn’t feel much of anything. “Yeah. It’s about time for that.”

      Her last sight before she slid the sarcophagus shut was Brother Marshall, hands and lips moving, a triadist charm dangling over her grave.

      And then darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      After Nissa was stabbed in the Holy Nights Cathedral, she spent two days dragging her undead body toward Achlys’s tower.

      Two days lurking in the shadows. Two days sleeping in a mildewed sewer while daylight traced lines through the grates. Two days struggling to move because Dana had inflicted a massive wound that collected grit worse than white pants at a barbecue.

      The two best days of Nissa’s postmortem life.

      She’d never felt so clear, so calm, so…purified.

      It might have taken another night to get home, but someone found Nissa before she had to keep going.

      Sunset descended. Footsteps splashed through the sewers. Distant voices conferred. A familiar gravelly growl whispered over it all, and Nissa felt the indistinct words in her belly-hole.

      “Mohinder,” she rasped.

      He found her an instant later.

      Glossy black loafers appeared in front of her. He hiked his slacks up an inch and kneeled, resting his cold hands on her shoulder, her forehead. “Ah, my fledgling.” Mohinder turned her enough so that he could see her face. “You had me worried.”

      “Dana McIntyre,” she said. It was the name that had blazed white-hot and pure in Nissa’s soul those two days of struggle.

      Mohinder’s brows formed a severe line that shadowed the crags of his face. “Hold on. I will carry you.” One arm slid under her shoulders, the other under her knees. He lifted Nissa as though she weighed nothing.

      It was familiar, being cradled against Mohinder’s chest. Being scooped out of the muck by him.

      Nissa’s memory of her transformation was hazy. The four-year fast had allowed a fog to settle permanently within her skull. Still, she recalled waking up in downtown Las Vegas after being beaten to death. She had been cradled against Mohinder’s breast then too. His teeth had been embedded in her throat, pumping her full of venom as he stroked her hair.

      Now she was rocked in his arms as he strode into the night, flanked by a pair of Achlys’s vampires. Nissa must have really worried Achlys to have ranked such a search party.

      Or else Dana McIntyre had made a very big mess trying to retrieve Harold Hopkins, setting the Paradisos at high alarm.

      Nissa let her eyes fall shut, turning her head into Mohinder’s shoulder so that nobody would see her smiling. She may not have recalled her transformation well, but she remembered Dana plunging the knife into her gut perfectly.

      Dana was perfect. Emotionless. Unsentimental.

      Nissa’s mind had been opened.

      The elevator chimed, and Mohinder stepped into climate-controlled darkness at the glassy apex of Achlys’s tower.

      “Where did you find her?” Achlys asked.

      “Sewers. She was filthy. It looks like she barely survived an attack.”

      “McIntyre.” The name was poison between Achlys’s fangs. “Put her on the couch.”

      The comforting wall of Mohinder’s chest was replaced by Achlys’s worried face. The master vampire was wearing her wig, her Elvira dress, her stupid fingernails. Her entire mouth had reformed from swallowing balefire, but her chin was scarred.

      “What happened after I disappeared?” Nissa asked, blinking heavily into the dim lights.

      Achlys pulled Nissa’s shirt apart to examine her wound. “McIntyre slaughtered seventeen people to reach someone in my custody.”

      “Harold Hopkins.”

      “How did you know?” Tormid asked sharply. Of course Tormid was there. Achlys always needed her pet shifter nearby.

      “I was supposed to get Harold Hopkins from Henderson. Shawn was guarding someone the next day. Wasn’t hard to figure it out.”

      The answer seemed to satisfy Achlys. “Dana McIntyre abducted him, took him to a police station, and murdered him. I felt the instant that she drove a wooden stake into his heart.”

      It was normal for a master vampire to feel the deaths of vampires she’d created. But… “Hopkins wasn’t a vampire.”

      Achlys’s jaw went taut. “I’d kept him flush with venom, just in case he got hurt. And he did. He was a vampire by the time McIntyre got to Hopkins. In order for someone to have killed him in his room, we must have a traitor in our midst—most likely the same person who killed Beelzebub.”

      Mohinder’s eyes flicked to Nissa.

      “I don’t know about that,” Nissa said hesitantly.

      “Someone’s been killing my vampires,” Achlys went on, like she hadn’t heard Nissa. “I believed it to be the Hunting Club, but now I don’t know. Beelzebub’s death was slow. The Hunting Club isn’t torturing my people for weeks, and they didn’t vivisect Hopkins.”

      Nissa’s heart beat again. Just once. “Someone vivisected him?”

      “Removed all his organs and filled a tub with his blood,” Mohinder said, still gazing steadily at Nissa, as if to gauge her reaction.

      “That’s interesting,” she said faintly.

      “The people in this room are the only ones we can trust,” Achlys said. “The only people I know for a fact would never, ever betray the Paradisos.”

      Three vampires, including the murder’s master, and a shapeshifter.

      She didn’t have much confidence in her community.

      “We need to cut the traitor out of the murder,” Achlys said.

      Her fingers plunged into Nissa’s wound.

      Nissa cried out.

      “Are there many shards?” Mohinder asked. Sometimes wooden stakes splintered within wounds, and those splinters would halt efforts to repair the injury.

      “No, it feels clean.” Achlys extracted her fingers with the rasping sound of paper against drywall. “She’s not healing because she’s not blooded.”

      Nissa grabbed Achlys’s wrist. “Don’t feed me.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Achlys said soothingly.

      But that got Mohinder looming over Nissa, glaring down at her. His fingers encircled her skull. He clutched tightly. “You are my fledgling, Nissa Royal. It has entertained me to watch you conduct yourself as you choose, but no more. You will not repair this wound without blood.”

      “She won’t be fed if she doesn’t want it!” Achlys said.

      “I am her sire,” he said with dangerous quiet. “She wants what I want.”

      “What if she wants to be made into a human again?”

      “Impossible,” Mohinder said. “And ridiculous.”

      “Harold Hopkins made a cure before McIntyre murdered him,” Achlys said. “It only works on blood virgins. I’d planned to make him develop something better, but…” Emotion traveled over her starkly made-up face. “There is only one vial of the cure synthesized, and it will only work on a blood virgin. Nissa will heal if I use it on her.”

      Nissa was so shocked by the idea that she didn’t have a voice.

      Become human again?

