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      Paradise, Nevada—July 2034

      The hookah lounge in front of the Mirage probably wasn’t the ideal place for a contraband purchase, especially on a night when the wind carried the scent of rain. When it rained in Vegas, it really rained. They’d be sodden in minutes.

      Even so, Aggy couldn’t think of anywhere better. The Paradisos used to pull these kinds of deals out in the desert. It had seemed like a good idea at first. After all, there were no witnesses aside from the Joshua trees and moonlight. But Aggy’d been with the Paradisos long enough to remember when they’d feuded with other murders, like the Southside Killers and Mama’s Dogs, and going out to the empty desert for deals had been like putting a target on their backs. It was easy to track the only cars heading north on the highway, and easier still to ambush them.

      Aggy didn’t know how many vampires had gotten ashed in those days. It was hard to count bodies mixed together with the dust in the salt flats. She’d have bet the numbers hit triple digits, though.

      The Paradisos hadn’t lost folks in such numbers since they’d started using public drop points. Basically nowhere was more public than the Mirage’s Strip-facing hookah lounge.

      There were tourists everywhere. The obnoxious kind of tourist who wore sunglasses at night and hoped their concealer made them pallid enough to pass for bloodless. And then also the tourists sucking down smoke, blowing it in each other’s faces, and tossing back whole growlers of whiskey. There were slimy guys hitting on women in little black dresses. Bartenders who watered down drinks to save money on liquor. A deejay who thought that everyone seriously wanted to listen to 00s pop.

      None of them paid any attention to the actual vampires in the back. It was a setting so public it might as well have been private.

      Aggy and Momoe, the healer, repped the Paradisos for this trade. Mohinder trusted Aggy above the other vamps, which was smart of him; she’d rather cut off her tongue and bitch-slap cops with it than narc on her master.

      Opposite Aggy and Momoe sat Lucifer’s guys, a pair of new-blood vamps staring so hungrily at the tourists that their eyeballs seemed likely to pop out their sockets. Lucifer was a vampire based in the Nether Worlds whose flunkies sold contraband topside. He was famous for a vampire. He didn’t have to beg for blood, and he couldn’t be arrested for drinking from anyone he wanted. His lackeys were not so untouchable.

      “You can’t eat here,” Momoe said. She had to shout over the music to be heard. The deejay was currently assaulting their ears with an offensively brassy remix of Bon Jovi’s “It’s My Life”, even though most of the baby-faced mortals at the hookah lounge hadn’t been alive when the song came out.

      “No eating? At all?” Roy looked melancholy, and the amount of black eyeshadow he wore and his droopy jowls meant he probably always looked melancholy. Gods only knew what basement Lucifer had dragged that vamp out of.

      “Synth blood only in Paradise,” Aggy agreed. “We can have the bartender bring us some.” She waved him down.

      Paradise was a city within a city. Few people realized it even existed inside of Las Vegas even though it encompassed most of the local tourist thruways, including the Strip, the university, and even McCarran International Airport. The titular Paradisos owned almost every square inch within Paradise. They were only missing parts of UNLV. There wasn’t enormous value to a university when you were dead, aside from owning the Rebels to theoretically profit off of their wins, if they ever won. Which they didn’t.

      Basically everything else belonged to the vamps.

      So yeah, there was no drinking of human blood anywhere in Paradise. Humans weren’t food. They were money. The little rats would only come wandering through the city if they felt safe doing it. Start picking them off, and who’d pay the bills?

      The other of Lucifer’s vampires leaned forward so he could talk more quietly. “You seriously only drink synth on the Strip? You can’t tell me that’s how Achlys rolls in private.”

      Sergio was both right and wrong. Aggy’s former master, Achlys, had kept a few feeders in captivity because they had pissed her off. But Achlys didn’t do anything in private anymore. She’d been slaughtered.

      Now that Mohinder had taken over the Paradisos, and all of Achlys’s properties, it was more important than ever to keep their noses clean. Lucifer was a drug dealer by trade. He wasn’t exactly going to report Mohinder to the Office of Preternatural Affairs if it came out that the new master liked to drink from the jugular. But even Lucifer had a way of letting rumors get around, and his flunkies would be even bigger chatterboxes.

      Image was everything. They couldn’t risk Mohinder’s run against Mayor Hekekia.

      “Synth only,” Aggy said firmly. “It’s the law.”

      “Toeing the line of the law is funny coming from someone doing deals with Lucifer.” Roy’s fingertips drummed on the suitcase at his side. It was the size of an airplane carry-on and made him look like he’d just gotten off JetBlue without checking into his hotel.

      Momoe Esquerer had a matching carry-on. The witch was an outwardly nice older lady, somewhere in her fifties, and she looked convincingly like a traveler despite sitting with a clutch of vampires.

      Except her carry-on didn’t have her medication and curling iron.

      It had cash—lots of it.

      “I don’t like the looks of this place,” Roy said after another long, baleful look around the patio. “It’s too open. I can’t immediately pinpoint all the cameras. There’s people everywhere. And if there are any avian shifters…”

      Aggy would have bet that Lucifer instructed his guys to pull the deal on more favorable territory. Lucifer liked information as much as money, and if his guys could get Paradisos alone, then it’d be easier to pry. Or capture and torture them. Torture had been rival murders’ favorite pastime for years.

      “Here is fine,” Aggy said. “Nobody’s paying any attention to us.”

      “There are gulls and crows.” Sergio nodded toward the cabana. The indistinct shapes of birds watching for food formed a skyline against the Mirage’s illuminated flank.

      “You’re not afraid of a couple birdies, are you?” Momoe’s tone was acid. Same patronizing tone she used when she was healing. Bedside manner was not one of Momoe’s strong suits.

      “I don’t want to get killed by shifters because you insist that we do this in such a public venue,” Sergio said.

      Aggy took a long inhale from the hookah. “But we do.”

      “What?”

      “Insist,” she said with a smile. Smoke curled out of the corners of her mouth.

      The bartender brought three bottles of synthetic blood over. He would be able to tell that Momoe wasn’t a vampire just by looking at her. It was easy to smell the mortals even underneath thick clouds of shisha smoke.

      Roy gave a gloomy, “Thanks,” and took the bottle.

      Bon Jovi switched over to Counting Crows.

      “You’re nervous, poor babies, so let’s get this done. Let’s see what you’ve got,” Momoe said.

      Roy pulled the carry-on into his lap. He unzipped the top, pulling it open like a mouth so that she could peer inside. Aggy’s night vision was as good as that of any vampire who lived off synth blood. Through the slit, she could see that they had at least some of the promised product.

      “What do you think?” Aggy asked Momoe.

      Momoe stood and extended a hand. “May I?”

      “Enjoy,” Sergio said. “If you try to run off with it, I will rip your head off.” He smiled lazily as he said it, like he was joking.

      Momoe picked up the suitcase. It was almost too heavy for a mortal of her strength; she strained to lift it a few inches. Aggy was surprised that the strap didn’t break. When Momoe set it down again, she was panting audibly despite the loud music.

      “All right,” Aggy said. “Looks good.” She stirred the coals on their hookah with her pinky nail, then took another inhale from the pipe.

      “This was a weird request, coming from you guys,” Sergio said. “But you must have paid pretty for it if Lucifer sent us all the way across the ley lines to deliver. Makes me think that you’ve got a big change in Vegas if you’re making such weird orders.”

      “I heard Achlys is gone,” Roy said.

      Aggy remained relaxed, her elbows on the back of the couch. “Where’d you hear that?”

      “When a master vampire dies to mutiny, word gets around.”

      “Mutiny?” Aggy laughed. “Mutiny in the Paradisos! Like that would ever happen!” She probably laughed a little too loud, a little too long.

      In truth, it had been mutiny. Achlys had let an unseelie sidhe into her murder, and it had turned out that Shawn Wyn was exactly as much a vampire-hating psychopath as everyone had worried. He’d only played along with vampire politics to get close to leadership.

      Shawn Wyn was dead now. He no longer posed a threat to the vampires of Las Vegas.

      But when Shawn had gone down, he’d dragged Achlys into death with him.

      Mohinder was a much better master. He wasn’t as scary as Achlys, who’d slunk around in those Elvira-like dresses with her Corpse Bride figure. That ability had been useful for conquering; striking fear into the hearts of her people was the reason Achlys had earned her monopoly over Vegas. But in the long term, constant terror was exhausting. Aggy was glad Achlys was gone.

      There was no way Aggy would corroborate rumors of a coup with vampires from other murders. It made the Paradisos look too weak. “Dana McIntyre took Achlys down,” Aggy said. “Staked seventeen of her personal security members and then took down the master herself.”

      “McIntyre?” Roy exchanged looks with Sergio. “We’ve heard about her.”

      “Bet you have. She’s going to kill all of us if we let her run wild.” That was the Paradisos’s official statement on Dana McIntyre, and their attitude toward the Hunting Club at large. Had to make sure to color them as villains, not heroes. Rumors had a way of making history.

      “Are you saying Achlys let her run wild?” Sergio asked.

      “Doesn’t matter what Achlys did because Mohinder won’t,” Aggy said. “He’s working with the LVMPD to shut her crew down. It won’t be long before Vegas is safe for all of us.” All of us meaning, of course, vampires.

      “And that’s why you needed a massive shipment of contraband,” Roy said dully. Sarcastically. “Because Mohinder’s got everything under control.”

      “Trade time.” Aggy’s words were muffled through the smoke billowing from her dry lungs.

      Roy glanced around the patio. “You’re sure about here?”

      “One hundred percent,” Aggy said. There was so much smoke that she couldn’t make out the people at the nearest couches. Throw in the deejay’s flashing lights, and even vampires wouldn’t see anything. And the gulls wouldn’t care either.

      Momoe set her suitcase next to the first one. Roy took hers. Aggy took the heavy one.

      That was that. Sale finished.

      Roy stood watch as Sergio gave the cash a cursory counting. He didn’t have the time or the privacy to pull everything out for a more accurate inventory.

      “It’s all there,” Aggy said.

      “You better hope it is. Lucifer knows how to find you guys if you’re trying to scam him.”

      “All this paranoia.” Momoe sneered openly. “Imaginary cash shortfalls, or imaginary seagull-shifters listening to us talk. Nobody’s even looking!”

      “Almost nobody,” said a woman who came to stand up at the edge of the table.

      Aggy hadn’t seen her coming.

      She caught only a glimpse of the woman out the corner of her eye: the short hair bleached white, tipped with temporary blue dye; the thick thighs that indicated a woman who wasn’t shy about putting on muscle; the single metal gauntlet she wore with jeans and her tattered Metallica tee.

      “Run!” Momoe spat at Aggy. The witch’s hands plunged into her purse—an oversized bag made of the same fabric as the carry-on.

      When she pulled her hands out, she was holding ribbons.

      Dana McIntyre bared her teeth. Her canines were slender and elongated, just as Achlys’s had once been. “Don’t even think about it, asshole.” She touched her ear and said, “Now.”

      All the lights at the hookah lounge went off. Streetlights, casino lights, everything on the block—totally black.

      Aggy’s eyes were as good as any vampire’s, but her pupils still needed time to adjust. Going from light to darkness left her blinded. Her fingers fumbled on the strap for the suitcase, and she tripped over a half-dozen couches trying to run for the exit.

      Momoe screamed. “Fuck! Stop!”

      Her cries were punctuated by snarls and shrieks, some of which came from Lucifer’s guys. Roy and Sergio weren’t Aggy’s problem anymore. They’d received the cash, and she had the package from Lucifer. If McIntyre was killing them…whatever.

      The only thing that mattered now was getting the suitcase to Mohinder.

      So Aggy ran.

      She was a good runner. Fast. There was a reason she’d been handling trades like these for as long as the Paradisos had existed.

      Problem was that the suitcase was really fucking heavy.

      Even Aggy’s undead muscles could only handle hauling that thing for a couple seconds. Then she had to drop it to its wheels, and it was smashing into tables, sending hookahs and coals to the ground, making mortals scatter.

      It took full-body effort to haul it over the fence ringing the edge of the patio. Still less time than it would have taken to find the exit in the darkness, though.

      People were still screaming.

      But it was getting quieter. Like a certain vampire hunter had already killed Lucifer’s guys and was now moving in Aggy’s direction.

      “Fuck,” Aggy panted, racing down the uneven sidewalk toward the nearest lights she could see. Caesar’s Palace wasn’t far. She could disappear into its depths, jump behind the shopping mall into the employee hallways, go underground.

      Her mind ran the calculations as her feet did everything else. A vampire on synth blood was usually three times as fast as a human at top speed. Blood virgins were still mostly human. Even if Dana McIntyre was running ten miles an hour, and the suitcase slowed Aggy to twenty, she had one heck of a head start.

      And Caesar’s Palace really was so close.

      Aggy almost got there.

      But she hesitated at the crosswalk, trying to decide if the pedestrian bridge would be faster or what. An instant of hesitation shouldn’t have made a huge difference. Not with vamp speed against a blood virgin.

      Yet when she hesitated, she heard pounding footsteps.

      Then a force collided with Aggy’s back. She hit the sidewalk. Rough hands—one bare, one gauntleted—flipped her onto her back, and knees pinned down her arms. “It’s impossible!” Aggy gasped, squirming underneath Dana McIntyre’s pressure.

      “Shut up, bloodless.” McIntyre yanked a wooden stake out of her belt.

      The power on the block flared to life, bathing the hunter in light from the nearest casinos. She was still white-haired. Still wearing the gauntlet. She was also wearing ash now—heavy gray ash clinging to her shirt and jeans. McIntyre’s eyes were as colorless as her cheeks.

      “You still haven’t been drinking,” Aggy said. “You’re turning into a vampire, but you—”

      She never got to finish that thought.

      The huntress buried the stake in her heart.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dana McIntyre wasn’t known for being a patient soul. She’d already wasted ten minutes more on this operation than she’d planned. Hence why the lights were already back on. Penny could only override the city power grid for so long.

      If she hadn’t lost those extra minutes to fighting bloodsuckers at the hookah lounge, then she would have already had the suitcase back at the Hunting Lodge, where her techs would be opening it carefully for analysis. But Dana had lost those ten minutes, and her patience was gone with it.

      As soon as Aggy was reduced to ash, Dana opened the suitcase.

      Dana’s night vision was improved relative to human eyes. The world without sunlight had gotten bright in recent weeks. Bright, but colorless.

      That was why she didn’t recognize what was in the suitcase at first. Dana had to open one of the little transparent boxes and hold the block of material inside in order to figure out that yes, these really were little hunks of gray-colored metal.

      Not drugs. Not weapons.

      Metal.

      “The fuck is this?” Dana muttered, lifting one of the cubes to her nose. It didn’t smell like anything. Didn’t react to the thumb ring that was supposed to light up when hostile magic was nearby, either.

      For some reason, the Paradisos had been buying metal from Lucifer, and it wasn’t enchanted. Just heavy.

      “Seriously?” Dana asked the night sky. A raven had landed on the edge of the nearest roof, his chest feathers ruffled, his beady black eye glistening. “Metal? You wanted me to intercept metal?”

      “Kene nothi!”

      Dana turned to face the speaker a half-second too late.

      She was engulfed in magical fog. It burned her skin, prickling like a thousand tiny bees. Probably would have hurt even worse if she’d still been alive.

      Momoe Esquerer was shooting the magic from the sidewalk, hands flung outward, clutching ribbons in both fists. The ribbons ignited when the magical fog ended. They dissolved, taking the runes with them.

      Dana wiped her hands over her skin. There was nothing to rub off, since the magic had already faded. “Was that supposed to hurt?”

      Momoe’s beady eyes tracked over Dana. She obviously inventoried Dana’s colorless eyes, her pallor, her speed and ease of movement. She came to the same conclusion that Aggy had moments before getting staked.

      No matter how hard Dana denied it, the legendary vampire hunter was turning into one of the undead. But she was still a blood virgin. Without drinking human blood, she was weak.

      “Try this on for size,” Momoe said, yanking another spool of ribbon out of her purse.

      Magic activated before Dana could take three steps.

      Flaming light blazed over her.

      That hurt.

      Dana had been exposed to daylight a couple times accidentally, and she’d become painfully familiar with how it felt for her dead skin to start boiling. She could feel the blisters even without looking down. But this was a thousand times worse, a thousand times more intense. It seared to her bones.

      She tumbled to the concrete slope and slid a few inches back toward the suitcase. Scraping on the ground didn’t make the flames go out; magic ensured that it burned inside of her.

      She managed to slap her earpiece. “Anthony!”

      Momoe cackled as she stepped closer. “Cry all you want. They won’t be here in time.” She had more ribbons—white cloth that swayed in front of Dana’s eyes. “You won’t get Mohinder’s delivery.” She punctuated that statement with a forceful, “Ack!”

      Her feet vanished.

      So did the dangling ribbons.

      The last thing that Dana saw before she passed out was a dark, winged form descending upon her, oversized feet extended to close around her body.

      Damn, she thought. I’ve been saved.

      And then she was out.
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      Dana woke up in a grave. Again. Just like every other night since she’d died.

      She shoved the lid of her coffin aside and sat up. She was in her not-so-final resting place within the catacombs of the Holy Nights Cathedral. It was a triadist enclave that happened to travel freely throughout the dimension. It usually hung out on the East Coast of the North American Union, but lately it had stuck around Vegas. Dana suspected that the church would remain firmly rooted there until she was perma-dead, which she planned on happening sooner rather than later.

      For now, it was home.

      She was unpleasantly surprised to find someone waiting in her room when she woke. Or something, to be more precise. Unseelie magic prevented people from entering Dana’s room when she slept, but it didn’t keep gargoyles out. Gargoyle’s weren’t people.

      This gargoyle was Dale Junior: Brother Lincoln Marshall’s favorite bodyguard, occasional steed, and titleholder for the World’s Ugliest Dog 2034. Dale Junior was as tall as a guy sitting on another guy’s shoulders, and three times as thick. His gray skin could have been stiff leather or weirdly supple rock. His silhouette made orcs like Penny look downright anemic. The clawed feet Dana had glimpsed before passing out were affixed to his chunky-ass ankles.

      Dale Junior was distinguishable from the cathedral’s other resident gargoyles by the number of chips missing from his chest and face. Lincoln landed in the line of fire often enough that his gargoyle sponged damage, and gargoyles could only be repaired with specialized sorcery found in the Middle Worlds. There weren’t a lot of options for fixing him topside.

      Once in a while, Lincoln took Dale Junior for a trip down south, and he came back solid again. But the gargoyle would get all chipped up again within a few weeks. He was always an ugly fuck.

      “I didn’t need saving,” Dana told Dale Junior.

      Characteristically, he didn’t reply. He was a gargoyle. A statue animated by magic. Definitely not sentient, and therefore immune to snark.

      Dana clambered out of her grave. Her clothes were still caked with ash from the vamps she’d killed. She grinned as she peeled the shirt off over her head, recalling the ways that she’d killed Roy and Sergio.

      “Did you know some breeds of vampires turn to ash if you yank their skulls off their spines?” Dana asked Dale Junior. “And did you know that even blood virgins are strong enough to yank skulls off of spines?”

      Dale Junior’s gray eyes stared blankly at the wall.

      She wiggled her jeans down her butt, kicked off her undies. They were the same hole-riddled pair from Target she’d been wearing all week. If there was one upside to vampirism, it was a distinct lack of discharge from her holes. The only blood that got her undies dirty came from the people she killed. Even then, vamps didn’t bleed that much. Cue way less laundry than usual.

      Dana still managed to get dirty through the normal course of business. She’d recently wrassled with an informant in a gutter, so she had something slimy in her hair. And of course Lucifer’s guys had rudely ashed all over her, which had a habit of sticking to cotton.

      “So fucking rude, how they exploded everywhere,” Dana said.

      Dale Junior said nothing.

      She walked naked down to the monks’ showers. Nobody was using them now. Ascetics didn’t bathe too often, so she was alone in enjoying their cavernous magical bathroom. Mosaics partially covered the floor, and steaming water shot out of a crack where decorative soaps had been conveniently placed in a basket. Lincoln said that their water came from a hot springs, but he’d been vague about where, exactly, that hot springs was located. Dana seriously doubted it originated from Nevada. Probably came from the Himalayas or something. Magic was weird like that.

      Dana stood in the spray. Mud tracked down her bare feet as dirt sluiced off of her flesh, which was the same shade of gray as granite at this point.

      Really, she didn’t look that different from Dale Junior.

      “Although I use more moisturizer than a boulder like you,” she told the gargoyle, cracking herself up. Her laughs echoed off the bathroom cave walls.

      He remained in the hallway, immobile.

      Moisturizer wasn’t going to do much for the wounds Dana had sustained at the hands of Momoe Esquerer. That magic must have been tailored to boil vampires. Had Dana drunk any human blood since transitioning, it might have ashed her as impressively as Roy and Sergio. Instead, her skin was blistered like she’d showered in a deep fryer.

      When she stuck her arms into the hot springs, some of the skin sluiced off with the mud.

      “Pretty, very pretty.” It was easy to be flippant when she didn’t have a strong sense of pain anymore. “Hey Dale, can you get a word to Edie? I need a patch job.” Edie was the not-evil counterpart to Momoe. She served as healer at the Hunting Lodge.

      Dale Junior wasn’t good at taking orders from anyone but Lincoln Marshall. He didn’t respond to her orders except to stare.

      “Pervert.” Dana flung her towel in his face. He didn’t pull it off, so he functioned excellently as a towel rack while she jogged back to her room, jiggly bits flopping around the way they always had. Even if she was kinda skinned.

      She found a monk waiting outside her bedroom. Lincoln Marshall couldn’t seem to decide if he wanted to laugh or scold her for running around naked. He pulled his cowboy hat low over his eyes. “Dana…”

      “You’re welcome,” she said, shaking her blistered boobs at him as she headed inside.

      He didn’t follow.

      Dana called back, “It’s okay, man. Come in. I’ll get dressed.”