      Such a thing was impossible, even though vampires talked about it all the time. “What’s the first thing you’d do if you got to be alive again?” was the most popular conversation topic in bars around the city. The most popular answer was “have a good long fuck without drinking blood to fuel my boner first.”

      Since she didn’t have a boner to fuel, Nissa had never bothered coming up with an answer for that question.

      Even when she’d been alive, she’d been a mostly nocturnal college student. She had watched a lot of Netflix. She didn’t miss daylight, and she didn’t miss boners, so…why worry about being human again?

      If you were human again, you wouldn’t have to deal with that empathy thing.

      The thing that made it impossible for her to drink blood in the first place.

      “So that’s why you’ve been acting strangely. You’re looking for a way to ‘fix’ yourself,” Mohinder said. “I should have believed everyone when they told me that you miss being one of them.” He stood, invading Achlys’s space, and she had to get to her feet so that he wasn’t towering over her. “Do you realize what your reversion to human would do to my run against Mayor Hekekia in the fall?”

      “Nobody needs to know what I am or am not,” Achlys said. “I can fake being a vampire.” Mohinder shuddered as though she’d just revealed a plan to murder his puppy. “It’s irrelevant, though. McIntyre murdered Harold Hopkins so we don’t have a complete cure. We can only save Nissa.”

      “Save her?” Mohinder barked a bitter laugh. “Save my fledgling, by stripping her of the gift I gave her? Do you want this, Nissa?”

      Nissa’s hands crept to the wound on her belly. It was dirty, soiled from all her time in the gutters.

      It wouldn’t heal unless she drank blood and invited some human into her head.

      She’d have to suffer with them, feel their pain, let her entire body become wracked. It would feel like being a mouse trapped within an eagle’s talons.

      Or she could turn human again.

      She took too long to answer. Mohinder sank to Nissa’s side. “Making you into this was a gift, my fledgling,” he murmured. “If you want a human victim to bleed, then you know where to find my help.”

      His cold lips pressed against her forehead.

      Mohinder vanished in a whirl of shadow, dragging it behind him as a cloak. Doors flew open to let him pass and slammed shut behind him.

      Nissa watched her sire departing through the glass walls, and she felt…

      Nothing.

      Even Mohinder’s dark threat was nothing compared to the brilliant glow of Dana McIntyre within Nissa’s soul.

      Once Mohinder was gone, Achlys stripped off her wig. She tossed it to Tormid. “Please, Nissa,” Achlys said. “I know that you never chose to be a vampire, and I want to help you.”

      “Did you choose?” Nissa asked.

      Achlys shook her head. “Before Genesis, I was a professional ice dancer. This is true. Don’t laugh.” Nissa wasn’t laughing. “When Genesis struck, I woke up a vampire. It was like I’d hit on a twelve and got a jack. Anything else would have been fine—anything at all.”

      “You don’t want to be a vampire,” Nissa said, disbelieving.

      Achlys’s smile was angry. “Who does?” Tormid rested a hand on her shoulder, and she nuzzled her cheek against his hairy forearm. “Vampires can’t be turned to shifters. If I’m made human, I can live with the moon as Tormid does.”

      It was bizarre to hear this coming from Achlys. She owned the Strip! Thousands of vampires looked up to her as an icon of their people.

      She didn’t even want to be one of their people.

      “Look here.” Achlys’s fingers plunged into the depths of her cleavage and came up with a thumb-sized vial of luminescent blue fluid. “This is the only cure synthesized by Harold Hopkins. If you drink it, you’ll turn back.” She pressed it into Nissa’s hands. “Take it, please. Do what I can’t do.”

      Nissa kept her palms shut around the vial. “How does the change happen? I mean…how will it work if I go back?”

      “Nobody knows for certain, but Tormid has agreed to watch you through all hours of day and night until you’re human again. You’re safe with us.”

      “Safe,” Nissa echoed.

      It wasn’t safety that made Nissa’s heart beat, but getting stabbed in the gut by Dana McIntyre.

      The elevator chimed. Doors slid open.

      “Where is she?” The roaring voice was literal thunder, making the glass in Achlys’s tower shiver.

      Shawn emerged from the elevator.

      He didn’t look happy.

      When Achlys laid her eyes upon him, she didn’t look happy, either. Nobody came up to her penthouse without an invitation. Especially not a faerie enforcer who didn’t have any real status in the murder of vampires.

      She swept her wig off of the floor and placed it on her head, but too late—Shawn had already seen.

      He brought the stench of rain-drenched cliffs with him into the room, even though Tormid attempted to bar his entrance. “Why didn’t my security detail stop you?” Achlys asked.

      Shawn grinned broadly, and the world shone like starlight. “There was no security detail. Everyone checked out of the tower for the night.”

      Alarm flashed in Achlys’s eyes. “You’re not welcome here,” she said in that cool, rigid tone that she seemed to think was vampire-sounding. “If you leave right now, I may forget to punish you later.”

      “I’m not going anywhere without talking to Nissa,” Shawn said. He shoved past Tormid.

      Achlys raised her eyebrows at Nissa. “Your affection isn’t as one-sided as I thought, apparently?”

      Oh, it was one-sided, all right. But it had swung over from one direction to the other. Nissa had spent all that time pining for Shawn’s attention, and now that she didn’t want it, she apparently had it.

      “What’s going on here?” Nissa managed to sit upright on the couch without needing to engage her dusty abdominal muscles too much.

      “Do you really want to talk here?” Shawn asked. “About the thing?”

      Tormid shifted his weight to stand in front of the only exit. Achlys said, “You have no choice but to talk about it here. What thing?”

      Shawn’s eyes flicked between Achlys and Nissa. When he finally shrugged, it was a gesture that filled Nissa with dread. That sort of “fuck it” attitude wasn’t a good thing coming from someone like Shawn. He was shedding the veneer of cooperating with Achlys.

      It meant he’d decided to do something really crazy, and damned be the consequences.

      “How did Dana McIntyre get the key card I gave you?” Shawn asked.

      “What key card?” Achlys asked, dropping each word one at a time, nails hammered into a coffin.

      Nissa’s face stayed blank. They were several stories away from the nearest human but she was starting to knot up in anxiety again. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I don’t know about any key card.”

      Betrayal flashed across Shawn’s eyes. “I held up my end. I did it for you. Harold Hopkins, Beelzebub—”

      Achlys interrupted him. “Beelzebub? You killed Beelzebub?”