      Lincoln stood in the doorway as Dana wiggled into a cleaner pair of jeans. “You look bad.”

      “What? You’re not into pustules?” She twisted her arm to look at the worst of the boiling. “Are they pustules if they aren’t filled with pus? I don’t think I can make pus.”

      “What were you thinking last night?” It looked like Lincoln had his arms folded disapprovingly across his chest, but it was hard to tell, since he was all tucked inside his monk robe. “Do you think that you should be interrupting drug deals in this condition? You’re a damn vampire.”

      “I’m not much of a vampire.” She was as little a vampire as Nissa Royal, in fact. Who was now rumored to be the highest lieutenant in the Paradisos. A very influential non-vampire.

      Lincoln wasn’t amused by her flippant responses. His expression had gone nearly as stony as Dale Junior’s. “You planned to die once you got your revenge on Achlys.”

      “I still plan to die.” No doubt about that. “But I gotta dismantle the entire Paradisos murder first.” Her head got stuck pulling on her t-shirt, and she had to pop a couple seams to get it down over her ears. Only then did she realize it was a t-shirt belonging to Penny. It was for San Diego Comic Con 2025.

      “I know your plans,” Lincoln said. “I don’t reckon this is the most effective way to do it. You’re squashing ants when you need to torch the whole hill.”

      “You in a hurry for me to die? You coulda let Momoe Esquerer spit-fry my ass.”

      “I could have. But then all the hard work Brianna and I have put into making the shot would be for nothing, and I hold out some naive hope that’s going to magically work.”

      He’d been slaving over the empty vial that had held a cure for vampire blood virgins. Dana had seen him working with the other monks in the apothecary at all hours of day and night, trying to figure out exactly what had gone into Harold Hopkins’s masterwork.

      It wasn’t a cure. Not exactly. It would cure Dana as long as she didn’t drink human blood, sure, but a drop of it would poison any vampire who’d finished the transition. Dana had gotten to see how it killed Achlys, the master vampire. It hadn’t been pretty. She’d ended up having more in common with beef jerky than a human.

      The fact that the sorta-cure was such an amazing weapon only made Dana want it more desperately.

      They called it the Garlic Shot. Garlic only fucked with a couple vampire breeds, but Dana had called it that once, and it had stuck. She’d even heard Brianna calling it a Garlic Shot, and Brianna didn’t have a sense of humor. So it was a good name.

      “Any progress on the Garlic Shot?” Dana asked.

      “Not really,” Lincoln said shortly. “That’s why I’m asking about your plans to die.” Anyone else would have sugarcoated it for her. Anyone else would have encouraged her to just hang in there, sport, because even a sliver of a chance at life was better than dying forever.

      Not Lincoln. He was a triadist with roots in evangelical Catholicism, and he’d taken religion seriously long before renting out a cell in a traveling cathedral.

      Killing people was evil. Drinking blood was evil. All vampires—including Dana—were evil.

      It was nice to see eye-to-eye with someone.

      Dana clapped a hand on Lincoln’s shoulder. “You’ll be the first to know when I’m ready to get dead. Mostly because you might have to do the killing for me. I’m harder to take down than I thought.”

      “Will do,” he said, tipping his hat at her.

      Cool guy, that Brother Lincoln Marshall.

      Upstairs in the nave, where all the worship happened, Brianna and Anthony were chilling in front of the pews. It was the biggest patch of empty floor in the church, and therefore the only place to do group work.

      The Hunting Lodge had much better workspaces, but Dana had been trying to keep up her usual work schedule. She could only help with work during daytime if she didn’t have to venture into sunlight. That meant no leisurely strolls down the Strip toward the Hunting Lodge.

      “No Penny?” Dana asked, turning a chair around to straddle it.

      “She’s at the Lodge,” Anthony said.

      Dana didn’t ask more questions than that. Things had been strained with Penny ever since she’d decided she’d rather divorce her wife than finish her transition to vampire. Penny was a consummate professional who was still doing her job. She was the one who’d powered down the Mirage to help Dana surprise her enemies, and she was still churning the best weapons out of her forge. But she didn’t see Dana if she didn’t have to. Aside from initial divorce proceedings, Dana hadn’t been in the same room as Penny for weeks.

      “It’s iron,” Brianna declared. “Definitely iron.” She had several samples from the stolen suitcase on the table in front of her.

      They’d already known that the metal inside of the suitcase was iron. The question had been whether it was laced, or if the bars had something in their cores, or if they were enchanted with magic that Dana’s ring couldn’t detect.

      “Just iron,” Brianna said pointedly, shooting a look at Dana.

      “How many sidhe are in Vegas these days?” Anthony asked. “One? Two?”

      “However many there used to be, minus the unseelie enforcer I decapitated with gunshots to the brain,” Dana said.

      “Whether or not we’ve got sidhe in the neighborhood, iron’s federally illegal to trade in these quantities,” Brianna said. “This much pure, concentrated iron in one spot is worth six figures on the black market. You could coat enough bullets to take down half of the Autumn Court just with what we’ve got on the table.”

      It was an impressive smuggling operation. The potential devastation was far greater than if she’d caught the vamps trading drugs, as she’d first suspected.

      There was only one problem.

      “Who’d want this much iron when there’s no sidhe in Vegas?” Dana asked.

      “The Paradisos, obviously,” Brianna said.

      “We managed to identify the vampire who’d been escorting Momoe Esquerer.” Anthony pushed a tablet at Dana. A photo of the vampire, Aggy, had been screencapped from security footage. It was low resolution and blurry. But definitely the vamp that Dana had staked. “We’ve suspected she’s with the Paradisos for years, but rolling with Esquerer confirms it. We can link a lot of old drug trade to the Paradisos now.”

      “For all the good that will do.” Brianna started packing the iron into a locked Turtle Case. She’d have to surrender it to the LVMPD, whose iron stores had been low since someone had robbed the precinct’s armory earlier that summer. “Mohinder’s running the Paradisos. Any crimes predating Achlys’s death can’t be used against him.”

      “It might stop his mayoral run in its tracks,” Anthony said.

      Dana rubbed her chin thoughtfully. She doubted that Tormid would have tipped her off on the trade of iron if he’d just been hoping to blow the election. The dangerous aura surrounding vampires was ninety percent of the appeal; putting Mohinder in charge of a murder known for trafficking drugs only made him sexier to voters.

      No. There was another reason that Achlys’s shifter boyfriend had wanted Dana intercepting the iron.

      Their partnership wasn’t friendly. It wasn’t much of a partnership, either. It had kicked off when Tormid appeared at the cathedral’s doorstep the night after Achlys died and tried to assassinate Dana. He’d done a pretty good job of the attempt. Nearly took off Dana’s head with a snap of that enormous raven beak.

      But as morons liked to say, the enemy of an enemy is friendship material. Tormid was bitter about losing Achlys. He wanted to destroy the Paradisos. Conveniently, so did Dana. Every single vampire in the Las Vegas metro area belonged to the Paradisos; it stood to reason that destroying the murder would destroy or reveal the Fremont Slasher too.

      Once Dana and Tormid realized how similar their goals were, the assassination attempt had turned into drinks at a nearby bar. Then it had turned into brainstorming. And they had agreed that there was only one way to take down the Paradisos as a whole: take away their money. A desperate murder would get sloppy, they thought. They’d get more brazen committing crimes.

      Dana and Tormid would collect enough evidence to get the OPA to daylight bomb the city, killing every single vampire inside its borders.

      Intercepting a drug deal had seemed like a good start for building a case.

      Except Dana hadn’t intercepted drugs at all.

      “I’ll look into it,” she said eventually.

      “Not right now you won’t.” Brianna thrust her chin toward the windows. It was still sunset outside. “In the meantime, let’s talk Garlic Shot.”

      Anthony transferred some vials over from a portable kitchen island. “We had a breakthrough today while you were sleeping, Dana.”

      Dana eyed Lincoln, who’d thrown aside his robes to sit in a chair in Wranglers. He looked less like a monk and more like he was ready to crack open a cold beer to enjoy an evening on his stoop.

      Lincoln hadn’t mentioned that research into the Garlic Shot had progressed. Only that he wanted Dana dead.

      “Breakthrough, huh?” she asked pointedly.

      “We’ve broken down the last of the component ingredients,” Brianna said. “We now know everything that Harold Hopkins included in his Garlic Shots, which is an impressive mix of stuff that kills vampires. Juniper, hawthorn, wild rose…some industrial-grade solvents…”

      “He did nuanced work,” Anthony said. “He tempered the more intense apotropaics with things like moonstone dust.”

      “But?” Dana asked. The way that they were talking made it clear that there was a but involved.

      “He also used unobtainium,” Lincoln said.

      “Unob…what now? Isn’t that from the bad movie with the blue aliens?”

      “Unobtainium. It’s an element that should be impossible, but exists between lead and bismuth on the periodic table.”

      Impossible indeed. Dana’s adoptive mother had schooled her extensively on the periodic table. Ariane Kavanagh was a witch specializing in potions, and understanding the elements was critical in her line of work. “There’s no element 82.5 and the idea of it is fucking stupid,” Dana said.

      “Lincoln has a gargoyle named after a NASCAR driver,” Brianna pointed out. “We live in a stupid world.”

      “Okay. But…unobtainium?”

      “It exists,” Brianna said firmly. “Human scientists discovered it after Genesis, and it’s named unobtainium in homage to stupid movies like Avatar. We can argue over whether or not this seems scientifically accurate to a layman or you can accept that it exists but we still can’t find any. A few microns of it are worth millions.”

      Dana’s eyebrows lifted. “Wow.”

      “How Harold Hopkins got it, we don’t know,” Brianna said. “Best guess is that Hardwick Research let him use some for the sake of research. We don’t have the resources he did. We also don’t have Harold Hopkins because…you know, he’s dead.”

      Dana examined the cathedral’s flying buttresses with great interest. She’d killed Harold Hopkins after he rose as a vampire. It was her fault that his dead body wasn’t still ambulating and sharing scientific information.

      She had no regrets. Hopkins hadn’t wanted to be a vampire any more than she did.

      “You see the problem?” Lincoln asked. “Unobtainium is crazy rare. There’s no chance that we’ll make another Garlic Shot.”

      “Unless we do,” Anthony said. He was typing wildly at a laptop, his fingers flying over the keyboard.

      “We do?” Brianna asked.

      “Hardwick Research does.” He stopped typing to turn his laptop around. He was on Google Maps, zoomed in on what looked like an empty patch of desert. “I correlated recent mining activity with shipments to Hopkins’s former lab. It looks like they’ve got an unobtainium mine in south-central Nevada.”

      “You extrapolated all that, cobwebs-for-brains?” Dana asked.

      “Yes, I am sometimes capable of more than punching vampires in their ugly faces.” Anthony yanked his laptop back. “This mine has been shut down for a couple of months. Looks like it was no longer yielding minerals in high enough quantities to make its operation profitable.”

      Brianna stood. “But that doesn’t mean there’s no minerals left.”

      “Exactly.” Anthony slammed the lid shut and grinned at Dana. “Wanna see if we can find some unobtainium?”

      She glanced at the stained-glass windows. They were casting fragmented red-and-orange light over the opposite wall, signaling the dying gasps of sunset. Within a few minutes, Holy Nights Cathedral would be in total darkness, and there would be nothing to stop Dana from heading out to the Nevada desert.

      If there was unobtainium in the mine, then maybe she’d get to come home to Penny as a human.

      “Let’s go,” Dana said.
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      It felt weird to be working with Anthony again. Dana had been rolling solo in recent weeks. Prowling bars adjacent to the Strip, punching her way through her various contacts, trying to figure out how the Paradisos had restructured now that Achlys was dead. Information was paltry and business felt unsatisfying.

      Being with Anthony felt right, even if he was sleeping in the passenger’s seat of Dana’s lifted pickup. The old fuck snored like a chainsaw chugging through redwoods and he sweated all over her Hello Kitty seat covers. And that was exactly how Dana wanted it. It actually made her happy to see his stupid Ricky Ricardo mustache twitching as he dreamed.

      “We’re here,” Dana said.

      Anthony’s mustache stopped twitching. “Go away.”

      “Get up or I’ll eat you,” she said.

      “Eat me so I can go back to sleep.” He rolled over and rubbed his face in Hello Kitty’s on the headrest. He’d reclined the chair enough to make it basically flat.

      “Okay. How’s this? Get up or I’ll stay parked until morning, and you’ll wake to a driver’s seat full of ash so you have to go back to the city alone.”

      He shot a venomous look at Dana over his shoulder. “Not funny.”

      “Your sense of humor’s more anemic than I am.” She leaped out of her pickup.

      Taylor Town was one of Nevada’s many ghost towns. This particular location was two hours north-northeast of Vegas, and it had enjoyed explosive growth when prospectors had realized that them there hills had new gold veins after Genesis.

      The easily accessible gold had been stripped within a couple of years, but not before a boomtown had sprung up around the mine to support the miners’ families. There were two schools, a whole lot of abandoned manufactured homes, a gas station, and even an old post office.

      At this point in 2034, there was nothing but abandoned buildings and Dana’s tire tracks.

      “Hey look,” Anthony said, shambling out of her passenger’s seat. He slammed the door and tossed beer cans that had fallen onto the ground through the window to ensure they didn’t litter. “It’s a town as emotionally empty as you are.”

      “All towns are emotionally empty. Towns don’t have emotions.”

      “That’s true, towns are way nicer than you,” he said.

      “I’ve never pretended to be nice.”

      They headed up to the mining base. There were administrative offices on the ground level, not far outside the town’s only trailer park. Everything was dusty and boarded up. Didn’t look like anyone had worked the area in at least a year. Even the hills on the horizon, just beyond a lonely line of telephone poles, looked sort of glum.

      Her boot heel lashed out. It shattered the lock to the administrative offices. “See?” Dana said. “Not nice at all. I’m actually a huge asshole who breaks locks instead of taking time to pick them.”

      The computers within were new models, and the workspaces were sparse. There was little need for local equipment at an operation run by a big corp like Hardwick Research.

      Dana had to use one of Brianna’s hexes to open a warded desk drawer. There was a keycard inside.

      “I don’t think Penny married an asshole,” Anthony said.

      She headed out into the hot Nevada night. Southern Nevada liked to cling to its heat, and it was at least thirty-two degrees Celsius even though midnight was fast approaching. “Are you saying I’ve turned into an asshole? Are you trying to edge toward some kind of statement? I’m too much of a moron for this passive aggression, Anthony. Be plain.”

      “Oh, fuck off,” he said. “You’re as much a moron as I am.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Gimme the key card, fuck-face,” Anthony said. She did. They headed up the slope into the nearest of the hills, taking a dirt road that had crumbled into pebbles. “You know I’d never call you an asshole or a moron.”

      “That’s because you’re a pussy bitch.” Dana made a point not to use gendered insults like pussy or bitch most of the time, but Anthony had known her a long time, and he knew that if she was being misogynistic in her language that she was pissed. It was a low-effort way to express her frustration with her near and dear. And Anthony, Ricky Ricardo ‘stache aside, was both of those things.

      He swiped the key card outside a door that would have been suitable for Fort Knox. It was set into the side of a hill, and boarded up like a mine that had been abandoned ever since the nineteenth century. “I’d call you remote.”

      “Remote? If I was a remote, then TVs would—”

      “Don’t,” Anthony said. “Don’t get snarky.” The door swung open.

      “I can’t help it. I’m so good at sarcasm.” Dana followed him in, glancing around the entrance. It looked like a mine. Concrete hole in the ground with cheap fluorescent lights and rust-stained walls. It was as far from the opulent crap on the Strip as humanly possible. “So where do you think we should look for unobtainium? Should we go down into the ground, or, say, down into the ground?”

      “Down into the ground,” Anthony said.

      There was an elevator. Its cage rattled when they got in, and Dana was pleasantly surprised that it actually responded when she hit a button. They lurched into motion.

      “Still got power to the town,” she said. “Someone must have been here recently.”

      “Or the Hardwicks have the kind of ‘fuck you’ money where they can leave mines operational when nobody’s in them,” Anthony said.

      “Either way. Too bad there’s no button for ‘unobtainium vein.’” Dana snorted. “Unobtainium.”

      “You laugh so easily at something that can save your ass,” he said.

      “I laugh at a lot of things.”

      “It’s easy to laugh when you’re emotionally remote.”

      Back to that word. Remote. Dana glared at Anthony’s face, especially his receding hairline. The cage of the mine elevator let light slide over him as they descended into the deeper, quieter levels of the mine. “This is about Penny, huh?” Dana asked.

      Anthony had always been a big fan of Penny and Dana as a couple. He had walked Dana down the aisle in lieu of her actual biological father. He’d even organized Penny’s bridal shower.

      According to Anthony, Penny was exactly what Dana needed. The orc was sensitive and fragile emotionally, but with boundaries like fucking barbed-wire fences. Her self-respect was through the roof. Probably the reason Penny had been so fast to issue ultimatums. She wouldn’t put up with bullshit from Dana, and Anthony thought that it was good Penny held Dana to such high standards.

      Dana thought he was a fucking traitor for siding with a random orc instead of the human girl he’d helped raise.

      But you know, whatever.

      “We can breathe,” Dana pointed out.

      “I can, yes,” Anthony said.

      She made a big show of inhaling and exhaling. “Look at all this breathing I’m doing. I wasn’t sure we’d be able to this deep in a mine.”

      “Don’t you hear it?” He cupped a hand behind his ear. “Listen close. Ignore the elevator.”

      Dana didn’t have to try to ignore the elevator. It landed on the bottommost level of the mine at that moment, groaning and rattling, and it got a lot quieter without the creaking of the chains.

      Without the elevator noises, she could hear it.

      Ventilation.

      “Power and ventilation,” Dana mused aloud. She drew an enchanted knife from her belt. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Someone’s been here recently,” Anthony said.

      Yep. That was exactly what Dana had been thinking.

      Which led her into another train of thought that was even less pleasant.

      “There won’t be any unobtainium on site,” she said.

      Anthony’s lips pressed into a grim line. “Let’s take a look-see.”

      They looked. They saw.

      The unobtainium vein had been mined at the rear of the bottommost level. The Hardwicks must have struck it by total accident. If not for the nearby source of groundwater, they never would have found it.

      “I don’t know much about mining,” Anthony said, flicking on a light switch to illuminate some of the workspaces around the machinery, “but this kind of looks like it’s been stripped.” The tumblers, belts, and relays looked freshly oiled and operational. The walls themselves were nothing but rock.

      The smooth lines of the walls looked to have been worn down by a combination of magic and mechanics. Charms that probed the deeper stone remained in position, but they were dim, indicating no more minerals to be mined.

      Dana felt similarly dim. And annoyed.

      “Who’d even want unobtainium except us?” she asked.

      “You could buy small nations with a handful of it,” Anthony said.

      “Okay, aside from the megalomaniacs.”

      “Fuck, who knows?” He flung his hands in the air. “Let’s take a look in the office. See if we can find anything about what happened here.”

      The foreman had worked in a metal structure bolted to the cavern’s roof, supported by I-beams and scaffolding thicker around than Dana’s waist. Her stolen keycard opened his door.

      Inside was silent other than the murmuring of the ventilation system. His desk was scattered with paper. The window overlooking the machinery had its blinds closed.

      Dana flopped into his chair.

      “Let’s see what Foreman Whatsisface was up to,” she muttered, opening his drawers to pull out the most recent paperwork.

      Anthony remained by the window, peering through the slit his fingers made in the blinds. White-blue fluorescent bars splashed over his eyes, stupid mustache, and sweaty collarbone. “Penny’s not happy.”

      “Don’t worry about Penny. She just hasn’t been the same since, you know…” Dana tried to say the words, but it was hard. She had to take a breath before she could say, “Penny hasn’t been the same since the Fremont Slasher.” Expelling the name made her stomach lurch.

      “You haven’t been the same either.” Anthony let the blinds shut. “Four years, Dana. It’s been four years since you beat him.”

      Dana stared blankly at the paperwork on the foreman’s desk. “Did I?”

      “Yes.” He flopped into the chair by the filing cabinet, flipping his knife open to clean under his fingernails. “There haven’t been any murders since you found the Slasher’s hideout. You saved a lot of lives by finding him—and by finding Penny.”

      “Who’s been sending me locks of her hair, then?” Dana asked.

      “How many enemies do you have who might like to fuck with your head?” Anthony asked. “Penny gets a haircut at the same barbershop every six weeks. Anyone could sweep it up and mail it to you as a threat. You want to think it’s the Fremont Slasher so you won’t have to get over what happened.”

      Dana didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure that she had a response.

      “You can’t blame her for being changed by what she experienced,” he went on. “You can’t blame yourself, either. But you’re not going to fix anything with the two of you until you air this shit out.”

      “I don’t remember signing up for marital therapy. I’m looking for unobtainium, not inner peace.” Her fists slammed into the top of the desk. The foreman’s pens jumped. “I won’t find inner peace until I kill all the vampires in Clark County.”

      “Or until you accept the fact that the Fremont Slasher isn’t still out there.” Arguably, his tone was gentle. He was being nice about this, broaching the one subject that Dana had declared to be off-limits ever since she’d rescued Penny from the hideout of a sadistic, serial-killing vampire.

      No matter how gentle his face was, no matter how much sympathy glowed in his baby browns, Dana felt attacked. She decided the only way to make Anthony stop talking was to ignore him. “Look at this.” She lifted a paper to show him. “Seems like the mine was operational three weeks ago. Someone was working down here.”

      “You’re changing the subject.”

      “You’re the one trying to be Mr. Fix-It when all I’m looking for is a cure.”

      Anthony rolled his eyes, rubbed the sweat off his forehead. He was dripping. “I understand why you’d be afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid of anything,” Dana said. She meant it. She’d faced down monsters migrating from the Nether Worlds who were as big as the Luxor 2, and she’d shared brewskis with the gods a couple three times. Dana didn’t fear anything or anyone.