      He laughed. “Hell yeah, I killed Beelzebub.”

      Nissa’s relief was immediate and overwhelming.

      He was taking credit for the death. Nobody but Mohinder would ever know about the stroke of perverse curiosity that had led to Beelzebub spending two weeks in her office’s closet.

      She thought she was safe until Shawn said, “I finished the job for Nissa so I could show her that I was serious about a partnership.”

      And now everybody was looking at her.

      “Finished the job?” Achlys asked.

      “Sure,” Shawn said. “Tell them, Nissa. Tell them about how you tortured Beelzebub in your closet. Tell them about how you loosed him onto the streets of Las Vegas assuming he’d keep his mouth shut out of fear. Tell them how much you love your vampire brethren.”

      Nissa let the anxiety fill her eyes. “I don’t know what he’s talking about, Achlys.” She clutched the cure in her fist, letting it poke out an inch so that the glowing blue would spill over her hand—a beacon reminding Achlys of how much she cared about Mohinder’s delicate fledgling.

      Achlys bought Nissa’s lie.

      “Kill him,” Achlys told Tormid.

      The shifter didn’t hesitate. He grabbed Shawn from behind—a hand on the back of his head, a hand on his jaw.

      He was going to snap Shawn’s neck.

      But then the sidhe slammed a hand into Tormid’s gut. There were spikes of magic running from his elbows to his knuckles, forming blades of light thinner than any mortal sword.

      He buried his blades so deep inside Tormid that they came out the other side with a splattering of blood on glass.

      Achlys screamed.

      “I wasn’t done talking,” Shawn said pleasantly. “Don’t interrupt me.”
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      Dana halfway expected to find that the LVMPD was waiting to arrest her at Achlys’s tower. If Charmaine wanted to use the law to shut Dana down, there were a million minor infractions over the years that would have given her enough cause. Hell, Charmaine could come up with reasons to arrest Dana from the last week alone.

      When she rolled up in her hot-pink pickup, all she found was Anthony sitting against the wall of the parking garage. He wore a white tee and Chinos, which was his uniform for every single day of his life. Dana had seen his closet. He seriously didn’t have anything else.

      Most of Anthony’s closet space was dedicated to his arsenal. And half of it was strapped to his body that night.

      “Hey gorgeous.” Anthony tossed the hydraulic staking machine at Dana. Buffy was usually too heavy for Dana to consider carrying on long raids, but now it felt like hefting nothing.

      She’d spent her day resting in a crypt while Brianna’s magic finished stitching her together. Dana felt good for a dead bitch. Not as good as she’d have felt with a couple pints of blood down the hatch, but decent. The strength seemed to suggest that her preternatural powers were starting to boot up.

      Dana surveyed Anthony with her new eyes. The dimly lit parking garage looked brighter than it should have, so she could make out Anthony’s sweat stains and gray hairs popping out in his ten o’clock shadow. She especially saw the veins running underneath the surface of his throat. His heartbeat danced two inches under his left earlobe. Anthony’s living pulse looked much more palatable than an entire bathtub of Harold Hopkins’s chilled blood.

      For the first time—for a very brief time—she thought about biting him.

      It would have been hard not to think about it. Vampires couldn’t help but think about murdering mortals, just like anyone who went to a strip club would think about fucking. It wasn’t possible to have something that delicious paraded in front of you without contemplating what you’d do with it.

      Dana didn’t care for strip clubs either.

      “You look like shit,” she said, swinging Buffy around to rest at her back.

      “I was about to say the same thing to you, Nosferatu.”

      “I prefer Count Chocula. Are you the only person who came to back me up?”

      “On the ground.” Anthony tapped his ear. “I’ve got Brianna back at the Hunting Lodge, casting shit all over the tower. And Penny’s hacked into their security.”

      Now that was a surprise. Dana had expected to be persona non grata with her wife after abruptly exiting the forge.

      He handed Dana an earpiece to match his, and she turned it on. “Hey guys,” Dana said into the mic as they strolled across the parking garage. She got a couple grunts of recognition from the ladies back home. “How’s our path looking?”

      The response from Penny took a moment. “It’s…clear. Weirdly empty. Is that right?” She mumbled under her breath as she worked.

      It was easy for Dana to imagine what Penny would look like. She would be curled up in the big wingback chair at the shared workstations at the Hunting Lodge, keyboard pulled across her thighs, tongue poking out of the corner of her mouth. The tongue was always fucking adorable. Bright pink against the darker green of her lips. Sometimes, if she were getting intense enough about her work, she’d wear the sweatband at the computer too.

      “Oh my gosh, Brianna, look at this,” Penny said. “Do you see this security camera zone?”

      “Huh. It doesn’t match anything on the casino’s published plans.” Brianna hummed quietly for a moment, and Dana heard her fingers tapping against the keyboard. “There’s a secret room in the basement of the tower. We might have found another daytime roost for the vampires.”

      “You’ve got camera footage?” Dana asked, pressing the elevator button. It didn’t light up. It had no power.

      “I’ll see what I can do. Just a second.”

      Dana and Anthony headed to the opposite corner to take the stairs. They were only halfway there when she heard the gasps.

      “It’s not a daytime roost,” Penny said. “It’s an…underground club? The sign inside says the Bunker. It doesn’t look public.”

      Brianna’s voice got louder, like she was leaning toward her mic. “You guys, I have footage of humans held captive in chains. In a secret room in Achlys’s casino. You know what that means?”

      She couldn’t have gotten Dana more excited if she’d claimed to have footage proving that there were aliens in Area 51.

      “Send it to Charmaine,” Dana said. “I want a warrant to kill Achlys by the time my stake’s in her heart.”

      “Already on it,” Brianna said.

      Penny was typing too. “There’s only one vampire in the lobby. Your path to Achlys is as clear as you’re going to get it.”

      “One vampire,” Anthony said. “Not too bad.”

      “But why is it only one vampire?” Penny wondered.

      “Don’t perform expensive orthodontics on horses who give you presents.”

      “What if those gift horses have bombs in their mouths?”

      “Then we’ll shoot them in the face,” Anthony said, drawing a second gun.

      Dana kicked the door at the top of the stairs open, revealing the lobby for Achlys’s hotel on the other side. There were check-in desks along the rear wall. None of the computers were staffed, and nobody queued within the velvet rope. The fountains had been turned off too.