      But when she remembered realizing that Penny was gone…

      Realizing that Penny had been taken by a known serial killer…

      Finding her in that dark pit underground, caged with a whole lot of dead bodies…

      “It’s okay to be afraid,” Anthony said, his eyes glossy, his shoulders slack. He wiped his forehead dry again. Sweat popped back onto his skin instantly. “Does it feel kinda stuffy in here?”

      Dana felt fine. “Think you’re being a pussy again.”

      “I’m going out to get some air.” He pushed off the chair.

      Anthony only made it a couple steps before his knees buckled.

      He caught himself on the desk.

      Faintly, he said, “Damn.”

      Then he lost his grip and crashed onto his shoulder on the floor.

      Dana was on him within seconds. She turned him over, tipped his chin back, listened for airflow. He was barely breathing.

      It occurred to her that she hadn’t attempted to breathe like a human in several minutes.

      Dana inhaled deeply. Whatever filled her lungs wasn’t just oxygen. She coughed it back out, swiping the back of her wrist over her lips. A vampire didn’t need to breathe, but that didn’t mean she wanted to inhale whatever the fuck that was into her body. It tasted sour, bitter.

      Only when Dana realized the air wasn’t right did she also realize how quiet it was.

      The ventilation had turned off.

      They were a mile underground.

      “Fuck,” Dana said.

      She jammed the shipping invoice into her pocket, scooped Anthony into her arms, and kicked open the door to the office.

      The lights to the mining equipment turned off. It was dark. Like, pitch-black dark. So dark that even her sensitive vampire eyes didn’t have anything to pick up.

      “Fuck,” she said again, more passionately.

      Where are the stairs?

      There was a clank, and then something began to throb steadily. Metal ground against metal. Stones ground against gears and dropped to rubber conveyor belts.

      Somebody had turned on the machines.

      Dana wasn’t alone.

      But Anthony was cradled in her arms, barely breathing, and she couldn’t see the way to the surface. She tossed him over her shoulder. Turned on her phone’s flashlight.

      The circle of light fell on the belts, sending rocks through the grinders. She swept the light around the room, shining it on the dull stone walls, looking for signs of company. Aside from the moving machinery, there was nothing.

      She spotted stairs.

      “Hold tight,” she told Anthony’s head, which was hanging near her butt.

      Dana bolted up the stairs. The higher she climbed, the more she found that she had the urge to breathe.

      Vampires didn’t need oxygen. Vampires. The undead. People who had been filled with venom, murdered, and then fed human blood.

      Blood virgins who still hadn’t fully transitioned were different.

      Dana was not quite dead and not quite alive. She didn’t need to breathe often. But when she exerted herself, her body still needed resources that full vampires could only extract from blood.

      She was feeling tired. Sluggish. Slow.

      Both of them slammed into the elevator cage. She dropped Anthony, and he flopped to the floor, head lolling. His eyes were barely open. His chest expanded. He gasped and coughed like it hurt.

      Dana pressed the button to open the elevator doors.

      Nothing happened.

      “You fucking assholes,” she said. Her unseen enemy had diverted power from the elevators to the machinery.

      Were there stairs? Would she be able to find them in the darkness if she looked, and could she get to the top before Anthony suffocated?

      The elevator shaft was exposed—not a shaft at all. Dana tossed Anthony over her shoulder again and scaled the elevator’s exterior, grabbing the oily chain.

      Her vision was growing foggy. It took a minute for Dana to realize that it wasn’t her eyes getting all fucked up, but particulate filling the air. The gas was coming from the vents. This wasn’t a failure of the ventilation system in the mine. It was a deliberate attempt to kill Dana. Again.

      She gripped the chain and started climbing.

      It was interesting trying to ascend with eighty-two kilos of limp weight obstructing her arm movement, and while her body was trying to decide if the gas was worthy reason to shut down. Dana’s muscles spasmed as she climbed even though the actual strain of it wasn’t difficult. Her head was getting light.

      She wasn’t sure Anthony was still breathing.

      Dana King Kong’d her way to the top level and they rolled to the floor.

      Anthony flopped onto his back. His eyes were shut. His chest wasn’t moving.

      It was still very dark in the mine.

      She grabbed him by the shoulders and dragged him into the moonlight.

      There was no sign of anyone outside. Taylor Town looked as dead as it had on arrival. The only difference was that there was a second set of tire tracks next to Dana’s—but no car to match. Whoever had come was already gone. Hadn’t even had the decency to see if they’d succeeded in killing Dana.

      They had littered, though. After all that care Anthony had taken to clean up Dana’s cans of O’Doul’s, the bad guys had left gas canisters tilted against the outside of the mine. The canisters had giant labels on them. Dana couldn’t tell what gas was inside of them—the printing on the label was too small—but she saw a logo like a campfire encompassed in a box.

      A murderer who left trash in the desert.

      Seriously, biggest asshole ever.

      She slapped Anthony’s cheeks back and forth. “Wake up.”

      His head rolled to either side without regaining consciousness.

      But his heart was beating. Dana could tell his heart was beating because she could see the weak pulse under his jaw—and was it getting weaker, or was she just imagining things?

      No. It’s getting weaker. He’s dying.

      For a moment, she couldn’t tear her eyes away from his throat. Maybe it was because she’d been bloodless too long, or maybe it was because the gas had weakened her, but cravings stirred within Dana. Big time.

      She wanted to kill Anthony. Sink her teeth into his throat, rip it open, drink deep.

      “No!” she growled through her teeth.

      Anthony believed Dana wasn’t evil, even if she was a vampire. He was probably the only person who didn’t hate her these days. She wasn’t going to disappoint him by draining him dry.

      Dana tossed him into the bed of her pickup where she couldn’t eat him. Then she climbed into the driver’s seat, opening the rear window so that she could hear if Anthony died while they were on the road.

      They were two hours from Vegas. Almost two hours from the nearest hospital.

      She gunned it.

      Wind blasted through the windows, whipping her hair around. Anthony gasped and choked in the pickup bed. She nearly swerved off the road in shock.

      “Don’t you fucking die, you prick,” Dana said, reaching back through the window to check his airway.

      His teeth closed on her fingers.

      “Ow!” She yanked it back.

      Anthony’s eyes opened groggily, and he pulled himself up on the window, braced against the truck’s jittering. “Oops,” he groaned. “Sorry. Thought I was being attacked.”

      “You sweaty butt cleavage! The fuck is wrong with you? Getting gassed to unconsciousness, biting your heroic savior—”

      “Aww,” he said, slumping against the window’s frame. He shot a toothy but weak smile at Dana in the rearview mirror. “You weren’t worried about me, were you?”

      “Fuck off,” she said. “Fuck right fucking off with your fucking self.”

      But she finally let out the breath she’d been holding ever since the mine, and for a moment, she let herself feel relief.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Two hours later, Dana found herself standing over Anthony in the Hunting Lodge’s med bay, thinking about how delicious his blood would be.

      She could only imagine it would be tasty as hell. Better than the nicest tequila. Better than Cheesecake Factory. Better than taking a bubble bath with every single one of her sexy ex-girlfriends at the same time during a baby-oil convention.

      Anthony was strong for an old guy, and that strength would be in his blood.

      She was so thirsty.

      “Vampires are the worst,” Dana growled at herself.

      This was why she needed to die. Because she couldn’t watch over her friend—maybe her only real friend—without thinking about killing him. It wasn’t because she was hung up on the ghost of the Fremont Slasher.

      He was still out there, dammit.

      As if drawn to Dana’s mood, Penny knocked on the door and edged inside.

      Anthony would have been thrilled if he’d been conscious. Dana didn’t leave the room, so she and Penny coexisted in the same space, exactly the way that Anthony wanted them to.

      Too bad it took poison gas to do it.

      “He looks awful,” Penny said.

      Dana snorted. “What else is new?” Flippant response aside, Anthony did look like shit. He was almost as colorless as Dana.

      “Will he be okay?” Penny asked, turning to the woman sitting in a chair beside Anthony’s bed.

      “Oh yeah. Dana got him out of the gas in time,” said Edie Ashe. She was the Hunting Club’s healer based in Las Vegas—a woman of Samoan descent who knew more about magical theory than almost anyone. She was also a doctor. Very smart, very beautiful, and very tragically heterosexual. “The human body isn’t a huge fan of pesticides, though. There was damage on the cellular level. I’ve just put him back to sleep so he doesn’t have to feel the magic repairing him.”

      Dana had enjoyed more than a few painful repairs on Edie’s part. Edie was great at magical theory, but not great at painless healing. According to Edie, numbing nerves detracted from the efficacy of the spells for reasons that whooshed right over Dana’s spiky hair.

      Basically, getting a patch job from Edie hurt like a bitch. If sleeping through it were an option in the future, Dana would opt for that.

      “How long is Sleeping Beauty down for the count?” Penny asked.

      “Dozing Dummy will be down for at least twelve hours,” Dana said.

      The orc sighed and bent to press a kiss to Anthony’s forehead. She petted his receding hairline, too. “Poor baby.”

      “Let’s shave his mustache while he sleeps,” Dana suggested.

      Edie laughed. “I won’t interfere as long as you make sure he knows I didn’t accidentally sear it off with magic. I’ve got a reputation to protect.” She loaded her crystals and Book of Shadows into an old-style medical handbag that matched Brianna’s. They’d gotten them at the same thrift store.

      Once Edie left, Penny stared at Dana with obvious discomfort, like there were words she needed to say but couldn’t get out.

      Dana wasn’t one for mushiness. She wasn’t going to tell Penny about all the sleepless days she’d spent wishing she was at home in their condo. She didn’t say that she missed terrifying all-you-can-eat sushi chefs by showing up with Penny at her side. And she didn’t say how much she liked hearing Penny’s voice on the earbud the other night.

      So Dana took the crumpled, sweat-dampened shipping manifest out of her back pocket. “I’ve got a present for you. Here,” she said.

      Penny peeled the pages apart to look at them. “This is from the mine in Taylor Town.”

      “Yep. It was shut down a while back, but someone brought it back online for a short time a couple weeks back. Thinking that they ramped stuff up again to mine more unobtainium.”

      “Maybe because Hardwick Research wanted to supply Harold Hopkins?” Penny asked.

      “Harold Hopkins was already dead by then. Don’t think that order was for him. You want to see if you can get a hold of the Hardwicks to figure out what they’re doing with the unobtainium?”

      “I’ll see what I can do, but you know the Hardwicks.” Penny shrugged helplessly.

      Hardwick Research was run by a mated pair of sidhe named Jaycee and Pierce. They were elusive at best. Unlike most sidhe, they didn’t have interest in elaborate social games or politics. Once the Winter Court had fallen the first time—it had changed hands repeatedly in the last couple decades—the Hardwicks had turtled themselves away from society.

      The Hardwicks continued funding research that saved lives all over the world. They had made breakthroughs on preternatural medicine that nobody else dreamed could exist. But you couldn’t get a hold of them unless you had good reason, and Jaycee Hardwick considered very, very few reasons to be good enough.

      “If anyone can get them, it’s you,” Dana said. “I know that you’ve got friends at Hardwick Industries.”

      “Yeah, their tech departments, not the research side of things,” Penny said. “I’ve got a deal with the head of information systems. They help me with computer stuff and I give them weapons. That’s as far removed from the Hardwicks as assemblymen are from presidents.”

      “It’s better than anyone else has got.”

      “Guess so.” Penny gazed glumly at Anthony. Her green-brown fingers curled around his, offering a squeeze that he wouldn’t feel while unconscious.

      Dana had expected Penny to be a lot more gung-ho about getting the last ingredient for the cure. “You giving up on me?”

      “You gave up on yourself first.” She squeezed Anthony’s hand again and stepped back. “There’s a new body. Charmaine called us.”

      This was about work, not about the divorce. “Vampire?”

      “No, but Charmaine seems to think it’s in our wheelhouse,” Penny said. “She requested you and Anthony specifically.”

      “He’s not going anywhere for a while.” Dana headed out the door, shooting a smile at Penny. “Coming with?”

      Penny’s shoulders sagged when she sighed. “Dana…”

      “Yeah?”

      “Nothing. I’ll come.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It wasn’t immediately obvious why Charmaine summoned the Hunting Club to this murder, or why the police chief would have been there in the first place. Until recently, Chief Villanueva had been doing mostly political stuff. There were more than enough able detectives at the LVMPD to handle the grunt work.

      Yet there was Charmaine waiting at the airship dock, supervising her guys again while Officer Jeffreys struggled not to barf on the murder scene.

      “It’s preternatural-on-human crime,” Charmaine said, greeting Dana with a firm handshake. At least, Dana assumed it was firm. Charmaine used to seem firm about her handshakes, but super-strength had rendered Dana immune. “Come over this way.”

      She lifted the police tape, and Dana and Penny ducked underneath. Penny didn’t duck low enough. One of her horns caught on the tape, nearly snapping it. She blushed as she stumbled away.

      “If you’re here, is this an OPA case?” Dana asked. The Office of Preternatural Affairs had been threatening to get involved in the rivalry between the Paradisos and the Hunting Club. Charmaine had landed smack dab in the middle.

      “No, I’ve gotten them distracted,” Charmaine said. “I convinced Secretary Friederling that Achlys’s death has brought you guys to a detente, so they’re reassessing. Should give us a few days of quiet, at least. Come over this way. Body’s outside.”

      The airship dock was at the top of a spindle west of the Stratosphere. Big cities on the East Coast, where civilization grew vertically, had put similar airship docks on many of their skyscrapers after Genesis, but this was the only one of its kind in Las Vegas. It was a tourist destination, not a method of transportation for important people like in New York.

      There were a lot of similarities to the airship’s dock and the loading platform for the Big Blind Ferris Wheel. The first thing outside of the gates was a colorful bar displaying multitudes of liquor bottles, and a glass case filled with edibles baked to look like Las Vegas monuments. Hoover Dam, the New York New York, that kind of thing. Enormous TV screens displayed drone views of the Nevada desert. When the airships approached, the drones would chase them back so that people could watch.

      Right now, there were no airships incoming or outgoing, no tourists paying too much money for shitty drinks, and nothing of interest on the drone footage.

      There were, however, a whole lot of law enforcement personnel clustered around the open-air platform beyond the bar.

      Charmaine cleared out the crime-scene techs so that Dana had room to look at the body.

      It was a woman. A white human lady. Her body was swathed in an oversized t-shirt with the airship company logo on the chest and frumpy sweatpants. A square of plastic stuck out from under her shirt’s hem. Dana pushed the shirt up to look. “Security badge,” Dana said. “What’s this open?”

      “The security room, appropriately.” Charmaine nodded toward a door marked for employees only. “Our victim performed surveillance. As far as we can tell, she saw something on the cameras that she found alarming. She placed a call to police.”

      “How long ago?”

      “An hour,” Charmaine said.

      “What’d she see?”

      “No clue. The security footage is blank. Whoever killed her also trashed the servers, and since they only do back-ups nightly, today’s footage is gone.”

      “What was her name?” Penny asked, voice soft, eyebrows meeting in the center while the edges of her lips dragged down on either side of her tusks.

      “Irma Stoppard.”

      “Irma.” Penny echoed it quietly, as if trying to memorize the name. She was like that—concerned about the victims so much more than the killers.

      Dana doubted she’d remember this victim’s name longer than five minutes after the murder was resolved.

      “Am I good to get grabby?” Dana asked, and Charmaine nodded. Dana used her gloved fingers to part the clothing and look at the wounds underneath. “Fuck. That’s a weird one.”

      “You see why I called you,” Charmaine said.

      Irma had been killed by slashes deep enough to allow her organs to spill out. Another cut had opened a glistening crimson chasm under her jaw. That was surely the fatal one, since she would have bled out fast from having her jugular severed.

      “What causes a death blow like this?” Dana wondered.

      “I hoped you’d know,” said the chief. “And I’m hoping against hope that the answer isn’t ‘something wielded by a Paradisos vampire,’ because whatever break we’re getting from the OPA won’t last if vampires run wild.”

      Dana barely heard her talking.

      Blood. So much blood.

      Dana hadn’t stopped being thirsty since Anthony had dropped at her feet.

      This was a lot less tempting than Anthony, though. Dana was grateful for the lurch of nausea she felt at the smell and sight of old, tacky blood. Whatever kind of vampire Achlys had been—and whatever kind of vampire Dana was becoming—they weren’t carrion eaters. Cold blood that dribbled from the hour-old wounds of a cadaver did zilch for her.

      She wasn’t used to being so strongly sickened by bodies, though. It was hard to look at the wounds when they made her want to hurl like Officer Jeffreys.

      Dana wondered what would come up if she barfed. She hadn’t eaten in a long time. Maybe stomach lining?

      Probably better not to find out.

      She sat back on her heels, gazing thoughtfully out past the edge of the airship dock. There was a gate that opened once the airships anchored. Beyond that, there was a very long drop that terminated in a landing guaranteed to kill anything short of a werewolf.

      “Irma Stoppard was human?” Dana asked.

      “Lab results will verify,” Charmaine said, “but we don’t have her in our database of preternatural citizens, and her next of kin said she was human when notified.”

      “Good enough for me.” What had this victim seen on the cameras that made her think she should get up from her desk? She was wearing sweatpants. She wasn’t meant to be seen by customers. “They got records of the trips they had scheduled?”

      Charmaine waved to one of the officers. “We’ll grab them.”

      “Good. I’ll wait.” Dana got up and strode from the body to the edge of the fence. She looked over the Strip—the city-within-a-city called Paradise. Vampire territory.

      Oversized magical figures straddled the road, advertising various attractions. The nearest of them was dressed like a horny teenage boy’s fantasy of a Halloween witch. Her ruffled skirts came up in the back to expose a butt the size of a billboard, and she bent forward to press together cleavage adorned by pentagrams. Her pointed hat had “Toil and Trouble” across the brim.

      A new casino was being built between Judex and Grauens, the two properties run by Mohinder. From this angle, Dana had an excellent view of the workers speeding over the scaffolding on its side with preternatural speed. Magic foamed over the exposed beams. Witches and vampires were putting together a new tower for Mohinder. This tower had no windows, not on any of its hundred stories.

      Beyond it all, there was endless suburbia bordered by even more endless desert. Dana could make out the jagged hills. They were a dull red to her acute almost-vampire eyes.

      Nothing remarkable from this angle. But it was the best view of the city. Dana could see everything that she’d dedicated her life to protecting.

      Her eyes tracked down to the road. It was so far away that the city buses looked like pieces in a miniature game of Monopoly.

      “We’ve got the night’s travel records.” Charmaine passed a tablet over to Dana.

      The interface on the company’s proprietary database was clunky, but Dana figured it out after tapping around for a moment. “This one,” she said, pointing at a one-way incoming airship. “Do you see this? It’s different.”

      “It’s a Grand Canyon tour. They only run that once a day,” Charmaine said.

      “But look. Every airship came in to sleep the night before. There’s no record of this one having stayed somewhere overnight, and it doesn’t exist otherwise.”

      “Borrowed from another tour company? I know they subcontract sometimes.”

      “I don’t think so.” Dana’s instincts were telling her that this was more than that. She peered around the airship dock again—the painted concrete pad, the neon over the tower itself, the nearby Stratosphere. “Why not push Irma Stoppard?”

      Charmaine glanced over the safety gate at the road. “Push?”

      “If you want a witness dead so they can’t report on you, it doesn’t matter how you kill them. Right? That death is distinctive.” Dana jerked a thumb toward the body, which was now being examined closely by Penny. “My girl’s gonna know what weapon did that. It’ll lead us right to the killer.”

      “You think that the killer wants us to find them?”

      “Just saying,” Dana said. “There’s a reason she died the way she did, and there’s a reason we had an extra airship visit.”

      “You’re suggesting organized crime activity,” Charmaine said. “A gang shipped something into town, and when the victim came out to see what was going on, they killed her.”

      “The Paradisos wouldn’t try to make a statement this big. Attention is the opposite of what they want.”

      “Rivals?”

      “Maybe,” Dana said. “A splinter cell from the Paradisos.”

      Charmaine muttered under her breath. Dana would have thought the chief was swearing if she weren’t too professional to do that at a crime scene. “I need a different theory to present to the OPA.”

      “Hey! I know what this is.” Penny waved them over. She had forgotten to be disgusted by the wounds, and now held one slit open with gloved fingers. “Do you see how jagged the cuts into the meat are? Messy, irregular…”

      “Multiple cuts, a crime of passion,” Dana said.

      But Penny shook her head. “No. They’re too sharp, tight, and numerous to have come from multiple cuts using a single blade. This is from an unusual weapon I saw while working with the American Gaean Coalition. You know the AGC?”

      “Run by Deirdre Tombs,” Charmaine said. “I’ve seen them on the news.”

      “Her right-hand man is a valkyrie. Vidya. Scary woman, very scary.”

      “I remember the controversy around her. Vidya was the escapee from an OPA detention center who got the immunity deal with the Alpha.” Dana had been a teenager when it happened, but she dimly recalled how conspiracy theories had run wild on the news. What had a valkyrie with terrorist associations done to earn forgiveness from the highest preternatural authority in the nation? Nobody knew.

      “Well, when I was working with Deirdre on armoring the AGC, there was an incident,” Penny said. “An attack from these triadists.” After a beat, she added, “Sorry.” She knew that Dana hated it when people attributed terroristic acts to triadists.

      Dana fingered the triadist rune she wore on her necklace. “Go on.”

      “Vidya defended their HQ alone. She deployed her wings and…gosh, I’ll never forget what a valkyrie’s wings look like.” Penny got a dreamy look in her eyes. “I couldn’t design weapons like that. She was incredible. And all of her feathers were razors—literal razors as long as my arm. They were sharp, too.”

      Penny spanned her hand over the gashes on the body. The cuts looked like they’d been made by a weapon as long as her forearm.

      Charmaine folded her arms across her chest. “You’re saying we need to call the AGC for an alibi from Vidya.”

      “It won’t be necessary. I was chatting with Deirdre Tombs last night, and she’s overseas with her valkyrie lieutenant. But I bet you anything that these wounds were inflicted by valkyrie feathers.”

      Dana frowned. “Why were you talking with the AGC?”

      “They always need more equipment.” Penny was looking at the ground, avoiding Dana’s eyes.

      Was Penny trying to get a job with an East Coast operation?

      It hadn’t occurred to Dana that Penny might divorce her and then leave the city.

      Not that it mattered.

      Divorce took time. Dana’s revenge against the Paradisos might take a little longer than that, but not by much. Unless something really fucking miraculous happened with the unobtainium, she wouldn’t outlive the end of her marriage to Penny anyway. Didn’t matter where Penny went.

      Right?

      “There’s no valkyries in the area that we know of,” Charmaine said. “I’ll verify that Vidya’s in South Africa, but if you’re certain about this cause of death, then we’ll need to figure out how, when, and why a valkyrie’s come to Vegas.”

      “To kill people, looks like,” Dana said, tossing her latex gloves in the trash.

      “No shit,” Charmaine said.

      “I’m pulling your leg. I’ve got a contact. I’ll dig around, let you know as soon as I find out anything.”

      “Thanks.” The chief looked seriously relieved. Her nose twitched as she sniffed the air, and then she turned away from the body, waving to the techs. “Let’s get the scene closed up. The manager wants to reopen ASAP.”

      “Even dead bodies don’t put Vegas to sleep, huh?” Penny wrung her hands as the coroner’s guys came over to bag the victim.

      “It’s a twenty-four-seven city. Always has been, hopefully always will be. That’s why we need a twenty-four-seven team working for us. People good at night, people good with the preternatural citizens, people with contacts who know the locals well.” She was giving Dana one of those weird looks again. The one that said she wanted to see Dana in a police uniform.

      Penny used to look at Dana like that, too. Like she was imagining Dana’s future. But now Penny wouldn’t meet her eyes. In fact, Penny looked to be packing up to leave without saying goodbye.

      Dana materialized at her side. “Hey.”

      “Don’t forget about our appointment tomorrow night at ten,” Penny said. “We’ve got a whole hour with the mediator.”

      The mediator. Dana had forgotten about the appointment. She’d also let herself forget that they were divorcing for a few minutes.

      Dana and Penny had a lot of shared assets after their years of marriage. Last time they’d tried to divide things, it had gotten ugly. Their lawyers had almost come to blows. Division of physical assets remained one of the only things stalling their paperwork, so they’d employed a mediator to clean it up.

      Her silence drew Penny’s gaze up. Those big brown eyes. “Will you be there?” Penny asked.

      Dana thought about refusing, but it had been too late for that from the moment she’d thrown away Penny’s blood bag. “Yep. See you there.”
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      After Achlys’s death, Tormid had moved into the same place as most non-vampire shifters in Las Vegas: the sewers.

      The surface of the city was sequined and neon, polished to Disneyland perfection for adults who liked to sin. Achlys had put a lot of work into improving Vegas in that respect. She’d dumped her profits into the casinos, the attractions, the clubs. It paid off.

      Her careful polish had also driven all the other preternaturals underground.

      Literally.

      There was no room for the ugly preternaturals in Vegas, or the legitimately scary ones, or those who didn’t fit the branding of Achlys’s empire. That meant that pretty much anyone interesting was down in the tunnels, and Dana had more contacts in the area than she had enchanted swords, which said a lot.

      Dana was comfortable navigating the sewers underneath the casinos. She spent enough time in there that she had a mental map of the labyrinthine paths and which corners various people hid in.

      The mundane homeless stuck to the outer edges, nearest the streets. They were likelier to survive that way. Not just because they could exit immediately when the rare rainstorms flooded the tunnels, but because they were closer to daylight. Closer to a quick escape when demons got hungry. Closer to the Hunting Lodge, where they could find an associate happy to slaughter whomever attacked them.

      Demons occupied the murkiest and filthiest middens. Dana didn’t often go into their territory. Demons were chaotic creatures who lied for fun, so Dana always ended up killing them out of annoyance even if they weren’t up to any fuckery. Visiting demons was too messy. Not worth her time.

      The shifters dwelled somewhere in between, and they made much more reliable, informative contacts than homeless or demons. They tagged the concrete tunnels with crescents to guide each other back to the hidden pack’s enclave. It had been Tormid’s pack for at least three years, long before Achlys’s death, so Dana had visited him a few times even before their uneasy alliance.

      Dana followed the crescent-and-eyeball tag to Tormid’s territory. He was hiding under one of Achlys’s smaller properties. It was an off-Strip resort. A lot of pools, a lot of irrigation. That meant a lot of drainage. Lots of space for a growing pack.

      At the moment, the pack didn’t look to be growing.

      Tormid’s territory was in a huge room housing more equipment than Dana could shake a stake at. Scaffolding created two stories of stadium seating that was mostly empty. The room was dark enough that Dana had a tough time spotting all the shifters, but just by tracking their motions, she estimated there were barely a dozen guys in Tormid’s pack.

      The leader looked like he’d been expecting Dana. Tormid sat on a chair at the head of the room, in between two massive hissing pumps. He lounged with his knees spread, elbow on a pipe, hair a smooth line down his shoulders. “The cravings have struck,” he said without preamble.

      Dana hung back by the entrance to the room. She didn’t like having the lightless tunnel at her back, but it was better than walking into Tormid’s makeshift throne room and letting herself get surrounded. “How can you tell?”

      “You look like shit.”

      “Fuck you, I’m gorgeous,” Dana said.

      Tormid snorted. Typical. He was a traditionally attractive male specimen with all the quirks of physiology that got straight women creaming themselves. The dimpled chin, the Viking stature. Men like that felt threatened when women didn’t exist to fawn over them, so someone like Dana was an insult to his vanity. Such men had a habit of turning hostile to make up for the insecurity. Whatever. Dana didn’t need his approval.

      “So you deny the cravings?” he asked.

      “It’s just none of your fucking business,” she said.

      “I could help,” Tormid said. “Achlys and I helped a lot of fledglings through the early cravings.”

      “Does it involve eating people?”

      “You’ll have to eat people if you want to survive,” he said. “Nobody stays a blood virgin for long.”

      Nissa Royal did. But then again, she seemed to be one of a kind. “Fuck that noise.”

      “Listen, you can’t die permanently until our deal is finished. Let me help you survive. Even if you decide not to finish the transition, I can still orient you to your developing powers, teach you how to resist cravings.” Tormid glowered at her. “Better me than a vampire, don’t you think?”

      He had a point there. “We can talk later, maybe. At the moment, I need more information.”

      “That’s what I figured when you texted me. Come here. We’ll talk.” He beckoned her to come closer.

      Dana folded her arms. She was wearing her gauntlet again, and while it was tucked under her armpit, she squeezed the wrist. Its magic began to charge, just in case. “I’m good talking from here. You didn’t tell me there was iron in the suitcase.”

      Tormid frowned. “I didn’t know what was in there. I just know how much the Paradisos withdrew from their accounts to pay for it, so I figured it had to be good.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. He was growing a blond beard, like he hadn’t shaved since Achlys’s death. “Iron, huh?”

      “Pure iron. Unenchanted.”

      “That’s bizarre.” Tormid leaned on an elbow, letting his long hair fall into his golden eyes. “Come over here so I don’t have to shout.”

      “If you don’t want to shout, then you should come to me.”

      “I need my pack to search your person,” he said. “We don’t talk until you’ve been searched.”

      “Even if I tell you that I’m looking for Nissa?” Dana asked.

      Nissa had been Achlys’s travel assistant. She’d handled visas for preternaturals visiting Paradisos territory and when the murder’s vampires had visited other territories. If there were a valkyrie in the area, Nissa would have handled the paperwork.

      She was also the woman who had killed Achlys.

      Dana remembered the moment vividly. Nissa had gotten her hands on a Garlic Shot; as a blood virgin, she could have used it to cure herself. Instead, Nissa had turned the needle on Achlys. And Dana still didn’t understand why.

      Nissa had probably been turned into a vampire when she was twenty, twenty-one years old. Just a baby. Talk among Dana’s contacts suggested that she’d been taken under Achlys’s wing shortly after her transformation, and they’d become fast friends.

      So why had Nissa chosen to kill Achlys rather than cure herself?

      The why of it didn’t matter to Tormid. He hated the woman who had killed his vampire girlfriend. “I’ll still have to have you searched for my safety,” Tormid said. “But we won’t take anything from you. Deal?”

      “Olfactory search only.” Shifters were better than vamps, but it still made her skin crawl to be handled by people with strength that far surpassed her own.

      “Olfactory and magical.”

      “Deal.”

      She stepped into the pump room.

      There were pipes all along the walls, and shifters lurked behind them, clinging to the shadows. These weren’t people who lived full-time in the sewers. Most of them were probably casino employees who came down to the sewers to report for pack duty.

      A few had rougher looks to them. Some shifters didn’t bother trying to live with the rest of the world, and they showed it by walking around without clothes, ready to shapeshift into their animal forms at any moment. They let their hair grow long. They got muddy and didn’t bathe. They were pack, barely more than animals, and Dana was walking between them to approach Tormid.

      If they attacked, it’d be one hell of a fight.

      Nostrils flared as she passed. They sniffed her, inventorying her weapons. Presumably there was a witch among the golden-eyed shifters because her thumb ring lit up when it detected a magical sweep of her body.

      She reached Tormid in his chair without being attacked. He might have dated a scumbag, but as far as Dana’s contacts went, he was far from the worst.

      “I don’t think they like me,” Dana said, glaring at his pack. They hadn’t been at previous meetings.

      “Forget about them. They don’t get why I’d be dealing with another vampire after everything that’s gone down. They understood when I was fucking Achlys—everyone gets sex appeal—but they don’t know what you’ve got for me.” He glared at her with open hatred. Tormid wasn’t dealing with her because he wanted Dana to love him. He was willing to cut deals because he wanted revenge too.

      Who cared if his pack understood him? Dana understood him.

      “Nissa Royal,” she said. “I know she’s alive. I want to know where she spends her days and nights.”

      “I can’t help you with her daytime roost,” Tormid said, head cocked to the side so he could study Dana sideways. It was a suspicious look he gave her. Almost angry. “She sleeps with her master, Mohinder.”

      “Damn.” Nobody knew where Mohinder rode out daytime. He was much too important to allow anyone near him in his vulnerable daylight hours.

      “But she works for Mohinder at night, too,” Tormid said. “She’s the operations manager at Judex. As in, all operations—casino, restaurants, hotel.”

      That was a high position. Nissa hadn’t looked nearly that interesting. “So she’s smart.”

      “Smart, quiet, sensitive. Strange for a vampire, I know. Achlys loved her for how strange she was. Nissa Royal’s still a blood virgin because her vampiric powers of empathy make it too unpleasant to kill people. She can’t bear to be around humans who are being preyed upon.”

      “And Achlys liked that.”

      “Loved it.” Grief twitched across his face, and it took visible effort to calm himself. “Achlys was made a vampire in Genesis. She didn’t choose this life.” He waved around at the sewers. Achlys had lived among trappings nicer than the dripping pumps and echoing tunnels, but it was still the same thing in the end. Undeath as a vampire was a constant trudge through shit. “I wager you’ll find Nissa at Judex. It was the only thing that she had in life outside of Achlys, and now…”

      Achlys was gone, so Nissa had nothing but work.

      “Good.” Dana turned to leave, but Tormid spoke again.

      “What will you do to her?”

      “We’re gonna start by talking. I need information about preternaturals passing through the region.” She wasn’t going to tell Tormid about the valkyrie-feather death. The fewer people who knew details, the easier it’d be to find the perpetrators.

      “Nissa killed Achlys,” Tormid said. “I’ve been working with you only to make sure that Nissa dies too.”

      “I know.”

      “If you leave Nissa walking this Earth, our alliance ends.”

      “Holy obvious statement, Batman.” Dana thumped her chest. “I’m McIntyre. Hunting Club. Vampire slayer.”

      “And now a vampire,” Tormid said. “I saw you with Nissa in Achlys’s tower. You had an opportunity to kill her and you didn’t.”

      Dana and Nissa had both been on the ground, on either side of Achlys’s body, and their eyes had met. They’d just…looked at each other.

      Could Dana have killed her?

      It seemed unlikely. She would have killed Nissa if such a thing were possible, since Dana never faltered when it came to putting the undead in their final resting places.

      “I’ll bring you a souvenir once she’s dead,” Dana said.

      Tormid let out a long sigh, rubbing a hand over his face. “I look forward to it,” he said dully.
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      Nissa Royal’s role at Judex may have changed in the last few weeks, but her office had not. It was still a dimly lit box of concrete and glass, trimmed by planters that turned her walls into a forest. The humidity was kept high, both for the sake of the plants and because it made Nissa feel less dried-out. Dehydration was a perpetual state for a bloodless who didn’t drink blood.

      The setting hadn’t changed an iota since her renovation three years earlier. Yet new work had intruded upon her space. Work that involved other vampires.

      She’d always found comfort in the solitary work of managing a casino. Most of her responsibilities could be performed without ever getting off of her computer, so the majority of her work time was spent in this exact spot. This chair, this desk, this office.

      Nissa had only ever left work when Achlys summoned her to do the usual chores of a master vampire’s vassal. Like going out to Henderson with the enforcer, Shawn Wyn, to find a microbiologist working on a cure for vampirism. Achlys had found tasks like that for Nissa every few days. The master claimed it was because Nissa was discreet, but Nissa had always thought it was because Achlys wanted to get her out of the office.

      Achlys was gone. Nobody cared if Nissa lived in her office-jungle anymore. Mohinder was happy to have Nissa exactly where she was, performing high-level organizational tasks to keep everything flowing.

      Leading up to his mayoral run against Kai Hekekia, Mohinder planned to launch a series of initiatives—community outreach, new businesses, that sort of thing. He’d made it clear this was the best place for Nissa to support that initiative.

      Which she’d thought would be fine.

      Except that it wasn’t.

      Nissa was working robotically, tracking shipments into the territory for her master and sire, and she was definitely, absolutely, one hundred percent not fine.

      And that was before she realized she wasn’t alone.

      Cold metal kissed her throat. A dagger.

      “Don’t turn around.”

      That deep, growling female voice…

      “Dana McIntyre,” Nissa said, letting her eyes fall shut and her hands drop from the keyboard into her lap. Her heart thudded within the cage of her chest.

      A vampire slayer had come into her office.

      Nissa could imagine that it wouldn’t be difficult to infiltrate her office, so long as one knew where to look for the employees-only entrance. The stairway to her office was deliberately private to reduce Nissa’s exposure to mortals.

      If one were to get past the initial doors and wards, there was nothing stopping a vampire hunter from sneaking up.

      Especially if that vampire hunter was developing vampire powers too.

      “I need you to give me information,” Dana said, leaning her weight on one of Nissa’s shoulders. Dana’s mouth was just inches from her ear. “You’re going to cooperate or I’m going to cut your throat.”

      Nissa turned her head enough to feel the brush of Dana’s hair against her temple, and to smell her laundry soap. Dana had no human body odors left. “You’ll cut my throat anyway.”

      “Sure. But I can make your death fast or slow,” Dana said.

      “Cutting my throat won’t kill me. If you vivisect a vampire who’s been drinking blood, it may deplete their reserves enough to send them into shock and eventual death. But I don’t have reserves. Just like you. I don’t feed from humans and never have. Cutting my throat will do only that—cut. I think that you realize that.”

      Dana’s knife fell away. “Yeah, I know.”

      Then she grabbed Nissa, ripped her out of her chair, slammed her back onto the desk. The glass cracked under Nissa’s spine. Dana climbed onto the desk, pressing her weight against Nissa’s belly to hold her down. It wasn’t necessary. Nissa wasn’t fighting.

      “That’s why I brought this,” Dana said, holding up a stake. The Hunting Club manufactured stakes with a combination of hard and soft wood, carved into a shape ideal for breaking through bone. The combination of woods meant they’d make a big hole and leave a mess no vampire could heal. “This stake is the same one I used to kill Harold Hopkins. Thought you’d appreciate it.”

      Nissa’s heart flopped again, seeking a steady rhythm.

      Gods, the huntress was an impressive creature to gaze at from this position.

      How many people had gotten to stare up at the cold, emotionless lines of her face, untouched by makeup, shadowed by the fall of bleached hair in the moments before dying permanently? How many had felt the press of her weight during their final instants?

      “I’ll give you anything you want,” Nissa said. “Information. Anything.”

      “Your password,” Dana said.

      “Fair Verona. One word, all together, alternating caps. Replace the vowels with corresponding digits.”

      Nissa remained still as Dana tapped the screen of the computer, inputting Nissa’s password.

      It logged in.

      Dana didn’t get up. She still didn’t trust Nissa, and probably wouldn’t regardless of how much compliance she showed. Dana was cold like that. So damn cold. And she’d been cold long before she became bloodless. This chill was part of Dana. She didn’t hurt when she killed people, not like Nissa did.

      “How do I search your visa requests? Find out who’s been traveling in the area?” Dana asked.

      “There’s a database. It’s the icon on the top left of the screen,” Nissa said. One of her hands was free. Her fingertips skimmed Dana’s knee, tracing a gap in the denim. Perhaps she had made that hole by climbing onto another vampire’s chest in some grungy alley. Nissa could imagine the struggle, the slam of knee against pavement, the scream of the vampire as it died.

      “Hands to yourself, bloodless,” Dana said, shifting so she could pin Nissa’s fingers under that knee.

      “You can search my database by date, by point of origin, by—”

      “Species?”

      “Yes, but I usually don’t. Most preternatural tourists are vampires.”

      Dana tapped the screen a few times and made a sound of frustration. “What are the chances that a preternatural could come into the area and you wouldn’t know about it?”

      “Low.” The Paradisos hadn’t become powerful by accident. Any visitor was regarded as a potential invader, a usurper, and their screening process was flawless. They rejected a lot more visas than they approved.

      “What if they entered after Achlys died, during the transfer of power?”

      “The transfer of our monitoring systems hasn’t caused any gaps in coverage. Mohinder’s as aware of every tourist who came in after the moment of Achlys’s death.”

      “Then why am I not finding a creature I know for a fucking fact should exist in the area?”

      Oh, Dana was beautiful in her anger. How powerful could Nissa have become if she were that angry? If she’d faced her undeath with rage instead of gut-curdling fear?

      Even now, admiring Dana, Nissa felt the coils of anxiety loosening her bowels. Her hands would have been shaking if she hadn’t been pinned. “I have records of every preternatural who has passed through here. I swear it.”

      Dana’s jaw tightened. “I’m looking for a valkyrie.”

      Nissa smiled. “Can I search the database? I know a few wildcards in search that might help.”

      Grudgingly, Dana lifted her weight from Nissa’s. She dropped to the floor as Nissa slithered into her chair. Both of them had messy hair, clothes askew. Dana was still white-knuckling that wooden stake.

      Nissa tapped at her screen. “Valkyries are Norse in origin?”

      “Probably,” Dana said. “Don’t got much experience there. Never been one in these parts.”

      “Hmm.” Nissa ran a few searches. The screen flashed, and Dana leaned over her shoulder to look. Her dry-fleshed scent was overwhelming, but her emotions were not, since Nissa was not vulnerable to the emotional states of a vampire. “I don’t see any valkyries, but we have draugr tourists who originate from Iceland.”

      “Draugr?”

      “It’s a breed of vampire.” Nissa tried to think of how to differentiate draugr from ordinary American bloodless, or from the vrykolakas of Greece, or the Hebrew aluka. “Draugr are like ghosts. They don’t remain within the bodies of the people who are turned, but corporealize as new entities. We’ve got a murder of vacationing draugr who’re spending the entire month in Las Vegas, beginning last week.”

      “And you think they’re from the same area as a valkyrie? Would they be able to kill like a valkyrie?” Dana pressed.

      “I’m not sure, but I’ve got nothing else in my database.”

      The answer seemed to satisfy Dana. She straightened, stepping back from Nissa. “All right.” Her tone had the weight of finality to it.

      Dana thought she was done with Nissa. She planned to kill now.

      “What will you do to them?” Nissa might have described her voice as breathless, except that she was always breathless. It would have been more accurate to say that she was whispering in the way that a book nerd whispered when she entered a library to see all those shelves.

      “I’ll kill them,” Dana was holding the knife again. The knife and the stake. One to destroy the heart, one to dismember.

      Nissa pushed her chair back slowly, standing up. She was much shorter than Dana, so her eyes were level with the vampire hunter’s shoulder. There was something appealing about the threat posed by Dana’s mass. She was graceful in her size, and her curves were simultaneously more delicately womanly and more jaggedly harsh than any other female that Nissa had ever seen.

      Dana was stunning.

      “I can tell you where the draugr are staying,” Nissa said, and her guts knotted up tight at the offer, making her voice shake and her toes curl within her shoes.

      Dana’s expression was empty. “Why would you do that?”

      “I want to help.”

      “You? You want to help?”

      “Is that so weird?” Nissa asked.

      “You’re Mohinder’s lieutenant. You were allegedly Achlys’s best friend before you murdered her too.”

      So there was that accusation. Nissa allowed her anxiety to be expressed in the roll of her shoulders, the tilt of her head, the angle of her eyebrows. Let Dana perceive her as weak. “Achlys had a secret club called the Bunker. When people made her angry—when humans made her angry—she confined them in the Bunker, taking weeks to slowly torture and kill them.”

      “So what?” Dana asked.

      “Look at my eyes,” Nissa said. Her colorless eyes. Irises that hadn’t turned red since she had never tasted blood. “Look at me. How do you think I coped with Achlys’s penchant for killing mortals? I was scared of her. I’m not proud of my cowardice, or the fact I’d befriend someone like her to save myself, but…that’s what happened. I took the first chance possible to kill her.”

      “You could have reported Achlys to the cops. LVMPD would have taken care of her.”