      As Brianna had promised, one vampire stood in the lobby.

      He was a tall guy. Looked kind of like an ancient emperor who’d been beaten in the nose with a rock. He had a face so calm that Dana knew, instantly, that he was a murderer.

      “Mohinder,” Anthony said. Dana was surprised to connect the name of the politically ambitious vampire to this obvious psychopath standing in front of her. She’d have expected the Paradisos to pick out someone safer to run against Mayor Hekekia, not someone who’d make voters pee in fear.

      The vampire lifted his gaze at the sound of his name. “Anthony Morales. Dana McIntyre.” Mohinder recognized the Hunting Club’s members. No shock there. If Hell froze over and let Mohinder become the first vampire mayor, they’d have to work closely with him.

      Dana hefted Buffy. “Let us through.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      Well, shit. Let’s try honesty just for fun. “Achlys has a cure for vampirism and I’ve got a grudge. I’m going to kill her to get the cure.”

      For a moment, nobody moved, nobody spoke.

      Dana’s finger was the weight of a hair follicle away from getting Buffy pumping.

      But then Mohinder stepped aside, sweeping his hand toward the elevator. “She’s on the topmost floor. A sidhe named Shawn Wyn has dismissed the security detail, so if you hurry, you might catch him before he destroys Achlys, Hopkins’s lab, and the cure.”

      “Um, he’s not joking.” Penny’s tiny voice piped into Dana’s ear. “I rolled back the security footage, and…yeah. Building’s been cleared out.”

      Like Anthony had said, there was no good reason for performing horse orthodontics, or something like that.

      The path to the lab was clear. The fact that it was clear because of a coup didn’t matter. Just meant Dana had to get upstairs that much faster, and she wouldn’t have to fight more vampires on the way.

      “Shawn doesn’t have authority to send away Achlys’s security,” Anthony said. “But you do.”

      Mohinder’s face was blank.

      Whatever became of that exchange, Dana didn’t care.

      She’d heard Mohinder.

      The path to the cure is clear.

      I’m going, Penny.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “It’s embarrassing, you know,” Shawn said, jerking his magical blades out of Tormid’s body. The shifter hit the floor. “I literally got caught with my pants down by the Hunting Club.”

      Achlys started to move with super-speed—a blur of motion toward Tormid.

      Shawn flung out a hand. The floor heaved underneath their feet. Spiked blades slammed into the wall a centimeter in front of Achlys’s face, severing several locks of her wig. Fake hair tumbled to the floor.

      Nissa didn’t try to move.

      She watched. She waited.

      Achlys was pissed off now that her pet had been slaughtered. Was Nissa going to get to see the scary side of the master vampire who’d conquered Las Vegas? Or would grief tear her down? Nissa couldn’t begin to imagine, and she couldn’t wait to see.

      “You’re a whore, Nissa,” Shawn said. “That’s what you are.”

      She frowned. “Really?” She’d died a virgin and was fine with that. Nissa hadn’t been eager to see how much lube it would take to get her corpse functional, and she wasn’t attracted to necrophiliacs, so her status hadn’t changed.

      “I put myself out there for you,” he said. “I offered myself to you. And you turned me down, you whore!”

      Everything clicked. He was really being literal about offering himself to her. He’d killed Harold Hopkins as some kind of seduction, hoping that Nissa would support him in his new sidhe court in Vegas. And the Hunting Club really had caught him with his pants down.

      If she hadn’t been so wracked with anxiety, she’d have thought it was hilarious.

      “Wouldn’t being a whore mean that I put out, not that I rejected you?” Nissa mused.

      “Cut the attitude, bitch,” Shawn said. “We could be together. You don’t even realize how good you could have it. I mean, look at me!” He spread his arms wide, inviting her to look upon his body. He was very shiny.

      She wanted nothing he had.

      “You’ve called me a bitch and a whore in the last five minutes alone. That language isn’t going to change my mind.”

      Achlys’s arm snaked around Nissa’s shoulder, pulling her close. The vampire master wasn’t very brave now that her shifter boyfriend was bleeding out on the floor and Shawn had obliterated her security. There was nothing left except the two of them.

      Crimson tears welled along the edges of Achlys’s eyelids.

      It seemed she was likelier to be torn down than she was to go vicious.

      Disappointing.

      “So you’re trying to usurp me, Shawn,” Achlys said. “You’re stupider than you look. Killing me won’t get you anything except a destabilized Las Vegas.”

      “Au contraire.” He whipped a sheaf of papers out of his jacket pocket. He wasn’t wearing a shirt underneath. His nipples looked like angry blue diamonds. “Killing you will get me everything you own, once you sign these papers.”

      Achlys’s hand tightened on Nissa’s shoulder. “My signature alone doesn’t do much.”

      “With a witness signing and speaking on your behalf?” Shawn grinned with dangerous promise at Nissa.

      At least dry humping and communal murder wasn’t the only thing he wanted out of her.

      She considered his demand. What would a Las Vegas sidhe court look like? Nissa guessed that it would have very little to offer a blood virgin with crippling empath abilities. On the other hand, if Achlys died without signing those papers, everything would go to Mohinder. Nissa’s sire. There was clear advantage to that situation.

      Achlys dropped Nissa’s shoulder. “Are you going to be his witness?” the master asked, sounding so wounded.

      “No,” Nissa said. “I would never do anything like that.” She decided to put on her best pathetic face, ensuring that her shoulders shook the same way they did when she was very anxious.

      The master didn’t yet look relieved. “Did you really hold Beelzebub captive?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Why?”

      “It’s hard being the only vampire who can’t kill people,” Nissa said. “I don’t want to exist like this.”

      Achlys’s reservations melted quickly into sympathy, which was a wholly different beast than empathy. She assumed that Nissa was expressing regret over being a vampire.

      The master rested her hand atop Nissa’s again, pressing the vial between them.

      “I know,” Achlys whispered. “I know.”

      She turned to Shawn with renewed resolve. She pulled the illusion of her master vampire powers around her protectively, like an armor.

      “I won’t sign those papers,” Achlys said. “You have nothing.”

      Shawn unfurled his fingers, letting deadly magic blossom from the tips. “Wanna bet you’ll change your tune after a few hours?”

      Achlys scoffed. “I’ve stood up to longer torture than that.”

      “But has Nissa?” he asked.

      He pointed his magic at her.