      “Would they really?” Nissa asked.

      Dana didn’t reply to that.

      It seemed that the Hunting Club’s lead hunter wasn’t confident in the police’s morality. And that was interesting. Useful too.

      “We shut down the Bunker when Achlys died,” Dana said. “Where does Mohinder keep the people who piss him off?”

      “Mohinder made me,” Nissa said.

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “He made me, Dana. I was dying when he found me, killed by a mugger. I’d gone down to Fremont Street for some stupid event. And I got attacked. My first memory after dying involves being cradled in Mohinder’s arms. I owe my entire existence to him.”

      Dana’s expression changed. “Fremont Street? When?”

      “Four years ago,” Nissa said.

      If Dana had still been human, Nissa would have been able to read her emotions in such detail that it would be like crawling into her head. She could only guess what the flicker of twitching muscles around her eyes meant. “What’s that gotta do with anything?”

      “Anything you might perceive as a sin from Mohinder, I can forgive,” Nissa said. “He made me.”

      “You’re saying that you’ll protect Mohinder even if he breaks the law. That makes you equally culpable for his transgressions.”

      Nissa stepped closer to Dana, ensuring that the hunter would be able to see the colorless quality of her irises. “Do you think that I deserve to die when I haven’t hurt anyone?” She slid her fingers along Dana’s wrist. The hunter tried to twitch away, but Nissa yanked her arm forward. Pressed the wooden stake between her breasts. “I want this world to be better, just like you do. You’ve gotten information from me. You can find the draugr on your own. Now if you think the world’s better without a monster like me…” Nissa stepped forward, letting the stake dig into her chest.

      Dana’s hand dropped to her hip, stake scraping down Nissa’s shirt without puncturing a hole. “You can get me to the draugr?”

      “I can find out the exact room they’re staying in to make it easy to question them,” Nissa said.

      And Dana said, “Take me there right now.”
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      Dana didn’t let Nissa out of her sight on the way to RKO Pantages. She kept a sharp gaze on the woman’s dense curls as they bounced at her back, same way Penny’s curls would bounce when she was hammering a sword on her anvil.

      Just because Dana was watching her didn’t mean she was paying complete attention, though.

      I’d gone down to Fremont Street for some stupid event. And I got attacked.

      Dana didn’t know which specific event Nissa was talking about. There were a lot of events down on Fremont Street. It was a cheaper, less glamorous version of the Strip. Its attractions were tailored to attracting a younger population. For instance, the bars down there were bad at checking ID. They’d give one of those three-foot-tall hurricane cups filled with margaritas to anyone tall enough to get on the zip line. Everything was cheap, so college students and teenaged tourists could afford to enjoy the second-tier sins offered by the vampires of Fremont Street.

      Thinking back a few years, Dana could remember a lot of events that had been happening on Fremont Street. She remembered a Black Death cover band. A bar crawl. A wine walk. A gathering of college students dressed up as zombies performing “Thriller” for Michael Jackson’s birthday. Pole dancers at the ice-skating rink for Christmas.

      Dana remembered these events because, for a little while there, she’d obsessed over Fremont Street.

      Not the street itself. Not the casinos. Not even most of the tourists.

      She’d been dying to know about the young women who visited Fremont Street because they were the chosen prey of the Fremont Slasher.

      His victims had all been of a similar type. Curly haired, for one. Cute. All of them had apple cheeks. Hard thing to quantify for a police report, but Dana had flipped through victim profiles and seen the connection.

      Indiscriminate of age and class, the Fremont Slasher had picked off women who could all be best described as mousy.

      People like Penny.

      People like…Nissa?

      “Keeping up with me?” Nissa asked, glancing back at Dana. They were stepping off of a pedestrian bridge, heading through towering casino doors guarded by male models dressed in tuxedos. The archway shimmered with magic that allowed people to pass through freely while still holding in the chilled air.

      For a moment, Nissa’s heart-shaped face was illuminated by the dancing lights of the casino sign. She was luminous in the eternal night Dana had come to exist within.

      Nissa’s eyes were bigger than Penny’s, and she was a lot shorter. And Nissa would have been human when the Slasher picked her up, assuming that was what had happened. There were differences between the two of them. They were the same type, but not the same person.

      The similarities were more striking than their differences.

      “The draugr are here?” Dana’s upper lip peeled back at the sight of one of the male models holding the door. He winked lasciviously at her. “At an old Hollywood-themed casino?”

      “It doesn’t get more American than this. Foreigners love it.” Nissa had an employee card that allowed her to unlock doors. They headed upstairs to a level overlooking the casino floor—probably some kind of access point for cleaning staff. “We can spot them from up here.”

      Dana’s eyes skimmed the mezzanine level. The locked doors, the plain carpet, the unlit mirrored walls. Her reflection looked as annoyed as she felt. “You’re confident these draugr will be gambling right now.”

      “It’s all they’ve been doing,” Nissa said. “You’d be surprised how common gambling addiction is, and how quickly it can develop.” She leaned on the railing.

      Dana remained behind her, watching over Nissa’s shoulder as the cocktail waitresses dressed like Marilyn Monroe and Betty Page served gamblers. The dealers were dressed like they should have been hanging out with the Rat Pack. Everything was art deco, golden statues, old-style class.

      RKO Pantages was one of Dana’s least favorite casinos on the Strip. She didn’t have room for nostalgia, and especially not nostalgia for something that happened a century ago.

      “Do you see the draugr anywhere?” Dana had looked up the distinguishing characteristics of draugr while walking over, and the database reported they weren’t physically different from most vampires. Draugr were more ephemeral, like tangible ghosts, but everything was human-shaped. Dana couldn’t see anyone who looked strange from where she stood.

      “I don’t see anyone yet,” Nissa said. “Maybe they’re getting more chips. We just need to wait a few minutes.”

      Nissa was so trusting. From the way she was angled, she wouldn’t be able to see what Dana was doing at her back. She wouldn’t be able to react in time if Dana drew her wooden stake. Dana had already stabbed her once—Nissa should have known better.

      Dana considered the blade in her belt, thought about how hard it would be to eviscerate Nissa’s heart from behind.

      She thought about the Fremont Slasher, and human-Nissa wandering alone four years earlier.

      “What were you doing before you died?” Dana asked.

      Nissa’s smile was only visible because it made one of her cheeks lift beyond the veil of her curls. “I don’t remember much.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “Not at all. It’s normal to forget things from your human life after you die, and it’s worse with blood virgins. I might remember if I drank blood regularly.”

      “You can’t tell me that you don’t know who killed you.”

      “I know the story the way children know fairy tales,” she said. “Mohinder has told me about it.”

      “What does he say?”

      “It was dark. Around the holidays, so it was chilly for Vegas. He found me getting dragged behind the Nugget. Mohinder attacked. My killer ran away. Mohinder saw that I was still a little bit alive, so he filled me with venom and drank my blood to ensure I’d wake up again.”

      Nissa related the story with no attachment to it. She might as well have been describing the season finale of a TV show she’d watched a few years back. Even Dana took killings more personally than that.

      Penny had been profoundly changed by the Fremont Slasher’s attack. Nissa didn’t remember it, didn’t care about it, didn’t get emotional talking about the night.

      Must have been nice.

      When Dana remembered that she needed to speak, she only got one word out. “Why?”

      “Why? The blood and venom exchange? That’s how vampires are made.”

      “No. Why did Mohinder save you? It’s illegal to make vampires without prior consent. There’s paperwork.”

      Some people thought it should be illegal to turn others into vampires, the same way that people thought abortions should be illegal or that physician-assisted suicide should be illegal. Many people with those opinions held public office. There were laws about when you could and couldn’t change someone into one of the undead.

      Nissa’s death would have been a gray area. Saving someone’s “life” was technically a legal application of vampire venom. Dana wasn’t confident that it would have held up in court, but hey, she wasn’t a judge.

      “Mohinder saved my life. I didn’t ask a lot of questions,” Nissa said.

      “He must have had political aspirations, even then. I don’t know why he’d risk them to save a stranger. I’d need him to give me a hell of a lot more details than that.”

      “Don’t you think it’s ungrateful to be so demanding?”

      “I don’t care if it seems ungrateful,” Dana said. “If a fucking vampire took it upon himself to turn me into a monster, I’d need to know what he had planned for me.”

      “You never asked Achlys,” Nissa said.

      “Didn’t have to. She wanted to torture me.”

      “How do you know?”

      “I know.” There was no question about what would be the worst punishment for a vampire-hating hunter. She’d have wagered that most vamps would have changed her as a way to get revenge. It was a lot worse than getting straight up murdered. “It sounds like you didn’t get changed because of torture, so there’s another reason. You think Mohinder wants to fuck you? Or are you already fucking?”

      “He’s my sire,” Nissa said, and she actually sounded a little offended. “He made me.”

      “But are you fucking?”

      The mousy vampire turned, one of her hands tugging hard on a lock of curls. A nervous gesture. She’d been calm before, even when Dana had been threatening to stake her. Now that Nissa was in public, she was unraveling, fingers twitching and eyes rolling and her chest rising and falling even though her lungs didn’t need oxygen. “No,” Nissa said. “Never. Why does it matter?”

      “It’d be a classic power move. Taking control of some pretty young woman, holding her captive, using sex to control her.”

      Nissa tugged harder on her hair. “You don’t like men.”

      “Some men are fine. Abusers are typically male, though. Am I a misandrist if it’s a fact that ninety percent of serial killers are men?”

      “What percentage of all men are serial killers?”

      “I don’t really care,” Dana said.

      Nissa was colorless in the darkness. They were just above the level of the lights for the casino floor, leaving them in shadow. Without color cues, Nissa’s silhouette alone, with the curls and the shrunken posture… Gods, she really did look like the exact same “type” as Penny.

      “Mohinder is special. He doesn’t have to support me, just like how he didn’t have to save me from a mugging.”

      Dana felt a dull jolt at that last word. Mugging.

      Getting dragged through an alley didn’t sound like the serial killer’s usual methods. Reports from survivors—the report from Penny—had said that he had knocked them unconscious from behind. There had been no serious injuries until he got them to his hideout. No slashing until they were contained. And no murders until he’d already been holding on to victims for weeks.

      If Nissa had been victimized by the Fremont Slasher, then maybe he’d made a mistake with her. Gotten a little too rough.

      Or maybe Dana was starting to get patchy cognition from her change into a vampire. Drawing conclusions from information where she shouldn’t. Going soft. Like Tormid pointed out, Dana should have killed Nissa by now, but…

      “There.” Nissa pointed down at the floor, where a rowdy party was playing roulette.

      Dana understood what the reports meant about draugr looking ephemeral now. The gray hair and skin made them look like ghosts, especially since their flesh seemed transparent enough to show the casino carpet on the other side of them.

      These were no apparitions. They were very physical, tossing back drinks, pushing their chips around on the table, grabbing cocktail waitresses.

      Even from twenty feet above, Dana could hear them shouting and laughing.

      “Red? Never go all in on red!”

      “I cannot bet on black as sheer policy! It’s a personal standards thing!”

      It was strange to hear them speaking English amongst themselves when they had such thick accents that they clearly weren’t native speakers. They wanted everyone to understand them.

      Had the draugr wanted to blend in, they wouldn’t have been wearing such gaudy, glittering snakeskin boots and jackets. They wouldn’t have been wearing all white to accentuate their ghostliness. They wouldn’t have had silver belt buckles big enough to make a barrel-racing queen jealous.

      They were graceful, imbued with preternatural speed and everything else that most vampires had. They might have been a little faster too. They occasionally flashed from one position to another without seeming to transition between, as though they were moving faster than light.

      Dana was certain she could kill them by decapitation. Few things survived decapitation.

      Three men and a woman. Four draugr.

      Easy.

      When the female draugr moved, her snakeskin coat parted. She was wearing a white blouse unbuttoned to her navel. She also flashed bright, shiny metal under one arm where someone ordinarily would have kept a gun.

      It didn’t look as though she was armed with a gun, though.

      “Valkyrie feather sword,” Dana muttered.

      It didn’t seem right. What was the motivation? Tourists killing an airship dock attendant?

      They were so rowdy. It could have happened in a drunken fit of glee. Who knew?

      Dana had never seen a valkyrie feather blade before in her life until that night. It was rare enough to be damning.

      “I want that sword,” Dana said.

      Nissa’s fists were knotted against her gut, almost like she was doing the Heimlich on herself. Her face was all screwed up. “We can get it for you, as long as we get away from here first.”

      Dana’s brow lowered. “What’s wrong with you?”

      “The human players are afraid of the draugr,” she said, her voice shaking. “I can’t…” Her hands came up to clutch her skull. Her eyes closed. “It’s too much.”

      When Dana had found Penny in the Fremont Slasher’s den, she had been curled up in a corner, drawn in on herself, hands pressed to her face. She’d barely been alive. After all of the cuts that the Slasher had delivered, Penny had barely been keeping the skin on her face intact.

      There were no visible scars anymore. The plastic surgeon had worked with Edie to ensure that any scars that weren’t hidden by hair would remain flush to the skin, making them easy to conceal with makeup. Even most of the scars on Penny’s back had disappeared. Only ghostly imprints on her trunk remained to mark weeks in captivity with a serial killer.

      The outside parts healed. The inside parts didn’t.

      Dana recognized the fear in Nissa’s eyes because it was so much like Penny’s. And when Nissa pushed the fear down, trying to hide it the way that Penny’s scars were hidden, Dana recognized that too. Nissa might not have known why she became a vampire, but she didn’t need the information to be hurt by it.

      “I have an office here too,” Nissa said. “It’s on the fourth floor, back by the spa. I’ll bring the draugr there. Meet us in ten minutes. And then you can question them about…whatever you need.”

      When she turned and walked away, Dana thought it was Nissa who looked like the ghost.
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      Dana got to Nissa’s office before anyone else did. The workspace in this casino was much smaller than the one in Judex, which made sense; it wasn’t Nissa’s primary point of operations. Her RKO Pantages office was equally windowless, but designed around an art deco theme instead of the austere jungle. She had no computer, no fountains. Just a couple of lamps and an ovular desk with a few chairs. Nissa didn’t care to decorate this office.

      The casino’s interior designer had ensured furnishings matched the rest of the casino, though. There were sculptures of women against the walls, backs arched and breasts thrust forward like figureheads on pirate ships. Their curves created nooks in the room, and the one in the far back was most shadowy when she turned off the lamp.

      Dana took position. She debated for a moment, then settled on drawing only her knife. The stake would be saved for later.

      She was crouching in utter darkness when the door opened.

      “Do you have the real stuff back here?” It was the gaunt female draugr, who was only a couple of steps behind Nissa.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Emery,” Nissa said. “We don’t serve human blood anywhere on the Strip.”

      Miss Emery made a disgusted sound. She was clearly intoxicated, based on the weaving pattern she cut through the room. It probably was lethe. That drug had been tailor-made to fuck up preternaturals.

      Watching from the darkness, Dana could see that Miss Emery’s male draugr companions were similarly faded. All wore slim-cut suits, mirrored sunglasses, albino animal prints. Rich people who weren’t afraid to show it. Rich enough to get enough lethe for four draugr to party all month.

      “No human blood? Not anywhere?” One of the male draugr threw his arm around Nissa, pulling her hips flush against his. “But you said that you had something for us in here.”

      Nissa peeled away from him with an uncomfortable laugh. She accidentally backed into another of the males and twitched away. “We do like to treat our high rollers well,” she said, “but there are laws to be followed, and—”

      “You’ve got to have blood somewhere.” The second male grabbed Nissa by the arms, and he never stopped smiling. He must have liked intimidating her. Ninety percent of serial killers were men, after all.

      “I brought you here to comp services,” Nissa said. She managed to get to the other side of the table, away from all the draugr. “I want to help you.”

      Miss Emery kicked her feet up, spread her arms over the backs of her adjacent chairs. Her jacket fell open to expose the valkyrie feather dagger. This close, Dana could see that it looked like a piece of metal worked into the delicate shape of a feather. There were no welding marks or other signs of crafting because it had not been created by an artist. It had grown like that, razor-edged and deadly, reflecting rainbows on its chrome surface.

      Those edges would be more than fine enough to kill an airship attendant.

      But why?

      Dana couldn’t wait to find out.

      Draugr or vrykolakas or whatever, these were vampires. They demanded to be served human blood. They grabbed Nissa like she was property.

      They were monsters.

      “Of all the services casinos owned by vampires offer, the things we really want aren’t among them?” asked the third male. “I find that hard to believe.”

      Nissa slid the office door shut. “Vampires are a tourist attraction, not the tourists. We profit off of selling ourselves.”

      “We have the money to be tourists, and we want to be treated like kings,” said Miss Emery. “You should be opening veins into wine glasses for us.” A wholly unoriginal idea. Dana had encountered many vampires who thought that made them look cool.

      “Aren’t there prostitutes in Nevada?” asked another of them. “We should have prostitutes.”

      “They sell sex, not blood,” Nissa said.

      “Anyone will sell blood if you offer them enough money.” Miss Emery flashed fang. Draugr didn’t have especially elongated canines, but all their teeth were sharp. “And you don’t have to pay if you drain them dry.”

      Nissa glanced around the room, as if she was worried about Dana’s reaction but wasn’t sure where she was hidden. “Murder is illegal via any means.”

      “Anything’s legal for the right price.”

      “Not here. You have something else that we want more than money,” Nissa said.

      Dana took that as her cue.

      The only visibly armed draugr was the female, but she was clearly not a leader. These men demonstrated no respect for females in their body language. The distance from their female cohort was derived from disdain rather than diffidence.

      No. Their leader was another of the men. He was the third, the one that was not getting grabby with Nissa.

      When she melted out of the shadows, when she wrapped her arm around a throat, it was that third draugr’s. She pressed her knife under his jaw much the same way that she’d done to Nissa. Dana was rewarded by the sight of all the draugr going very still. “What are you doing?” he asked, stiffening at the press of cool metal.

      She slammed him into a wall face-first.

      Vampires were human corpses animated by primal magic, so many maneuvers that were effective against humans had no impact upon a vampire. Bouncing a brain against the inside of a skull was enough to daze most of them, though.

      Dana had never tried it on a draugr. A solidified ghost. She wasn’t sure it would work.

      It didn’t.

      He drove his foot back between her legs to stomp her instep. Dana used the shift in his balance to fling him to the floor.

      “What is this?” Miss Emery snarled, leaping to her feet.

      Nissa bared her elongated canines in a snarl, and she leaped over the table to smash into the female draugr.

      They overturned chairs. Knocked the table over.

      For an instant, the office was in chaos.

      It was a lot of sensory information for Dana to process. Bodies striking walls and floor, furniture breaking, vampires everywhere.

      She zeroed in on what really mattered.

      Controlling the leader.

      Dana exchanged knife for stake, pinned him down, and introduced his chest to a millimeter of wood. She kept pushing until she felt the breastbone bowing under the strength of it.

      A draugr may not have been susceptible to head trauma, but a stake to the heart was universal.

      “Stop!” he cried out.

      And everyone stopped.

      “Nice choice,” Dana growled. “Let’s make this fast and simple. There’s a woman dead at the airship dock. Why did you kill her?”

      “You’re insane,” he hissed.

      She leaned her weight on him.

      He made a strangled noise. The room was so quiet—four vampires watching in suspense didn’t breathe, didn’t move, didn’t cough or fart or belch. Not a peep. Nothing but the draugr’s bone cracking underneath her.

      “Why?” Dana asked again.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” He sure looked like he meant it.

      She didn’t let up. “What’s your name?”

      “Arne,” he said, and he coughed. Blood spurted over his bottom lip.

      The smell of human blood washed over Dana. Arne was regurgitating human blood.

      If Dana had tested its genetics, it would have shown no relation to Arne the draugr. It wasn’t as though the ghost had a circulatory system. This was the result of feeding off of someone.

      “You’re in big trouble, Arne,” Dana said. She glanced up at Nissa. “I want a paper towel.” Nissa didn’t seem to hear her. She was transfixed, eyes wide, locked on Arne. With that expression, she looked like she was one hard breeze away from orgasm. Dana raised her volume. “Paper towel!”

      Nissa snapped out of it. “I don’t have any in here.” She pulled a cotton handkerchief out of a drawer. “This is—”

      “Fine.” Dana took the cloth. She soaked up the blood on Arne’s mouth. “I’m going to test this. I’m going to know if this blood came from the woman murdered at the airship dock.”

      “It was from a volunteer, you crazy bitch,” Arne said. “It’s not illegal to take blood from friends.”

      It was a gray area legally, but okay. “You must make friends real fucking fast,” Dana said. “Weird, seeing as how Vegas isn’t friendly unless you wave money at the people here.” She folded the kerchief, jammed it in her pocket. “Nissa, ropes?”

      “Of course.” Nissa hurried to the closet and came back with chains. “Is this good?”

      “Yeah. Tie the other ones up.”

      “Boss…” Miss Emery said slowly, hands lifted.

      Dana leaned on Arne. The stake cracked against bone.

      “Do it!” he cried.

      Which was how Dana ended up with three draugr chained up in Nissa’s office. She remained seated on Arne while Nissa did the tethering. She didn’t bother asking if the statues against the walls would be sturdy enough to hold their victims; Nissa was a woman who kept sturdy chains in her office closet, and she seemed to know what she was doing with them.

      Once they were tied up, Dana stood to chain Arne to the opposite wall.

      “Let’s try this from another angle,” Dana said, pacing in front of his feet. “Records show that this is your first visit to Las Vegas. What brings you here?”

      “Fun.” Arne’s voice was strained because they’d tied his arms so tightly behind his head. “This isn’t fun.”

      “I dunno. I’m having a good time.” She stepped her boot on his crotch, leaned her weight on it. Arne made a tiny whine. “Look, I don’t like questioning people. No patience for it. And let’s be real—I’m gonna kill you whether or not you cooperate. You’re just choosing how painful you want your death to be.”

      “I’m telling you the truth!”

      “Or you’re protecting someone you’re more afraid of than me,” Dana said.

      It looked like Arne would have peed himself if there had been anything in his bladder. His throat worked hard.

      “I don’t think he’s more scared of anyone than you,” said one of the other male draugr.

      “Still not scared enough,” Dana said.

      She strode over to the draugr who had spoken, crouched in front of him, patted down his pockets. She found his phone and unlocked it. “Put that down!” he said.

      There were photos on his cell phone. Bad ones. Lots of dead bodies.

      Nissa looked over Dana shoulder, and she sucked in a breath. “That’s…”

      “Evidence.” Dana swiped through his camera roll, but there was no picture of the victim at the airship dock. There was, however, a photo taken from the Big Blind, which was the magical twin to the High Roller Ferris Wheel. It looked straight at the Stratosphere. “What, you didn’t want any trophies from the security guard you killed?”

      “We are fucked, we are so fucked,” Miss Emery said. “I told you not to take pictures!”

      Dana backhanded her. She went silent.

      “All right, Arne,” Dana said, cracking her knuckles. “Remember my question. Why did the airship dock attendant have to die?”

      She drove the stake into the other draugr’s chest.

      His eyes went wide. His mouth opened and blood came out. Dana saw it surging up his throat, spilling down his tongue. She barely jumped off of him in time to avoid getting splattered.

      Draugr apparently weren’t one of the vampire breeds that turned to ash when killed. He was exploding blood from his ghostly form—not just mouth, but nose and eyes and ears, and probably some other holes judging by the stains spreading on his pants.

      Dana caught a glimpse of Nissa out the corner of her eye. Nissa was leaning toward her now, like she wanted to climb into the blood fountaining from the draugr.

      Fucking weird-ass vampires.

      Never mind that Dana could feel a similar urge stirring in her belly. She wasn’t a carrion eater, but this blood was coming from another creature’s body, and it seemed to confuse her instincts. Made her thirsty. That hunger was nauseating—Dana hated herself for feeling it.

      She spun on Arne. He was struggling, thrashing in his chains. “Why?” she asked again, gripping his chin in her fingers.

      “Those people were given to us!” Arne was talking so fast that it was nearly babble. “Comped by another casino! We were told to have fun with them!”

      “Bullshit.”

      “You can check, it was Judex, and—”

      “Bullshit.” This time, the curse came from Nissa. “I run Judex. We don’t comp human victims to vampires as treats. We operate legally.”

      Dana shoved Arne’s head back to bare his throat. “You wanna try answering that again?”

      “But it’s the truth! It’s the fucking truth!”

      She’d tortured a couple vampires in her day, and she’d never seen a liar as convincing as Arne. He was good at what he did. Or he was telling the truth.

      Either way, his behavior was indefensible. “So what should I do if you’re gonna be useless to me?” she mused, running the line of the stake along his throat, down to the hollow of his collarbone. “You don’t got the information I want, or else you just won’t give it up.”

      She jabbed the stake into the soft flesh of his esophagus. Arne thrashed.

      “I dunno,” Dana said. “I might not get answers once you’re dead, but at least you’ll be dead.”

      She lowered the stake.

      Arne relaxed.

      “I think I’m gonna hedge my bets on this,” Dana said.

      She slammed the stake into his heart.

      Dana knew that the blood fountain was coming this time, but she still didn’t get out of the way quickly enough. It poured over her chest. It caked her whole front. When she stood up, her jeans were squishing.

      The other vampires shouted with horror.

      Dana knew exactly how she’d look to them. This big butch bitch drenched in secondhand blood, haloed by casino lights. She was a fucking monster. She was the nightmare that haunted vampires during their daytime sleep. Dana almost wished she could have left one behind to tell stories about how badass she looked.

      The smell of the blood was making her hungry.

      “Let’s talk about something else.” Dana took the valkyrie blade out of Miss Emery’s sheath, and she held it close to the draugr’s cheek. “This sword killed a woman last night. I still want to know why.”

      “It was a welcoming present when we checked into our room at Judex,” the draugr said.

      Dana lowered the feathery blade against Miss Emery’s ribcage. “This is your last chance to tell me what I want to know.”

      “Fuck off,” Miss Emery said. She didn’t thrash like Arne did. She wasn’t afraid of dying again.

      Nissa’s hand rested on Dana’s. “Let me,” she said softly, her luminous eyes huge in the night.

      “Go ahead,” Dana said, sliding the hilt of the sword into Nissa’s palm.

      Nissa didn’t immediately move. It was like she was transfixed, gazing up at Dana. And she didn’t break eye contact when she began to slide the blade between Miss Emery’s ribs, seeking to turn her lungs into ribbons.

      Blood bubbled in Miss Emery’s throat when she screamed. Human blood.

      Nissa hesitated while Dana got another sample on the handkerchief.

      “Keep going,” Dana said.

      “Of course,” Nissa said.

      And she did.

      She kept going until every last draugr was dead on her floor, and Nissa was panting and spattered in the human blood that their bodies had contained.

      Dana was left without answers.

      She was wiping her knife clean on the snakeskin pants of a draugr when Nissa invaded Dana’s personal space. The vampire put her hands on Dana’s shoulder, and Dana thought briefly that she should step back, make room, prepare to fight. Nissa was a vampire. She was deadly.

      But Dana didn’t move, and Nissa didn’t attack.

      “Thank you,” Nissa said. Her chest was pressed to Dana’s. There was a steady rhythm under her breastbone. Its beat felt unfamiliar to Dana after all these weeks, so it took time for Dana to realize it was a heart. “Thank you.”

      Dana blinked. Her hand came up to brush over Nissa’s cheek, which was still colorless aside from the spatter of blood. But her heart was beating. Vampire hearts didn’t beat.

      “No problem,” Dana said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “Try again,” Lincoln said.

      Dana set her jaw. “It’s not going to work.”

      “Just try.”

      With a huff, she met the monk’s eyes. Lincoln was unafraid of her, even now. He held her gaze steadily. Framed by the mural of the gods behind him, he looked bizarrely bright—a kind of blond and tanned contrasting with the starker coloring of the deities he worshipped.

      Dana extended her hands toward him.

      “Cluck like a chicken,” she intoned in a dramatic voice.

      Lincoln folded his arms. “No.”

      “See? I don’t have thrall!” She tossed her hands into the air and paced away.

      They had spent most of the daylight hours trying to test the limits of Dana’s vampiric power. She could no longer deny that she had developed cravings. Chances were good she’d develop other attributes typical of vampires, too.

      Most vampires with good lineage had some kind of special talent. Nissa was an empath. Achlys had been preternaturally creepy. Dana was from the bloodline of a master, a first-generation descendant, so it was likely that she had something up her sleeves.

      Yet after hours of attempting to get into Lincoln’s head, trying to perform feats of unusual strength, and testing her resistance to typical apotropaics, they hadn’t found anything new for Dana to do.

      “I give up,” she said. “Being undead sucks. I’m not even one of the interesting kinds of bloodless.”

      “If anyone’s interesting, it’s you. Just might not have manifested the powers yet.”

      “Probably better that way. Wouldn’t it be terrible if I turned out to have a skill useful to the Hunting Club and we lose it when I die permanently?”

      “Wouldn’t be a worse tragedy than what’s already happened to you.” He grabbed his monk robes off of the pulpit, where he’d thrown them as they worked.

      Dana checked her cell phone while he got back into his usual garb. There were no messages from Lina yet.

      She had taken the bloody handkerchiefs to the lab at the Hunting Lodge and asked one of the younger associates to analyze the DNA. Lina was discreet; she hadn’t asked where Dana got the blood from, or why she wanted it compared to the airship dock victim. But apparently she was also slow to run tests.

      “So what do I do about the cravings?” Dana asked.

      “Could try synth,” Lincoln said. “It’s lab-grown, and morally neutral as far as vampirism goes. And it won’t make you finish changing.”

      “Not interested.”

      “Then you’ve just gotta deal with it for now.” He shrugged into his robes, leaving them open. The contrast of his Steelers shirt under the voluminous linen was good for a laugh. “Come to nightly prayers with the brothers. It’s a good time to double down on faith.”

      “They haven’t done jack shit for me so far,” Dana said.

      “Maybe you haven’t asked them for help the right way,” he said. “You should join the monks in our nightly prayers.”

      Nightly prayers. Dana shot a dirty look up at the mural with those familiar, unfriendly faces. Even when she was annoyed by them, she found it comforting to rub her thumb on the triadist rune. “Yeah, fine. Maybe.”

      The doors to the Holy Nights Cathedral opened. Just in case, Dana stepped closer to the shadow of the pillar, but the sun didn’t touch her.

      A broad-shouldered male figure entered slowly, like he was half-asleep.

      It was Anthony.

      “Hey, you ugly dumbass,” she called. She stepped out of cover when the doors shut again.

      “Hey, stupid dyke,” he said.

      Dana grinned. “What are you doing out of bed? Do they let the infirm wander away from hospice whenever?”

      “Edie says I’m all better.” Anthony spread his arms wide. He didn’t look injured, but he also didn’t look better. The rings under his eyes were too deep. “Need to take it easy for a few more days, drink a few more potions that taste worse than your ass sweat, but then I’m good.”

      “Don’t tell me how you know what my ass sweat tastes like.” Dana yanked Anthony close and ruffled what little hair he still had. “You douche. I hate you.” He pushed her away with a laugh.

      “Glad to see you up and about,” Lincoln said, giving Anthony one of those hearty man-handshakes that manly men thought reinforced their testosterone or whatever. “What brings you to our neck of the shadows? Bored? Wanna help figure out Dana’s vampire powers?”

      “Actually, Lina sent me with lab results. Seemed to think it was better to share the info analog-style,” Anthony said.

      So maybe Lina wasn’t that discreet after all. “Where’s the blood from?”

      “She said it’s the stuff you pulled at a potential crime scene.” Anthony showed Dana a piece of paper. “She matched the blood to college students reported missing two days ago.”

      She scanned the pages. None of the blood matched the airship dock attendant. “Fuck.”

      “However you got the blood, regardless of how legal it was, you should tip off the LVMPD,” Anthony said. “Give the families closure.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” It wouldn’t be the first time Dana had solved a case by coloring outside the lines, and it wouldn’t be the first time she’d slipped tips to Charmaine under the chief’s desk.

      “You’re not happy with the result?” Anthony asked.

      “Not at all.” She debated internally for a moment, then said, “You guys wanna come downstairs so I can show you something?”

      They followed her into the catacombs. Dana unlocked the room where Lincoln had made a grave for her—the closest thing she had to home at the moment.

      The valkyrie feather blade rested atop her sarcophagus.

      “Is that the murder weapon used against Irma Stoppard?” Anthony asked. At Dana’s surprised expression, he said, “I can keep up with cases from the med bay, you know.”

      “I thought it was the weapon,” Dana said. “It matches the wounds used to kill her. Problem is, I got that blood off of the vampire who was carrying the sword, and the vampire hadn’t drunk from Irma Stoppard. So I can’t really connect the two of them. The vamp who carried it didn’t have an obvious motive anyway.”

      “I assume the former owner of the sword is dead?” Lincoln picked up the sword carefully, examining its fibers in a sliver of firelight from the hallway.

      “Very dead,” Dana said. “Nobody’ll ever find her.” Nissa had stayed behind at RKO Pantages to clean up the torture scene, assuring Dana that the Paradisos had ways of making such messes disappear.

      “Well, we know for a fact whoever had that sword killed some people, so we’ll call this one good,” Anthony said.

      “That’s it? No lecture about following the law today?”

      “You know what I’d say.”

      “It’s never stopped you before,” Dana said.

      Anthony shrugged, exhausted. “Cut me some slack on this one. I’m tired.”

      “Valkyrie blades are rare, really rare,” Lincoln said. “And dangerous. If you don’t have other plans for it, I think I should lock this in the catacombs.” He kept a lot of artifacts in the labyrinth underneath the Holy Nights Cathedral. It was the safest place that Dana knew of in any dimension. And pretty much only the gods were allowed to requisition items from its belly.

      “Be my guest,” Dana said. “I’ve already had my fun with it, and I’m not short on swords, seeing as how I’m married to a blacksmith.”

      Her phone pinged with a calendar reminder.

      She needed to meet Penny for mediation, after which she’d be one step closer to no longer being married to a blacksmith.

      Lincoln left with the blade, and Dana was alone with Anthony, staring at her phone.

      He patted her shoulder.

      “I got a six pack of O’Doul’s in my trunk,” he said. “Got a few minutes to crack one open?”

      She eyed him suspiciously. “You hate O’Doul’s.”

      “Edie said no alcohol while I’m on her potions. I don’t have better choices.”

      There were still a couple hours until sunset—and a couple hours until one of the last steps Dana had to take to be excised from Penny’s life.

      “Beer sounds great,” Dana said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dana’s lawyer was a young woman named Lucinde Ramirez. She showed up with her hair pulled into a thick braid, hole-riddled sweatpants, and a briefcase bulging with papers. Lucinde handed Dana the envelope for a greeting card instead of saying hello.

      “Go ahead,” Lucinde said, unlocking the courtroom doors. “Open it.”

      Dana ripped the envelope open. It was a saccharine condolences card with flowers on the front. Lucinde had written on the inside, “I’m sorry you fucking died and your wife hates you.” She also drew a tombstone with Dana’s boots sticking out of the ground.

      “You’re so gods-damned sweet,” Dana said, chucking the card in the trash. “Thanks, pudding.”

      “Don’t even think about it.” Lucinde winked at her. “Looks like my cunty ex is already here, so yours should be too. Hey ladies!” She waved at the pair down the hallway.

      Lucinde’s ex was another lawyer—a slightly older woman who actually looked the part of a lawyer. Mala Goddard wore a skirt suit, anyway. Her black hair was trimmed to jaw-length. She wore makeup even though it was after typical working hours. And the expression she made when she realized that Lucinde was yelling at her was fucking priceless.

      “Hey there,” Lucinde said, moving like she was going to hug Mala, who stepped out of her reach.

      Penny’s eyes were pinched at the corners. “You…you know each other.”

      “Yes, I’m afraid we do,” said Mala. She had a thick London accent that hadn’t been softened at all by her time attending school and practicing law in Las Vegas, though she was good at American parlance. “I’m sure it’s a coincidence that Ms. McIntyre hired my ex-wife to represent her.”

      “Total coincidence,” Dana said with a grin.

      It was no coincidence at all. Dana used to hang with Lucinde and Mala at a UNLV queer advocacy group, so she knew that the lawyers used to be married. They’d hooked up young. U-Haul lesbians were a stereotype, but sometimes stereotypes came true.

      Anyway, it hadn’t ended well. Lucinde had kept in touch with Dana afterward because, as Lucinde said, “I got custody of all our cool friends in the split.” When Dana’s contacts had told her whom Penny had hired for representation, there was only one divorce lawyer Dana wanted to deal with.

      Petty? Maybe. But Mala still looked like she could smell dog shit on Dana’s corset and it was hilarious.

      “The mediator’s time is limited, so let’s get started,” Mala said stiffly.

      They had reserved a large meeting room—large enough for much of Dana and Penny’s remaining joint assets. Most of it was armor and weapons. They’d managed to separate out their books without a mediator, but by the end of that argument, Dana and Penny hadn’t been able to bring themselves to agree on the color of the sky, much less how to split equipment.

      Hence the mediator, who was now standing in the midst of tables scattered with enchanted armor and looking really uncomfortable.

      “Hello,” he said, shaking hands with the new arrivals. His lidded eyes said that he wasn’t used to being awake this late. Dana wondered if vampire/orc divorce was new to him.

      “You must be the mediator, Mark Antic,” Mala said. “Thank you for coming here so late.”

      “Late? It’s practically the butt-crack of dawn for the night dwellers,” Lucinde said. She wasn’t normally quite that vulgar, but she seemed to be enjoying Mala’s reaction as much as Dana was.

      “Right,” Mark said slowly. “Well, let’s get to work on this. We agreed in advance that each party would deliver a prioritized list of their preferred division of assets, so let me take a look.”

      Lucinde and Mala both handed him papers. Dana’s demands were on one sheet; Penny’s took a whole binder.

      “This is so unnecessary,” Penny grumbled, taking a chair between tables.

      “That’s right, it is,” Dana said. “This should be real easy.”

      Mark Antic blinked down at the lists like he didn’t understand them.

      “Problem?” Dana asked.

      “Is this the page you intended to give me, Miss Ramirez?” He turned it around to show them. Dana’s list of demands was one word: “Everything.”

      “That’s what we meant to turn in. Basically we think you can’t have shit,” Lucinde said cheerfully.

      “Miss Ramirez!” The mediator looked even more shocked by the curse than by the simple page of demands. Apparently he didn’t spend much time with interesting people. Too many Malas, not enough Lucindes.

      “I didn’t have time to make an actual list.” Dana shrugged. “That’s what you’re here for, right? Mediation? Get to the mediating.”

      “We only have an hour,” he said, “and over a hundred items in contention.”

      Penny pushed her sleeves above her elbows. If Dana wasn’t mistaken, she thought that her soon-to-be ex was trying not to smile. She always thought it was funny when Dana was a jackass. It was one of many reasons Dana had hoped she would spend the rest of her life with this woman.

      “Why don’t we just get through this as fast as possible?” Penny asked. “So I’m thinking…” She shuffled a few things around on the tables, dividing weapons from armor. “The weapons I made for you should be yours. Given all the time that I put into them, you have to relinquish something in exchange.”

      Dana folded her arms. “What else do you think I ‘should’ get?”

      “Wardbreaker, specifically. Wardbreaker is definitely yours. I finished it.” Dana patted a large case on the table. It was longer than it was wide, and its locks made Dana’s thumb ring glow. “No exchange for this one, since it’s extra special.”

      Extra special was right. Dana itched to open the protective case. Penny had been working on Wardbreaker for months to get it just right—blessed swords were not easy to make—and knowing that she was about to get it gave Dana that Christmas feeling. Except that she was going to get this one at the cost of her wife.

      “Have you added up the total value?” Dana asked.

      Mala checked a ledger. “Market value comes out close enough to two million dollars that it’s not worth getting more specific.”

      The poor mediator looked baffled by the conversation at hand.

      “I’m not paying you two million dollars,” Dana said. “Plus, when I asked you for all this shit the other night, you told me to go stuff myself like a Thanksgiving turkey.”

      “Those weren’t the exact words I used,” Penny said, blushing adorably. “Since then, Mala helped me realize how much I have at stake. I’m still not willing to give these to you for free—”

      “Even though they already fucking belong to me,” Dana said.

      “All assets in a marriage are joint assets unless otherwise specified,” Mala said, taking a seat with her briefcase to write down notes.

      “Pretty sure it was specified when Penny was like, ‘Here, this shit’s for you,’” Lucinde said.

      “I never said that either,” Penny said. “What I’m getting at is that, considering the value of the assets I put into this marriage…” She took a deep breath and steeled herself. “I should get the penthouse, and Dana gets the entire contents of the armory.”

      So everything hadn’t been brought down to the courthouse to be sorted between them. This was the equivalent of Penny showing up with a shoebox of things that Dana had left behind in the bathroom.

      “I want it in writing,” Dana said. “Every single item inventoried and marked as mine. I want you to sign saying all of them belong to me.”

      “In exchange for the penthouse?” Penny asked.

      “Yeah.”

      “Great.” She gestured to Mala, who gave a long-suffering glance at the many items that would need to be inventoried.

      “I’ll have my assistant take care of this tomorrow,” Mala said.

      “Sorry, can’t do,” Dana said. “I need everything right now. I could be dead tomorrow, you know.”

      “If you’re dead, then it all belongs to Penny anyway.”

      “I know. That’s why it needs to happen right now. So it can be passed to my preferred next of kin.”

      Penny looked horrified. “Do you think that I’d keep stuff you want your sister to have? I would never.”

      “Please. Marion wouldn’t even want it.” Dana said. Her sister Marion was a half-angel mage who could create anything she wanted out of nothing. “But we’ve gotta get shit in order if you really want to be divorced before I’m dead. So hurry up. My undeath is wasting.”

      The others got up to work on things, but Penny took Dana aside.

      “This is a grudge, isn’t it?” Penny whispered. “You’re just angry at me for trying to protect myself.”

      “Protect yourself? How the hell does divorcing me before I die protect you?”

      “Because you don’t have to die, Dana! You could just drink blood, finish the transformation, and stay a vampire. It’s not that bad. You’ll even be able to do a lot of the work you’ve always done.”

      “I’m never drinking human blood,” Dana said. “Human or orc or anything.”

      Penny’s fists clenched. It really made the muscles in her forearms pop out, which was why she was so sexy when she got angry. “It’s been weeks since Achlys got you. You’re insisting that you’re going to kill yourself, but here you are, still alive.”

      “Undead,” she corrected.

      “It makes me think that you don’t have a problem being a vampire,” Penny said without missing a beat. “You just don’t want to spend your life with me anymore.”

      That accusation was more offensive than anything else Penny had said in the heat of divorce. She could have called Dana a thousand wretched names without inflicting so much pain.

      But the idea that Dana didn’t love Penny enough…

      Dana had to step back and take a few deep breaths to calm herself. It didn’t seem to help. Nothing settled a vampire’s dead nerves. “First of all, I would never ask you to wake up next to a vampire every night after what happened to you,” Dana hissed out from between her teeth.

      “You’re not like the Fremont Slasher.”

      “Secondly, my mission’s not done. I haven’t dismantled the Paradisos.”

      “Are you even trying?” Penny asked. “You were at RKO Pantages with a former lieutenant of Achlys’s last night. It didn’t look like you were trying to stop her.”

      “You were spying on me?”

      “People saw you around, and they talked about it. You’re not the only one with connections, Dana. I do know some of the people in our city too.” Penny shook her head, stepping back. “No, no, no. I can’t do this with you anymore. I can’t constantly doubt if you’re telling me the truth, and whether you’re really happy with me. I don’t think you have been for a long time.”