      Before it could be unleashed, the elevator chimed. The sound resonated throughout the entire floor.

      Nobody moved.

      Who would be up here at this time? Nissa had assumed that Shawn killed everyone between him and Achlys’s penthouse.

      The elevator doors slid open.

      There was nobody inside.

      Shawn stared for a moment, then turned his attention back to Achlys with a shrug. “Grab a pen,” he said, slapping the contract onto the table.

      “No,” Achlys said.

      His magic lashed out. Cold tentacles locked around Nissa’s midsection, squeezing her tightly, lifting her onto her toes. Her lungs emptied with a gusting groan. Her ribs creaked.

      She tried to push the magic off, but she couldn’t seem to touch it. Nissa was as helpless as Mrs. Robinson in Henderson.

      Shawn lifted her higher. Her kicking feet came off the ground completely. “I need to keep Nissa mostly whole,” he said, shaking her for emphasis. “But our little blood virgin here’s an empath, which means that I don’t really have to lay a finger on her pretty head to torture her.”

      “You’ve already taken Tormid from me,” Achlys said. “If you break Nissa, I’ll have nothing left to lose.” Her dark energy was growing to push back against the swirl of sidhe power. “You don’t want to know what happens when I—what’s that?”

      She interrupted herself so abruptly, Nissa almost thought it was a diversion. But even Achlys couldn’t feign looking that surprised by something.

      Nissa twisted within the grip of Shawn’s magic to follow Achlys’s gaze.

      Two people were swinging outside of the window. They were hanging from ropes that were connected somehow to the roof of the tower. One of these people was a muscle-packed brick wall of a man. The other was a wild-haired tank of a woman whose bloodless skin was the color of gypsum.

      The Hunting Club had arrived.

      They slammed into the window, planting their boots flat against the glass. Dana McIntyre was holding some kind of chunky rocket launcher with a stake jutting from the end, and a motor slammed that stake into the window once, twice. It opened a hole with a snap so loud that Nissa’s ears throbbed.

      “You two again,” Shawn groaned. “Biggest fucking cockblocks since—”

      Anthony Morales slapped a metal disc next to the hole in the window. “Be right back,” he shouted through the cracks, and then he and Dana were scrambling up the ropes.

      Shawn flung his other hand toward the window. “No!”

      Ice encased the damaged glass. Magic bowed the universe around Shawn’s frost and sucked all the moisture from the air—what little there was in such a dry climate. Had he been somewhere more humid, he might have been able to build ice quickly enough to keep the window from blasting open. But they were not somewhere more humid.

      Anthony’s charge went off.

      It turned Shawn’s magical ice into a million knives exploding in every direction.

      The invisible hand released Nissa. She smashed into the floor as blades peppered the tile, shattering into tiny razors. They flecked her skin, stuck to her hair. Her hands were sliced a thousand times as she struggled behind the couch.

      Achlys leaped to join her. The master hadn’t moved fast enough; a massive gash tore open her face from temple to teeth, exposing dry white skull underneath.

      Her fingers flew to the wound.

      “Fuck!”

      Ropes whizzed, boots thudded, glass crunched under rubber.

      The Hunting Club was in the penthouse.
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      Dana had never been one for Batmanning her way into vampire dens. She’d trained on the harnesses so that she could if she wanted, but it wasn’t her style. She was someone who tracked suspects to bars and shattered tequila bottles on their skulls. She wasn’t the type to use the top of an elevator to climb secretly onto a roof and then rappel down to shoot her way into a battle, no matter how cool it made her look.

      The reasons for this were twofold. First of all, because Dana’s fat ass hated those gods-damned harnesses, and she wasn’t going to sign up for chafing unless it was the fucking apocalypse.

      Second of all, once you’d expended the element of surprise, you were stranded in enemy territory with only what you could carry on the aforementioned harness.

      The advantage was lean at best. Very lean.

      Facing down a psychopathic unseelie sidhe who looked like a pretty anime boy made Dana think that the lean advantage wasn’t going to be enough.

      “But we looked cool, right?” Anthony muttered out of the corner of his mouth, keeping his Browning aimed at the vampires behind the couch.

      Dana swung Buffy to her back and drew her Glock. “So fucking cool.”

      Her earpiece pinged.

      “Charmaine got the paperwork to go through,” Penny said. “You’ve got your warrant.”

      And that meant that everyone in this room was about to die.

      Maybe Dana’s night was going to be a good one after all.

      “We don’t have to fight,” said Shawn Wyn. His words were the wail of an out-of-tune cello, and the floor was a roiling sea underneath him. “I’m about to take control of the Paradisos. There’s no reason for us to start off on the wrong foot. I’d love to coexist with the Hunting Club.”

      “I’m listening,” Dana said, because the longer he talked, the longer it took him to attack.

      “Achlys has troubled you guys for years,” Shawn said. “When I have the Paradisos, you won’t have to deal with vampires anymore, McIntyre. Rumor has it that there’s nothing you want more than that.”

      The heel of her palm slammed the magazine into place with a satisfying click. “The rumors are almost true,” Dana said.

      She did want to get rid of all the vampires, herself included. No question about that.

      But she didn’t want them gone enough to give power to a serial-killing faerie.

      “We can work together,” Shawn said. “Make this transition happen nice and—”

      Dana opened fire.

      A pinpoint bullet hole opened on Shawn’s shoulder, because he’d shifted at the last moment so that she missed his heart.

      Magic gushed out of the wound. It ripped the hole wide, and it was like breaking the Hoover Dam. Lake Mead sprayed out with the force of a thousand trains.

      It hammered Dana in the chest, nearly knocking her out the window.

      Anthony had less body mass. He did tumble over the edge of the window.

      She shot a hand out, clasped his wrist. His weight dragged her across shards of glass and magical ice. It didn’t really hurt, and not just because of her armor; Dana’s bloodless skin seemed to have very limited sensation.

      Dana braced her feet against either side of the window frame. Their drop halted.

      “Whoa!” Anthony shouted from outside.

      “The ropes!” she yelled back, hoping that he could hear her over the blast of magic.

      Shawn’s fist closed on her hair, yanking Dana’s head back. “You could have just said no,” he said.

      He stomped on her arm.

      Dana’s fingers released Anthony.

      His strangled shout was muffled underneath the roaring wind. The world warped dizzyingly as Shawn threw her hair-first into the middle of the room.