      How could Penny think that she was anything but a beam of sunshine radiating into the dark corners of Dana’s mind? Even now, standing in the same courthouse where they’d once gotten their marriage license, Dana felt happier than she had at any other point since Achlys bit her. Just because she was with Penny. Because even when they were fighting, life with Penny was better than life without.

      But Dana didn’t have a life anymore.

      “I was just going to give you the penthouse,” Dana said.

      Penny stopped edging away. “You were?”

      “I can’t keep it anyway. Too bright. And it’s not like I need to sell it for money.”

      “Then why fight with me over this? Do you want to make me this miserable?”

      “I just like hanging out with you,” Dana said.

      Penny’s brows met in the center, knitted with something that could have been sympathy or concern or heartache or gods only knew what else. “Dana,” she sighed.

      Dana never found out what else she was about to say. Mark Antic had started screaming. One of the items had flared up while they were trying to sort the inventory, and now his expensive suit had caught. Too many artificial fibers, probably.

      “I’ve got this!” Lucinde said cheerfully, wrenching the fire extinguisher off of the wall. “Hold still!”

      Mala was less cheerful. “Stop, drop, and roll!”

      Mark Antic decided to split their advice by dropping to the floor and continuing to scream. It was fine; rolling would only spread this magical fire anyway.

      “That was the breastplate, wasn’t it?” Penny asked.

      “Yep,” Dana said. “Probably should have warned them about that.”

      Lucinde blasted clouds of fire retardant on the mediator. He continued to burn.

      “That won’t work!” Penny cried.

      “Well, darn,” Lucinde said. She kept spraying anyway. She started to whistle a song from Hello, Dolly.

      Dana leaped across the room, swiped her hands across the locks protecting Wardbreaker, and whipped the new sword out. It was even more beautiful than Dana had ever imagined. It was a Carolingian-style sword made of metal folded into thick geometric lines. Aside from the solidness of its hilt, Wardbreaker had almost no mass. Yet its lines were chunky, its hilt broad, its blade as harsh and graceless as Dana could want.

      Dana stood over Mark Antic, lifted the sword above her head, and swung.

      Mala had enough time to shrill, “What are you doing?”

      And then the blade sliced right through the mediator.

      More specifically, it sliced through the magic drenching him. The blade was incorporeal despite its solid appearance, so it couldn’t cut flesh.

      Dana twisted the sword within Mark.

      The flame vanished.

      The mediator scrambled away from her, giving a strangled cry as though he were still burning. “Augh!”

      “Chill,” Dana said, tugging the sword free. Its magical blade now burned with the fire spell she’d shattered. “You’re okay.”

      The mediator patted himself down, gazing in horror at his ruined suit. His skin was caked in soot and his hair curled at the ends where it had burned, but he didn’t look injured.

      “That was witchfire made specifically for killing vampires who attack the breastplate’s wearer,” Penny said. “It shouldn’t have burned your suit. The spells must be acting funny as they get old.” She turned the breastplate gently over in her hands, peering closely at the place where the leather straps were bolted to the metal. “I’ll set it aside for Marion to look at it next time she visits.” Dana’s sister enchanted all of her armor.

      Mark scrambled to his feet. He gawked between the four of them, announced, “You’re all insane,” and ran out the doors.

      “Another mediator down,” Lucinde sighed. “At this rate nobody in Vegas will want to work with me.”

      Mala glared, arms folded over her chest. “I can’t imagine why.”

      “I’ll just have all this moved to my new place,” Dana said, waving at the tables of crap. “Penthouse is yours, Penny. Hope you do something fun with the space I vacated. You can find someone who loves you the way you want to be loved, since apparently giving my entire fucking soul to you wasn’t enough.” Her phone rang, and she pulled it out of her pocket. It was Charmaine Villanueva’s work number. “Night, ladies.”

      “We’re not done here!” Mala yelled after her, but Dana was already out the doors.

      Annoying Penny by dragging out divorce proceedings was fun, but it still came second to Dana’s real work. Which was taking down the Paradisos and protecting Vegas from its vampire population.

      Dana answered her phone. “McIntyre.”

      “We’ve got another murder scene,” Charmaine said. “You busy?”

      She glanced over her shoulder. Penny was gazing at her through the glass courthouse doors, looking totally wrecked. “Nope. Not busy at all.”
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      Getting out to the murder scene was a longer drive than Dana would have liked. She had to fill up her pink-and-lime pickup at a gas station before she could make it out to the truck stop south of Vegas. By the time she got there, the whole parking lot was lit by blazing floodlights, and cops crawled over everything.

      Officer Jeffreys directed Dana to park near the tape, then let her inside.

      “It’s the same as last time,” he said, stroking his forefinger and thumb over his bushy mustache. “Lots of thin cuts. We’ll have to have the lab techs make sure, but I think it was another valkyrie feather.”

      “Bullshit,” she said.

      The heat in her voice made his eyes go round. “It looks the same. I swear it.”

      Dana waved him off. He didn’t know that the valkyrie blade had been locked up in the catacombs underneath the Holy Nights Cathedral. “All right. I hear you. When did this victim die?”

      “Coroner’s office estimates three hours,” Officer Jeffreys said.

      “Damn,” Dana said.

      “What?”

      She glanced around to find Charmaine doing that severe coyote grimace over by a floodlight. The body was covered in a sheet, but that didn’t seem to stop the chief from brooding over it. “I encountered draugr last night with a similar weapon. They’re gone. They couldn’t have killed this guy.”

      “Draugr? What are draugr?”

      “Fancy vampire breed,” she said, quickening her pace. Officer Jeffreys’s equipment jangled as he hurried to keep up with her. “More like ghosts than the bloodless you see around here.”

      “So they haunt people?” Officer Jeffreys asked, his face going as pale as though he was a ghost himself.

      “These ones didn’t. They wore tacky snakeskin, though. Much worse crime than haunting.”

      Charmaine had heard them talking. She turned on Dana, arms folded, a storm darkening her features. “Are you certain that these draugr aren’t responsible?”

      “Dead certain,” Dana said. “They were responsible for other murders, though. I’ve identified the victims. The draugr were killed by an accident totally unrelated to my direct action, so you should notify the victims’ families that justice has been served.” She handed the blood analysis to Charmaine. Dana had contemplated being more subtle about her tip-off, but fuck it. She was gonna be gone soon anyway.

      The police chief studied her for a moment, face cut into hemispheres of shadow and harsh white-blue light. She was graying a little around the hairline. Developing jowls, too. Those were new since her promotion. The stress wasn’t doing her any favors, and Dana certainly wasn’t helping with that.

      Charmaine took a moment to read the lab results and victim profiles. Mixed emotions crawled over her face. It was always a mixed experience, confirming that missing people were dead. It offered closure to families, but that was about it. A bitter victory.

      The chief said, “Thanks.” She must have known Dana had killed the draugr, but she was going to let it go.

      They approached the body.

      “This is a trucker by the name of Carlitos Oborsky. Freelance. He’s the owner of those five drones.” Charmaine pointed at a row of parked semis. They were automated and driverless, but law said that they had to have a driver nearby in case of emergencies, so one had a spacious cab. “He was found dead two hours ago by another trucker. The scene was held for us exactly the way he found it.”

      Dana flicked the blanket aside. Carlitos Oborsky was a stringy man who looked like he’d have had fun stories to tell when he’d been alive. The thick eyebrows still looked like they were tilted in laughter, even now that he was dead.

      And boy, was the guy dead. He’d been gutted.

      Now that Dana had handled a valkyrie blade, she had no trouble matching its shape to the wounds. She’d cut similar wounds into the draugr and watched Nissa do the same. Dana only needed to kill once to know the curves of a weapon the way most people knew a lover’s body.

      There must have been two incredibly rare valkyrie blades around.

      “Did you check his inventory?” Dana asked, resting her elbows on her knees.

      “Nothing’s missing,” Charmaine said. “The trailers are full except for the one he was driving. That one is only eighty percent full.”

      “But its contents match his shipping ledgers?”

      “Yes,” she said.

      Dana straightened, squinting through the lights at the semis. “I want to see.”

      Officer Jeffreys threw open the trailer. It was stacked with pallets destined for a department store, fitting into it as tightly as a wall of Lego bricks.

      She climbed up to look around. The mustachioed cop hung out on the pavement, patting his pockets.

      “Mind if I smoke?” he asked.

      “As long as you don’t try to set me on fire,” Dana said. Full-blooded vampires were flammable. They could look at a lighter and go up in flames, pretty much. A blood virgin didn’t catch as easily, but it was still in her best interests to keep away from cops with open fire.

      “Never mind,” he said. “Looks like I don’t have a light.”

      She snorted. “Here.” Dana tossed a Zippo at him.

      Officer Jeffreys lit up. He offered the filter end to Dana. “Want some?”

      “I don’t smoke nothing.” And it looked like he had the good stuff—a blunt of mixed tobacco and cannabis. Smelled like skunks. Officer Jeffreys was a man of taste. He was gonna get lung cancer, but damn if he wouldn’t go out enjoying that cancer.

      “Why do you have a lighter if you’re not a smoker?” he asked, tossing the Zippo back.

      She rolled it over in her fingers. The side was marked with a worn American flag—the old flag from before the North American Union, not the newer one with the crescent moon on it. She’d found the Zippo in a box of her dad’s old things. “I like setting fire to vampires.”

      “Oh. Okay.” He looked disarmed…but intrigued. “Tell me more about draugr. Are they like you? Do they have the fangs? Do they catch fire?”

      Her skin crawled at having someone ask if a vampire was “like her.” Dana tried to decide if correcting his dumb ass was worth the effort.

      Yeah, it was worth it.

      “No vampire is like me,” Dana said.

      “What’s the difference?” he asked.

      “I don’t kill humans for food. Never will. I swore my life to protecting humanity from preternatural threats, especially the vampire ones.”

      “But you are a vampire now.”

      “I’m halfway there,” Dana said. “Which means I’m halfway to human too.” If Lincoln and Brianna managed to work out the cure in time, maybe she’d get to backtrack. Maybe she’d feel her heart beat again.

      Either way, she’d never be like other vampires.

      She turned to search the contents of the cargo container.

      “What’s it like, changing into one of them?” Jeffreys asked.

      Dana’s acute vision tracked over the floor of the trailer. If she’d been human, it would have been too dark for her to make out any details. But she could see faint lines of dirt where other crates had stood. “It’s hell.” Forced to sleep in a tomb so she’d be safe, dreaming of fountaining blood, loathed by her wife.

      “Are you getting stronger? Faster?”

      He was too pushy for her tastes. Officer Jeffreys had never fangirled over Dana’s presence the way some cops did, so she didn’t mind working with him. But if she wanted to divulge her life’s details, she’d go see Charmaine’s therapist.

      “I’m dying.” Dana poked around boxes that had slid during shipping. “It’s like I’ve been dying for weeks. I don’t breathe or bleed. You wanna chat about postmortem constipation too, or is that personal enough for you?”

      “Hey! Dana!”

      She turned. Over Officer Jeffreys’s head, she spotted Brianna waddling at top-speed in her direction. She’d probably been heading for Charmaine, but the chief was currently absorbed in a cell phone conversation. Someone like Mayor Hekekia was chewing her out. That left nobody for Brianna to annoy but Dana.

      “What’s up?” she asked, reaching down a hand to haul Brianna into the truck bed. The witch’s wrist pulse beat under Dana’s fingers. Dana dropped Brianna’s hand as soon as she had her footing.

      “Well, Greenville Lights got cancelled,” Brianna said, panting from the effort of jogging across the parking lot. “No season two.”

      Dana felt actual dismay, and it was such a petty form of dismay that she cherished it. “But the writing on that show was fucking pristine!”

      “I know, but that network cancels all the good shows. What can you do?”

      “You didn’t come here to tell me about that.” Although Dana was very upset about losing her favorite new TV show of the spring season. She’d watched every single episode with Brianna, Anthony, and Penny. They’d had popcorn parties at the Lodge, for fuck’s sake.

      “I thought I’d start with the less-terrible news to ease you into the actual bad news,” Brianna said. “Charmaine is on the phone with Secretary Friederling of the OPA.”

      “They’re talking the vigilante license revocation?”

      “And the daylighting.” She sighed, rubbing her hands over her face. “They’re saying that the daylight-only status of Vegas will be maintained for six months.”

      Dana sank down to sit on the edge of a box. She stared blankly at the wall.

      Six months of daylighting. Six months where any vampire in Clark County wouldn’t be able to step outside without ultra-concentrated UV rays burning them into dust. The OPA would probably be extra thorough and clean out the sewers, too. Nowhere would be safe.

      Even blood virgins would be killed by that.

      “Anthony found a place in Tahoe that looks nice,” Brianna said. “Monthly rates are decent, and beach access is outstanding.” She showed her phone screen to Dana. It displayed rental information for an adorable alpine cottage, which looked ordinary except for a single detail: it had no windows. “We’re thinking you can use it as base to cover the Reno territory until shit dies down in Vegas.”

      Dana shoved the phone away. “No fucking way. I’m not running. Vegas is home.”

      “I told Anthony you wouldn’t be interested, but…” Brianna glared at Dana, clutching her phone so tightly that her knuckles were white. “You pulled Anthony out of a mine so he wouldn’t die. Why won’t you let him save you too?”

      Dana opened her mouth to reply.

      But a small shape caught her attention out the corner of her eye.

      “What’s that?” she asked, leaping to her feet.

      Brianna groaned and rolled her eyes.

      Dana climbed behind a stack of crates. Carlitos Oborsky must have braked hard, because it looked like they’d slid a few inches despite being tethered. A small cardboard box, heavily duct taped around its circumference, seemed to have tumbled behind the crates.

      She picked it up. Broke the tape sealing it shut.

      “What’s this look like to you?” Dana asked, sliding its heavy contents into her palm.

      Brianna plucked the bar out of her hand. “This looks like pure iron,” she said, lifting it into the floodlights. “Just like you found in the suitcase from the hookah lounge.”

      Dana popped up onto her toes, peering over Brianna’s head to look for Officer Jeffreys. He’d been distracted by someone who worked for the truck stop.

      “Take these,” she said, shoving the iron bars into Brianna’s pockets.

      “Dana. Stop it. That’s illegal.”

      “Watch how much I care,” she said.

      And she jumped out of the shipping container to beeline for her truck.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “The shipping company is called Hardwick Transport Services,” Brianna announced, pressing a button on her remote so the projector would display a company stock profile. “Guess who they’re connected with.”

      “The Babysitters’ Club?” Dana suggested.

      “Yes,” Brianna said. “How did you know? My God. You’ve got the brilliant detective mind of Sherlock Holmes, you enormously smug jerk.”

      They were having a meeting at the Hunting Lodge. It was getting dangerously close to dawn, since driving around the county had a way of soaking up what little nighttime southern Nevada had in the summer. Dana hadn’t had a choice but to return to base before daylight was chasing her ass.

      At that hour of morning, the only associates around were Brianna and Anthony. Everyone else was either on patrol or enjoying a night off. The Lodge was silent except for Brianna’s music. She’d been playing the same Billy Idol album on repeat for the last two weeks.

      For the moment, White Wedding Part 1 was backing Brianna’s slideshow of information. It was pretty awesome, actually. Not entirely appropriate, but awesome.

      “So the shipment was being transported for Hardwick Research.” Anthony’s feet were propped up on the meeting table, and he leaned back in his chair so hard that it was nearly flat. He’d pulled a wool blanket over himself like he was planning to fall asleep there. “I almost get killed in a Hardwick mine. A Hardwick researcher is kidnapped and killed by the Paradisos. Now the Hardwicks are shuffling illegal quantities of iron around the area.”

      “You’re close.” Brianna switched to the next slide. She stood in front of it so that half of the fact sheet was projected onto her frilly old lady shirt. “These quantities of iron aren’t illegal when earmarked for research. Also, Carlitos Oborsky wasn’t supposed to pass through southern Nevada. He was taking this stuff to Oakland via I-80.”

      “Huge fucking detour,” Dana said. I-80 wasn’t anywhere near Vegas.

      “Dana,” Brianna admonished. She pointed at a jar sitting on a shelf. There was a piece of paper taped to its side with “Swear Jar” written on the side in permanent marker.

      “No,” Dana said.

      “Rules are rules,” Anthony said.

      Dana rolled her eyes, stuck a hand in her pockets, pulled out some cash. “Fine.” She stuck the money in the jar’s lid. The Swear Jar was almost completely full; even though Anthony had been fined by cops recently, depleting their reserves, there was no shortage of curse words at the Hunting Lodge.

      “You’re right that I-80 is nowhere near us,” Brianna said once she was satisfied by Dana’s contribution. “Luckily I managed to get a hold of a Hardwick representative, and she hooked me up with Pierce Hardwick.”

      “The Pierce Hardwick?” Anthony asked. “That’s like sitting down to chat with Edison.”

      “Edison’s dead, nimrod,” Dana said.

      “Edison and a necrocognitive, then.” He stuck his tongue out at her.

      She stuck her tongue out in response.

      “Pierce and I had a nice chat,” Brianna said with airy superiority. She was real fucking smug about getting to talk to one of the greatest minds of their era, like it made her so much better than the adults sticking their tongues out at each other.

      “Pierce.” Dana mimicked her tone nasally, swooning with a hand on her brow. “Pierce and I had tea. Pierce and I are in love.”

      Anthony kicked her in the knee. “Be nice.”

      Brianna’s whole face had turned an unflattering shade of crimson. “Pierce thinks it’s likely that the iron that Lucifer was selling to the Paradisos was also stolen from a Hardwick facility. They had a huge security breach recently.”

      “And that’s how you end up with microbiologists and bars of iron getting stolen,” Dana said.

      “Exactly,” Brianna said. “Get this: Pierce also said that a third lab was robbed. They lost iron there too. It was in Helena.”

      “Helena? Home of airship manufacturing in America?” Anthony asked. “Does that mean that the victim at the airship dock got killed because she spotted smugglers?”

      “It seems likely. The Hardwicks have been generous with info, but not as generous as we need. They’re holding back from me. I bet Lincoln can get more, so I asked him to drop Pierce a phone call too.”

      “We don’t need anything else from them.” Dana tallied the points on her fingers one at a time. “We caught Paradisos vamps buying iron from Lucifer. Two mortals have been murdered adjacent to more iron smuggling, too. The Paradisos are killing people to get contraband. Case closed. Let’s take it to Charmaine.”

      “Hold your hell-hounds, McIntyre.” Anthony dropped his feet from the table and sat up. “What’s the motive? Iron’s only illegal because of the effect that it has on sidhe. There aren’t sidhe in Vegas.”

      Okay, so that was kind of a huge hole in Dana’s case.

      “And it looked like Carlitos Oborsky was killed by another valkyrie feather blade,” Dana admitted grudgingly.

      Anthony frowned. “I can have Linc check on the one you fetched.”

      “No point. It must have been a different one.” She sighed, folding her arms tightly across her chest. “Before I killed those draugr, they told me that someone at Judex gave them the sword. Said it was a present for being high rollers or whatever.”

      “How interesting,” Brianna said. “Sounds like they could have testified against the Paradisos if you hadn’t killed them without warrants.”

      “Oh, shut the fuck up,” Dana said.

      Brianna did shut up. She also pointed silently at the Swear Jar.

      Dana hurled a fistful of change at it.

      “It’s safe to connect the swords to the Paradisos, but that doesn’t fix our lack of motive. I can’t imagine they’re planning to invade the Middle Worlds.” Brianna turned off the projector and set the remote on top of it. Without its bright white light, the room was comfortably dim. The tan walls didn’t hurt Dana’s sensitive eyes so much. “Even if the Paradisos took all their vampires across the ley lines, they couldn’t drop a single Court.”

      “They’re doing something bad with the iron,” Dana said. “The Paradisos have a plan.”

      “We don’t know that. We can’t prove it.”

      “Maybe I can.” The small voice came from the doorway.

      Dana leaped to her feet, whirling to see…

      Nissa Royal.

      The petite vampire was dressed for work. She wore her Judex employee shirt, a modest skirt that fell below the knees, and opaque tights. Dana had a gun pointed at her before she even realized that Nissa’s hands were lifted in a gesture of surrender. “How the fuck did you get in here?” Dana asked.

      Nissa’s eyes flitted between each of the people in the room. Anthony had a hand on a stake. Brianna’s fingers were poised to cast the hetânâ. Nissa was either brave or stupid for walking into that room.

      “I just walked in,” she said. “Through the front door. Is that weird?”

      Dana glanced over her shoulder. “Brianna?”

      “I modified the anti-bloodless wards to make sure they wouldn’t hurt you.” Brianna looked even more embarrassed than when Dana had been picking on her reverence for Pierce Hardwick. “I might have poked a few big holes.”

      “You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “You wouldn’t be able to work here if I hadn’t,” Brianna said.

      Nissa lifted her hands an inch higher. “I don’t want to make trouble. I only came because I have more information that I thought you might want, Dana.”

      Brianna said, “Dana.” She mimicked Dana’s nasally, teasing tone. “I have information, Dana. Let’s go on a date, Dana.”

      “Chill,” Anthony said sharply.

      Dana didn’t look at her compatriots. Even if Dana hadn’t promised Tormid that she’d wipe Nissa off the face of the Earth, Nissa was a vampire, so Dana should have killed her weeks earlier. Instead she was wandering into the Hunting Lodge like she belonged.

      She didn’t belong.

      “What information?” Dana asked. Her gun didn’t waver. She kept it aimed right between Nissa’s eyeballs.

      “I was looking at the calendar of events for the Paradisos, and I saw a user-submitted event tomorrow night that shouldn’t have—”

      “Hold up,” Brianna said. “The Paradisos have a shared calendar?”

      Nissa looked at her like she was speaking Sumerian. “Uh, yeah. How else would we organize everything?”

      “But calendars are so easy to hack,” the witch said.