      She rolled across the floor and came up against a table. On the other side of the legs, she saw a familiar mousy face peeking out from the other side of the couch.

      Nissa.

      The young vampire was looking at Dana in the same way that Penny watched old Beyoncé music videos. It was hero worship so extreme that it threatened to tip over into psychosis.

      When was the last time Penny had looked that excited to see Dana?

      She flipped over to face Shawn as he descended.

      There was no way that his physical form was as big as it looked. The guy was a hundred eighty centimeters tall at best, but the sidhe magic made him look the size of Achlys’s tower.

      Dana should have felt all blissed out watching his wave of sparkly glitter crashing over her. Sidhe magic was a beautiful way to die. Autumn wind would wring out an orgasm then choke you to death moments later. And people often didn’t fight it. They were too dazed by the hallucinogenic qualities of sorcery to care about dying.

      Shawn was used to that dazed reaction from humans and vampires alike. He was relying on it.

      Except Dana wasn’t quite human or vampire at the moment.

      She lifted her gun and fired again.

      This time, she hit him in the thigh. About an inch from his stupid floppy dong, in fact.

      His body hit hers. Blood sprayed over Dana, drenching her in damp warmth the color of sapphires.

      “Gross,” she said.

      Shawn’s hands locked around her throat. He pushed her down flat using all of his sidhe strength. “It could have been nice, working with me.”

      “Doubt it,” she squeezed out.

      He lifted his left hand, and a blade of magic formed. It was so sharp that Dana couldn’t see it from the right angle. That was definitely the weapon responsible for all the vampire deaths.

      Shawn’s elbow drew back to pummel her…

      And Nissa stepped up behind him.

      “Boo,” she said.

      Nissa smashed the coffee table into the back of Shawn’s head like a pro wrestler.

      He collapsed.

      Dana drove both of her knees into his crotch. Which would have been painful even if she hadn’t been wearing knee pads that were studded with metal spikes, and even if she hadn’t already shot him in the peen once.

      Shawn gave an impressively supersonic shriek.

      All the glass in Achlys’s penthouse cracked. It pulverized to dust and sprayed into the night.

      Dana tossed Shawn to the floor next to the shattered pieces of the coffee table. The rope outside the window was taut; she trusted that meant that Anthony had caught it instead of falling to his death on the sidewalk. She kept her focus on Shawn.

      And on Nissa.

      The vampire might have saved her, but she was still a vampire. And this particular vamp had good reason to turn on Dana.

      “I stabbed you,” Dana said, angling herself so that she could see both Nissa and her master at the same time. She kept the gun on Shawn. The iron bullets Penny had given her would only do real damage against the sidhe anyway.

      The vortexing magic made it hard to aim directly at Shawn. Dana’s arm kept wavering, her hand pointing at something else as her attention wandered off to the lumpy, rippling shape of the couch, or the webbing of cracks in the floor.

      “Yes, you almost killed me.” Nissa’s smile made her colorless eyes sparkle. She lifted the hem of her shirt to show Dana that she still had the stabbing wounds in place, unhealed. “Now kill him. Kill Shawn Wyn.”

      He looked shocked. “Nissa!” Both of his hands were clutching his junk like he’d barf out his testicles if he didn’t hold very still.

      “Sorry, Shawn,” Nissa said. “You don’t do anything for me.”

      Dana edged nearer to Shawn to make sure she could aim right. She only had a couple bullets left, and she wasn’t going to risk missing.

      “I’m Dana McIntyre, and it’s within my authority to punish you for the murders of Harold Hopkins and the vampire known as Beelzebub,” she said.

      She barely got the last syllable of his name out before she started squeezing the trigger.
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* * *

      Bullets tore away at Shawn’s skull in rapid succession. The resulting splatter was like a dozen mallet strikes to a gem-toned watermelon. And Nissa had a front row seat to the destruction.

      The smell of sidhe blood wasn’t like human blood. It was a different kind of intoxicating, so heady and rich and spicy. Shawn’s blood reminded Nissa of pumpkin-spiced ale during Halloween.

      Sidhe weren’t far from humans, as far as heritage went; they were all gaeans, and as close genetically as Neanderthals and Denisovans had been. So Nissa held her breath waiting to experience Shawn’s death with him. She braced herself for empath agony to punch through her gut.

      It never came.

      She watched Shawn dying, his head shot off of his neck, and she felt…nothing.

      Until she looked at Dana.

      Wisps of smoke spiraled from the muzzle of her pistol. Gunpowder residue marked Dana’s pale knuckles. Colorful blood drenched the hunter’s armor. Yes, she wore actual body armor made of stone and leather, as though she were an ancient warrior-god walking alongside the Spartans.

      Mohinder and Tormid’s argument about whether Dana was myth or woman came back to rattle inside of Nissa’s skull.

      This was certainly a real person standing in front of Nissa. Dana McIntyre had just blown Shawn’s head off, after all. But she looked like glorious myth too. She looked like someone had dripped the essence of ruthless murder into the shape of a woman.

      Dana killed Shawn and didn’t care. Just as she hadn’t cared about killing Nissa.

      She was perfect.

      “Perfect,” Nissa whispered, knotting her hands over the hole in her stomach. Her fingers were very warm. She’d forgotten that she was still clutching the cure.

      When she looked down at her hands, clasped around the glowing blue vial, Dana looked too.

      “Is that the cure?” Dana dropped her gun and pulled that stake cannon in front of her again.

      Achlys rose from behind the couch. “Yes, McIntyre. That’s the cure. It’s the only one.” She tossed a piece of plastic and glittering metal to Nissa.

      A syringe.

      Now Nissa had everything she needed to inject the cure into herself.

      “Only one cure?” Dana asked.

      “And it’s not for you,” Achlys said.

      Dana stepped back toward the window, glanced over the edge. “You okay?”

      A male voice drifted in the wind. “Yep. Just hanging out.” Dana’s companion wasn’t dead.

      Too bad, Nissa thought, and she realized with a jolt of pleasure that she meant it. She really wished that the human had died. All it had taken was a few minutes in the same room as Dana and she could feel herself being infected with the ruthlessness.

      “Great.” Dana pumped the cannon. The motor whirred and the stake pistoned. “I know you’ve got Harold Hopkins’s research notes on the floor under this one. My team’s hacking into the computers right now. They’ll synthesize more cure, so it doesn’t matter if you have one vial or one thousand.”

      “You’re bluffing.” Achlys had resumed those unsettlingly jerky movements that she always used in front of outsiders. She was optimistic again. She thought she would survive this. “His equipment is disconnected from any network.”

      Dana barely blinked. “Well, that’d explain why they were having trouble hacking it. They hacked the rest of your system, though, and they found the Bunker.”

      Achlys went completely still. “Oh?”

      “You’ve got cameras in your murder pit,” Dana said. “Not a pro move. We’ve got footage of you killing three missing people after the assault on the wax museum.”

      “I wouldn’t have had to kill anyone if you hadn’t fed me balefire,” Achlys said.

      “We can go back and forth on this all night, or you can turn the cure over and I’ll walk out.” Dana extended a hand to Nissa.

      “I would like to let you have the cure,” Achlys said. “The problem is that if I let you walk out of here alive, you’ll turn the Bunker footage over to the LVMPD.”

      “Sure. They’ll put you in jail, where you can spend the next couple of centuries thinking about what an asshole you’ve been. And hell, if the LVMPD gets here fast enough, their healers might be able to save your shifter friend.” She jerked her head toward Tormid’s body. He hadn’t moved in a long time. “Whereas if you don’t give me the cure, I’m going to kill you right now.”

      Achlys’s head popped, rotating two inches to the right. The master’s eyes connected with Nissa’s.

      Strange movements aside, there was nothing but tragic humanity in Achlys’s gaze. She knew she was cornered. She’d spent a couple miserable decades lording it over Las Vegas, and now it was about to end through incarceration rather than a cure.

      “Inject it now,” Achlys said to Nissa.

      And then she lunged.

      Dana reacted immediately. She hurled herself toward Nissa, away from Achlys, and their bodies collided.

      Nissa slammed into a steel girder that had been exposed when Shawn broke all the glass. She dropped the cure vial. It didn’t break—thank the gods it didn’t break—but it struck the tile with a tink and spun across the floor.

      Dana lunged for it.

      Achlys did too.

      The vampire won, and she was fast enough to slam a knee into Dana’s head. The hunter wheeled away, dazed. “Take this!” Achlys shoved the warm glass vial into Nissa’s hands. “Take it before McIntyre can!”

      “But I—”

      “Quick!”

      Achlys had already turned her attention back to Dana, which was Achlys’s final mistake that night. The master vampire had been so busy thinking about noble ways to save Nissa that she’d never once wondered if Nissa craved salvation.

      Nissa twisted the vial into the syringe. Dana watched her doing it. From underneath Achlys’s outstretched arm, Nissa could see the hunter’s boiling rage. Dana wanted that cure. She wanted it bad.

      Dana got on her feet, ran toward Nissa. The hunter’s speed was only slightly faster than a living human’s. She looked to Nissa like she was in slow motion.

      Achlys braced herself to block Dana. “No!”

      Nissa slammed the needle into Achlys’s back, penetrating her brittle spine, and pressed the plunger down.

      Time resumed normal speed.

      They tumbled to the floor together. Nissa hadn’t hit Achlys hard, but it seemed that the cure was taking effect immediately because Achlys had turned to jelly. Nissa could actually see the passage of it underneath Achlys’s papery flesh. She watched the veins blackening, her face hollowing out, the skin stretching over her bones.

      Achlys’s mouth moved and tissue-thin skin stretched over her teeth. The cheek skin tore into a ragged gash. The only coherent sound that came out was, “Why?”

      Nissa cupped her master’s cheeks in both hands, gazing down as that once-perfect Morticia Addams face was seized by pain, taken to a place beyond deception. Achlys couldn’t look good anymore and she didn’t care.

      She was suffering.

      When Nissa looked closely enough, she thought she could see the same vibrancy of emotion as she felt from humans. She could almost believe that she was doing something wrong to Achlys. She could almost feel.

      Not emotions stolen from a human victim, but emotions that originated from Nissa.

      It was a high she’d hoped Beelzebub would give her. But this was much better than a slow, painful starvation in a closet. It was so immediate.

      “Why?” Nissa mused, stroking her thumbs along Achlys’s exposed cheekbones so that the remaining skin flaked away. Nissa felt grief, regret, and total sorrow. Nissa already wished that she hadn’t killed Achlys and it was glorious. “I guess it’s because everyone thinks I like vampires a lot less than I actually do.”

      She dropped Achlys’s head.

      Dana stood a few feet away, fists lifted and feet braced as though she were about to attack even though she didn’t move.

      Nissa stared at Dana, and Dana stared back.

      It was like they were looking at each other for the first time.

      Oh, it was blistering, this sense of emptiness radiating from Dana McIntyre. She was a black hole cut out of the fabric of the universe as far as emotion went. Nissa could stare into her eyes, try to mold her mind against Dana’s. She’d never feel anything. Dana was bloodless.

      Nissa’s heart was beating again. Pounding, in fact.

      Her mouth was so dry that it hurt. Like her tongue would crack into dust if she moved it. She wanted to ask Dana, Are you going to kill me now? But nothing came out, and Nissa couldn’t will life to undead lips.

      Physical pain descended.

      Nissa’s hair wrenched upward once, twice. Like a huge fist had grabbed the entire bulk of her curls. Then a knife jabbed into her scalp, and Nissa cried out.

      The weight of massive claws sank into her back, curving over her shoulders, biting her skin. The animal that had taken position on Nissa felt like it weighed as much as a car. The flapping of massive wings whipped the air in the room.

      She twisted and sank her fangs into the toe on her shoulder. It was scaly, flaky. Tasted rotten.

      At her bite, the weight lifted. Nissa scrambled to her feet.

      Tormid was alive. While everyone else had been distracted, he’d managed to shapeshift into his animal form to heal the wounds that Shawn inflicted. Now he was a one-ton raven with feathers bigger than Nissa’s forearm. She’d never seen him in his bird shape before. She could imagine why Achlys would have fallen in love with someone who looked that deadly.

      Her curls were stuck to his beak. He’d gotten a shred of shirt on one of his talons.

      “I take it you’re angry about Achlys,” Nissa said.

      Tormid’s wings flapped with insane power.

      One of those wings broadsided Nissa.

      He flung her through the window. The wards must have been completely disabled because there was no responding push of magic to contain her within.

      The few remaining shards of glass scraped her body passing through. She saw Dana beyond Tormid’s undulating wing feathers, and the hunter didn’t look like she had any urge whatsoever to try to save Nissa. A beautiful, perfect, ruthless killing machine until the very last moment.

      There was a weightless moment where Nissa felt like she was floating. She could see the entire Strip. She could see Anthony Morales dangling from the window, bleeding from his scalp, dazed but grinning. She could see a helicopter puttering through the beam of the Luxor 2.

      She could see starlight.

      And then she fell a long, long way.
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      Day two in a coffin.

      “I will never get used to this,” Dana grumbled, shoving the lid open.

      Her strength was still low, being a blood virgin and all, so she struggled to push the coffin open. Stone ground against stone loudly. People must have been waiting in the hallway to hear that sound because someone knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” Dana called, dismantling the wards.

      It was Brianna. Anthony wasn’t far behind, but he stayed out in the hallway, chatting with Lincoln as the door swung shut. “Well, you did a great job making a huge mess,” she said, fingers running over the wooden beads on her necklace. “Can I sit?”

      “No. Fuck off.”

      “Great.” Brianna took the lonely chair against the wall. Her eyes traveled over the sparse room’s nonexistent decor. “This is so cheerful.”

      “What do you want?”

      “The Hunting Club is a legal operation, for the most part. But we’ve got some resources for covering things up extra-legally.”

      “Nice way to say illegal,” Dana said. “And I know. I’ve used those resources before.”

      “You really strained the resources this time. Performing executions upon Achlys, Shawn Wyn, and Nissa Royal—”

      “I had a warrant for Achlys. I’ll file the paperwork for Shawn and Nissa ASAP.”

      “—setting fire to the microbiologist’s lab—”

      “What?” Dana shoved the lid the rest of the way off of her coffin.

      “The lab burned down,” Brianna said.

      “I didn’t do that!”

      “No, you didn’t drench the place in accelerant and light a match, but you went storming in there with an obvious purpose. The vampires reacted. They didn’t want you to win.” Brianna sighed. “Are you shocked that someone would try to cover things up? I’m not.”

      Shocked wasn’t the right word for it.

      Dana had dared to start making plans again. Not for the rest of her life—she’d never been real confident about how long that would last—but for the next week or two, at least. She’d been planning on getting back to work. Trying to think of how she could take advantage of the Paradisos now that they didn’t have Achlys in the lead.

      She’d been so certain that the Hunting Club would be able to make a cure from Harold Hopkins’s notes.

      Damn it all, Dana thought she wasn’t going to die yet.

      “Who did it?” Dana asked.

      “Surveillance cut out before anything happened. Here’s the last footage we got.” Brianna tapped at her tablet, then handed it to Dana.

      The screen displayed a single shot. It came from a camera positioned in the lobby—that big room where Dana had encountered Mohinder.

      And there was Mohinder again, looking all spooky and grizzled.

      He wasn’t alone.

      There was a short, mousy female vampire at his side. Her head was tipped toward the camera. Dana could see the upturn of her nose, the curls that reminded her so much of Penny’s. The girl vampire was stooped over like she was trying to walk on a broken hip, but she was alive.

      Nissa had somehow survived Tormid’s attack.

      Dana had a bad feeling about that vampire. A really bad feeling. And it wasn’t the same feeling that Dana had gotten from Achlys, like “this woman is going to pump me full of vampire venom and turn me into one of the bloodless.”

      It was a feeling like relief. Like she was glad that an unassuming vampire who didn’t drink blood could have survived that fall.

      If Nissa had made it, then maybe there was still a sliver of a chance for Dana too.

      “So Mohinder’s in charge of the Paradisos now,” Brianna said, taking the tablet back. “Literally the only thing you accomplished is getting revenge on the vampire who turned you into a vampire. Does it make you feel better?”

      “No. I still need to take all the Paradisos down.”

      Brianna rolled her eyes. “Sure you do.” She stood up. “We did find the empty cure vial. There’s residue. Lincoln and Anthony are talking about breaking down its chemical composition, but odds of replicating it are very low. This work is patented by Hardwick Research. Little can be done without supporting documentation.”

      “Low odds are better than nonexistent. I could still get cured.” Dana climbed out of the coffin. “Why didn’t you lead off with that?”

      “Because I know you’re going to be deaf now that you think you’ve gotten everything you want. I needed to make you see how fucked up everything is so you’re not just celebrating your victory.”

      Dana wasn’t deaf.

      Just because she was good at focusing on the most important information didn’t mean that she was ignoring everything else.

      But there was a chance at life. A tiny chance.

      “Sounds like we’ve got shit to do. I’ll be at work in a few minutes,” Dana said, shooing Brianna from the chair so that she could put her boots on.

      Brianna sighed. “Right.” But she didn’t leave. “Penny wanted me to talk to you as well.”

      Dana yanked on her laces. “Why doesn’t she come down here?”

      “She thought it would be too hard.” Brianna pulled a shoebox out of her sweater. “Look…I’m sorry.” She handed the box to Dana and walked out.

      Dana flipped the lid open.

      There were three things inside of it.

      Most notably, there was a bag of blood labeled with a logo from the nearest blood bank. It wasn’t a lot. Maybe a half-pint. It was exactly how much human blood Dana needed to finish her transformation into a vampire.

      There was also a stack of folded pages underneath the blood bag. Dana pulled the rubber band off. A chill rolled down her spine when she saw that it was legal paperwork for a divorce.

      Penny had already signed the papers.

      The third thing in the shoebox was a short note. All it said was, “I can’t watch you kill yourself. Pick one.” It was in the same swirly handwriting as Penny’s signature.

      Penny wasn’t going to wait around to see if Dana walked into the sunrise to burn herself to death. She wasn’t going to wait to see if Brother Marshall could pull a cure out of his ass, either. Penny wanted Dana to finish changing or she wanted a divorce.

      Dana used her thumb to slide a bubble along the blood bag’s seam. She remembered the day she married Penny. She remembered the little white veil that had been tucked behind her horns, and the vows that they had exchanged. Some lines about being together forever. Thick and thin, rich and poor.

      And then Dana remembered how Penny had looked after the Fremont Slasher got to her. A serial killer vampire that Dana had never caught. One who was still lurking in Las Vegas.

      Keeping Penny safe was more important than some naïve marriage vows.

      Dana took the divorce papers out of the shoebox, threw the blood into the trash, and went upstairs to work.
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