      “You haven’t met our firewalls,” Nissa said.

      That was not true. Penny had spent a lot of time banging her head against the Paradisos firewalls, trying to penetrate their network. They’d broken into the former master’s systems and Achlys had paid for the security hole with her life. Everything else had since been upgraded. Quantum encryption made further penetration just this side of impossible.

      Knowing that the Paradisos had a unified calendar organizing their evil was simultaneously mouth-watering and frustrating.

      “Anyway, there’s an incoming shipment of something—maybe lethe? I’m not sure,” Nissa said. “The details on the calendar are incomplete. The whole entry looked weird, as I said.”

      Dana glanced at Anthony. He shrugged.

      “I thought you’d want to know,” the vampire finished, somewhat pathetically. “Because lethe is so destructive.”

      All right, so Dana did want to know. But… “At the moment, we’re focusing on the import of iron into the region. Purified bars. Medical grade.”

      Nissa snapped her fingers. “I bet that’s what it is. We usually don’t log lethe shipments like this—in the calendar, that is. We’ve got a steady flow from a local distributor, so it’s too routine.”

      “That makes it so much more legal to have demon drugs around,” Anthony said.

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s something else, like iron,” Nissa said. She acted like she hadn’t heard Anthony at all. She only had eyes for Dana.

      Dana only had eyes for Nissa.

      Access to a calendar. Knowledge of incoming shipments.

      Maybe there was a benefit to keeping a contact within the Paradisos alive.

      “Could it be a shipment of weapons?” Dana asked. “For instance, more valkyrie swords?”

      Nissa looked confused. “Like the blade the draugr had?”

      “They said they got it from Judex. I assume that means Mohinder. If he’s giving them out to visitors, then he must be distributing them for a reason. Maybe to lead us off his trail.”

      “The draugr were lying about that,” she said. “I run Judex. I’d know if we were giving free swords out at the same time as credit for the slots.”

      Unless Mohinder knew that Nissa was spilling information behind his back. If he caught on to the fact she wasn’t the most loyal fledgling, it’d be easy for a master of his stature to hide things from her.

      There was only one way to find out what was in that shipment.

      And there was only one way to find out who might be running around with valkyrie-feather swords.

      “When’s the shipment coming in?” Dana asked.

      “It’ll be here tomorrow night,” Nissa said. She checked the time on her watch. “Okay, tonight. After the next sunset. Do you want to check it out? It’s okay if you don’t.” She added the last bit quickly.

      Dana didn’t have to look at Anthony and Brianna to know they were staring at her in horror. “Yeah,” Dana said. “I’ll go to the sale.”
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      There were a few times in Dana’s life where she’d gone through big transitions. She regarded the separate phases of the last twenty-whatever years as distinctive eras: her young childhood before becoming an orphan; her adolescence raised by witches; the teenage years with the gods; meeting Penny and taking over the Hunting Lodge. The years since the Fremont Slasher had been the worst possible, she thought—worse than getting orphaned in many ways.

      It turned out that the era where she was a blood virgin was worse. Because not only was the Slasher still out there, but she didn’t have Penny, and she slept in a fucking tomb.

      The brothers passed the hour before sunrise in prayer and gardening in the greenhouse. Dana hadn’t been joining them lately. But as Lincoln had pointed out, maybe it was time for Dana to refocus her efforts on worship.

      She only got to the hallway behind the pulpit before running into Lincoln, though. He was waiting for her, arms folded inside his voluminous robes. “Morning, McIntyre,” he said. “Have a nice night?”

      “No,” Dana said. “How about you? Going to the greenhouse already?” She’d obviously gotten back to the cathedral too late for prayers if Lincoln wasn’t with the other monks.

      “No, I just got off the phone with the Hardwicks,” Lincoln said. “Brianna wasn’t happy with the information they gave her. Asked me to get in touch with Pierce.”

      “Why’d she ask you to do that?” It was like expecting your neighborhood pastor to be able to call the president for funsies.

      “We’re, uh…old friends.” Lincoln coughed into his fist. “My staff came from the Winter Queen. The first one. Before she was assassinated, the Hardwicks hung out in Niflheimr with her, so we got acquainted.”

      Considering how many sidhe were involved in the story, Dana figured Lincoln was choosing not to tell her about an orgy. There were always orgies with the sidhe. She never asked how many visits to Pound Town Lincoln had made to get that sidhe staff from the Winter Queen, but she’d always assumed it had been at least a few dozen.

      Hey, whatever it took to get what they needed.

      “All right, so you talked to Pierce Hardwick,” Dana said, heading to the catacombs’ stairs. Lincoln sauntered alongside her. “What’d you get from him?”

      “Pierce offered to sell us unobtainium at cost. But we can’t afford it.”

      “I can tap my savings.” The Hunting Club used to divert all its money to a savings account for her when she was a kid, so she had money distributed across worldwide bank accounts, which she totally ignored.

      “You got a billion dollars in savings?”

      “No, but I don’t need a fucking ton of unobtainium.”

      “You need a billion for a quarter-gram of refined unobtainium,” Lincoln said.

      Okay. So they couldn’t afford it. “Fuck, you can’t just honey-dick your way into getting us a couple crumbs?”

      “The Hardwicks don’t want anything I have. They’re not those kind of sidhe.”

      Dana wanted to argue that all sidhe were “those kind of sidhe,” but it felt stupid arguing with the Lincoln Marshall, who’d been the first human with an open invitation to visit the Middle Worlds. He knew sidhe the way Dana knew vampires.

      “Pierce suggested we contact Gaslight Corp,” Lincoln said. “They’re said to have unrefined unobtainium on hand that might be cheaper.”

      “Gaslight Corp? Never heard of ‘em.”

      “Me neither, so I looked them up. Seems like they’re a company with roots in Hyderabad.”

      “Who’s at the reins?”

      “Probably a shell company inside a few other shell companies. Couldn’t find the innermost nesting doll, so they’ve gotta be pretty big.”

      It made sense for a huge company like Hardwick Research to have a billions-per-gram resource. The idea that this Gaslight Corp could have similar reach but fly under Dana’s radar was…well, it didn’t seem likely.

      Dana would have bet her Swiss bank account that Gaslight Corp was evil based on that information alone.

      “I’ve put the word out,” Lincoln said. “We’ll know soon if we can buy unrefined unobtainium from them.”

      “Great.” Dana reached the door to her cell, but didn’t go inside. She hesitated. Sighed. Scrubbed her hands over her face, and turned back to Lincoln.

      “Problem?” he asked.

      “I didn’t kill a vampire,” she said. Felt as bad as admitting that she’d punched a puppy in the face.

      Lincoln tipped his hat back with a knuckle, lifting an eyebrow at Dana. “You let one survive?”

      “I tried to kill her once. It didn’t work. I’ve run into her since then and haven’t taken her down. She’s like me, Linc—she’s still in transition. A blood virgin.”

      “And that’s why you’re letting her go,” he said. “Because she reminds you of yourself.”

      “Because she reminds me of Penny.” There. Dana had said the words out loud. “This vampire, Nissa Royal, she died four years ago. She got jumped on Fremont Street. The only reason she walked away from it was because Mohinder found her.”

      “Fremont Street four years ago.” Lincoln scratched his fingers over his jaw. “Damn. Does she have info about the Fremont Slasher that you don’t?”

      Dana loved how Lincoln didn’t pussyfoot around the subject with her. Everyone was so careful about it, like she’d snap if they even said the killer’s name. “I don’t think Nissa even knows that she’s one of his victims.”

      “You don’t do anyone a favor by telling her about it,” Lincoln said.

      “That’s not what’s bugging me. She’s not a killer like the other vampires, and she can’t be the Fremont Slasher herself. But I’ve sworn to kill all vampires. Tormid and I are working to dismantle the Paradisos, and that includes Nissa Royal.”

      “I’m surprised you haven’t killed her if she’s one of the murder,” Lincoln said. “You’re not the sentimental type.”

      Understatement of the epoch. “If I’m curable, so’s she. And she’s giving me access to information about the Paradisos I wouldn’t otherwise have. I’m not used to feeling like I dunno what to do. Makes me wish the gods actually answered prayers.”

      “Come on, let me show you something,” Lincoln said.

      “The sun’s rising in a minute. Need to go to sleep.”

      “We’re not going anywhere near daylight.”

      He took Dana down the long hallway of warded doors in the catacombs. Lincoln walked past a pair of statues that resembled the triadists’ two favorite gods.

      “Just because the gods don’t talk much doesn’t mean we can’t figure out their intent,” he said, veering down another hallway. Dripping water echoed around them. “They made the world as we know it when Genesis hit. They tweaked everything a little, but vampires? Vampires got tweaked a lot.”

      “Vampires didn’t exist before Genesis,” Dana said. “They’re the most embarrassing mistake of the gods, you ask me.”

      “A mistake? Maybe. Maybe not.”

      The tunnel widened into an unremarkable cave with a shallow pool at its heart. Someone had stuck a folding chair and bucket alongside the pool.

      A single shaft of sunlight glowed at the end of the cave, shining through a crack in the rock. It was too blue and cool to be Vegas sunlight. This part of the Holy Nights Cathedral rested elsewhere in the world through the magic of sidhe ley lines.

      “Thought you said we weren’t going near sun,” Dana said.

      “Not much sun,” Lincoln amended.

      He grabbed Dana’s arm and thrust it into the light.

      She boiled immediately.

      “Fuck!”

      Dana didn’t wrench away from him. She gritted her teeth and watched the skin burn. It bubbled, then popped into dry craters that flaked like parchment.

      “The gods’ light blisters you, so you can reckon that they want it to do that. They want this world to be deadly to vampires. But…” Lincoln pulled her over to the pool. He pushed Dana to her knees and plunged her burned arm into the water.

      The pain instantly stopped.

      When Lincoln released her arm, Dana found that her skin was unbroken. Healed.

      “This is the blessed spring we get our holy water from. If the sun burns but the water heals, then it makes me think that the gods aren’t done with you yet,” he said. “You’re still pure, McIntyre. You haven’t drunk from humans. Neither has this Nissa character.”

      Dana turned her hand over in front of her face, examining the repaired skin. It was as dead as ever. Yet she could be fixed by the gods’ blessing. “So you think I shouldn’t kill her.” It wasn’t the answer she’d expected from Lincoln. She’d been ready to get her ass chewed out, and she had been kinda looking forward to it. But this…

      “I think if Nissa repents, and if you guys can work together to save Las Vegas from murderers, then it’s your moral responsibility to wait.” Lincoln rested a hand on Dana’s shoulder, giving her a serious look. The triadist charm glimmered at the hollow of his throat. “But don’t trust Nissa. Never, ever trust a vampire.”
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      The Big Blind was a Ferris wheel, in a manner of speaking, though there wasn’t any other Ferris wheel like it on the planet. Unlike its older sister, the High Roller, the Big Blind wasn’t anchored to the ground. None of its parts touched the Earth. It was also tilted at an angle with the cars dangling underneath it, kinda like the Round-Up at the carnival, and the whole thing glowed with magic.

      Each of its room-sized cars cost thousands of dollars to rent one for the night, but once you did, you had limitless alcohol, great views of the Strip, and private vampire bartenders. The experience probably wasn’t terrible. But if you didn’t rent a whole room—and who but rich douchebags could?—then you had to share space, staff, drinks. You also had to listen to bad music and ads blaring over the speakers. Half of the advertisements encouraged humans to visit vampire bars, while the other half were for sex workers and strip clubs.

      It was a tourist trap, and an obnoxious one at that. Dana made a point to have never ridden it. Which was why she was so annoyed to step into a shared car with Nissa Royal at midnight.

      “Fuck,” Dana muttered, glancing around the glass room. The place reeked of tourists. Dana accepted tourism as a necessity for the local economy, and she preferred human visitors to vampire natives, but that didn’t mean she wanted to be anywhere near these out-of-towners with their huge camera lenses and plastic sunglasses and novelty t-shirts.

      Nissa didn’t seem any more thrilled to be there. She couldn’t stop shaking from the moment they passed the ticket booth.

      “What’s your problem?” Dana asked. “You see something I don’t?”

      “I feel something you don’t.” She pressed her hands against her forehead and squeezed her eyes shut. Her empathy powers must have been going wild around all of these mortals.

      “Do you feel the guys doing the trade?”

      Nissa shook her head. “Just mortals. I can’t read vampires.”

      “Damn.” Dana pointed to a curved bench along one of the windows. “Sit down before you fall down.”

      “There’s room for both of us,” Nissa said.

      Dana wasn’t going to sit within arm’s reach of this vampire. Like Lincoln had said, Nissa might be redeemable, but that didn’t mean she was trustworthy. Dana took position against a girder nearby instead, since that permitted a view of the open door to the car as it slid past the dock.

      There must have been fifty people in Dana’s room alone, and she didn’t need empathy powers to pick out threats. She just watched them. Body language and facial expressions gave away enough. Right now, there was nobody interesting in Dana’s view. But she couldn’t see everybody at once.

      She noted the positioning of the security cameras: two black domes on either end of the car. They’d see everything she didn’t. Dana touched her earpiece. “Two cameras here. Can you get in?”

      “What?” Nissa asked.

      Dana wasn’t speaking to her. She was talking to Dionne back at the base, who was on computer duty. Dionne was a feline shifter. Her voice was silky-smooth, like a phone sex operator’s voice, and she looked like black Hermione Granger. “Yes, I can have one of the cameras up at a time,” Dionne said. “I’m watching. Is there anything I should be looking for in particular?”

      “Briefcases, suitcases, backpacks. People talking intently. Anything that looks like selling drugs.”

      “I’ll ping you if I see anything,” Dionne said.

      “Great.” Dana turned off her microphone.

      The Big Blind car lurched and accelerated. Whoops of drunken excitement filled the room.

      The Strip sprawled out underneath them. At that height, the giant magical figures looked like people walking among a town of toys. The Rio had added a Wenda the Wicked advertisement, and she was the tallest of them. Each of her boobs was bigger than the cars on the Big Blind.

      It was cloudy again. The thunderheads reflected the light from the Strip, turning them purple. Because the Big Blind was at a higher elevation than most of Vegas, it gathered condensation that couldn’t reach the road without evaporating; droplets beaded on the other side of the glass.

      Nissa kept her eyes locked to her pigeon-toed feet. The ballet flats had little skulls on the heels—the only hint of style similar to Achlys’s.

      “You afraid of heights?” Dana asked, folding her arms.

      “A little, since I fell out of Achlys’s tower,” she said. “But there are a few people in here that are very afraid of heights. Over by the bar.”

      Dana peered over the crowd to look at the group Nissa indicated. There was a group of pale tourists who weren’t vampires—just scared witless. Looked like a bachelor party where only the bachelor was having fun, possibly because he was too drunk to realize how far off the ground they were.

      They didn’t look likely to be part of the trade. Nothing about their body language was threatening or covert.

      Dana kept scanning the others in the car. “You’re sure this is where it’s supposed to happen?”

      “The calendar event said the Gergich Room.” Nissa pointed to a sign over the door. It had been named in honor of an assemblyman killed in Genesis. “And this is the time of the event, so…” Unless the calendar event was fake, they were in the right place at the right time.

      The Big Blind continued to rotate. They skimmed an advertisement for an all-incubus revue, which looked like a ten-story-tall man with a waxed chest and six-pack for days. A giant eyebrow waggled suggestively as they passed. Dana rolled her eyes.

      “Have you heard anything that might suggest why the Paradisos are ordering iron?” Dana asked. Nissa shook her head, mouth sealed shut as if afraid she might vomit. “What do you think are the odds Mohinder’s stocking up to prevent another attempted coup from the likes of Shawn Wyn?”

      “Very low, now that Shawn is dead.” Nissa drew her knees up to her chest, back pressing against the glass. She didn’t make contact with the bewitched incubus. “We’ve stopped issuing visas for anyone but vampires while Mohinder stabilizes things.”

      Or else Mohinder wasn’t running all the travel visas past Nissa anymore.

      Dana didn’t trust Mohinder nearly as much as Nissa did. The guy had to be pretty fucked in the head to wanna be mayor—or any other politician. But Nissa wasn’t gonna admit that Mohinder could keep secrets from her, so Dana approached the question from another angle. “Do you think anyone might try to bump Mohinder off the throne while he’s still new to it?”

      “I guess it’s possible,” Nissa said. “Sounds like a losing fight to me.”

      “Do his generals have purchasing authority? Anyone high enough to buy stuff secretly?”

      “I mean, yeah, lots of people could do it. All Vegas vamps are Paradisos. We don’t give them a choice. And the number of businesses we have means we’ve got so much cash flowing in every direction. But even if a Paradisos vamp is buying illegal metals, that doesn’t mean they’re trying to topple Mohinder. It might have nothing to do with the murder.”

      If Nissa had more information about it, she wasn’t in a condition to be wheedled into sharing. She looked two seconds from barfing.

      It made for a quiet rotation around the Big Blind—quiet conversationally, if not audibly, since the blaring ads and drunk fucks just kept getting louder. Dana would have liked to join the drunks if the drinks hadn’t been eighteen bucks per cocktail.

      “I don’t think anything’s gonna happen,” Dionne said over the headset. Her silken voice was pleasantly soft compared to the rest of the auditory assault. “I’m falling asleep at the desk. Wanna clock out. You good?”

      There was no point subjecting an associate to a long night when the trade was clearly a dud. Dana turned her mic back on. “Yep, I’m good.”

      “See you tomorrow, Big D.” Dionne’s voice crackled and the line to the Hunting Lodge terminated.

      Dana stuffed her headset in her pocket.

      They were nearing the end of the first rotation. At that point, they could get off of the Big Blind, or they could spend another half-hour listening to assholes boast about how many hookers they’d banged on this trip while an oversized incubus leered at them. Dana would prefer to let a sale of iron go uninterrupted than stay on the worst tourist experience on the Strip.

      “Let’s clear off,” she said. “Call this a wash and see what else we can do.”

      Nissa nodded mutely. She wavered on her feet when she stood, like she might pass out.

      The car paused, disengaging from its track to let people get off. Nissa couldn’t seem to figure out how to cross over the centimeters-wide gap. She was so wobbly.

      Dana grabbed her elbow, pulling her across. It was the kind of thing she reflexively did with Penny when they hit on some point of anxiety for the orc. Penny was a brave woman, a smart woman, but she did things in her time. Dana’s impatience meant she pulled her wife around a lot. And she grabbed Nissa just like that, too.

      When they got onto the dock, Nissa didn’t pull away. Her eyes were fixed on Dana’s fingers resting upon her arm.

      Touching another vampire was weird. Neither of them had a temperature so Nissa felt normal to her. Not like they were both dead—but more like they were both alive.

      Dana let go.

      In the half-hour since they’d boarded the Big Blind, it had started raining. It was barely a drizzle. Enough that the smell of damp sagebrush floated on the wind, but not enough for Dana to need an umbrella. Good thing too. She didn’t own a single umbrella.

      She watched the Gergich Room empty out. It looked like it would have been safe for them to have stayed in there; literally everybody stepped off, including the most obnoxious of the drunks, who were looking for somewhere new to be irritating.

      Nobody carried bags, boxes, or anything else that could contain any quantity of metals.

      “I need to figure out what I missed tonight,” Dana said as the car breezed back into motion behind them.

      Nissa looked at Dana blankly. The scrolling neon lights lit her pallid flesh like one of the ghostly advertisements the Strip. Briefly, her skin was luminous green. Her big colorless irises absorbed most of the light like they were brown. The only thing she was missing were tusks sticking out over her upper lip.

      Someone had seen this girl walking around on Fremont Street and thought, I should torture her over the span of weeks and then murder her brutally.

      Gods, Dana missed Penny.

      “Where do we go from here?” Nissa asked.

      Dana didn’t like how easily Nissa referred to them as a team, with that stupid “we” word, but the truth was that she did need Nissa. More specifically, she needed a peek at the Paradisos’s calendar. See if there was anything happening concurrently that Mohinder wanted to trick Dana into missing because she was trying to hunt down iron. “I want to see your murder’s schedule.”

      “We can go to my office,” Nissa said.

      “It’s a start,” Dana said. And once she had what she needed, she could give Nissa the slip to search Judex for valkyrie feather swords. A murder weapon. Something that would provide enough evidence for Dana to get a warrant for Mohinder’s skull.

      She might have said something else—something about how she wanted access to the rest of the Paradisos’s computer system from the inside too—but she caught sight of a couple men at the top of the escalator. Two broad-shouldered, golden-eyed men. They had a rolling suitcase between them. And they’d just gotten off of the car that had come before Dana’s.

      Dana cursed loudly. “We were in the wrong car!”

      She launched into motion, taking the escalator three steps at a time so she could catch up with the men before they vanished. She was still too late; when she reached the top, there was no sign of them.

      There was no sign of anyone else, either. There were no tourists. No bartenders.

      It was an empty room aside from the enormous raven perched on the bar itself.

      He had talons like silver blades. They dug into the wooden bar top, splintering it. His wingspan was enormous, wide as a school bus, and his glistening eyes were an unsettling shade of gold that were too bright against the glossy charcoal of his feathers.

      Tormid.

      “Fuck,” Dana said.

      She’d found who was behind this purchase. And he had seen Dana with Nissa, which meant they were no longer tenuous allies.

      “Oh no,” said a tiny voice from behind Dana. Nissa had chased her up the escalator too.

      Dana tried to shove her downstairs. “Run!”

      But it was too late. The raven exploded into the air with a flurry of feathers, his leathery feet slammed into Dana, and she was unconscious before she hit the ground.
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      Dana woke up in a sewer. She was tied up like a piggy waiting to get roasted, ankles to hands, her cheek in runoff that was slimy with mildew. A body pressed alongside hers. Nissa was tied up too. Her eyes were still closed, so it looked unlikely that she was awake yet.

      Feet splashed in front of Dana. She twisted to track her gaze up the broad chest of Tormid, now in his human form. Shifters couldn’t keep their clothes when they bounced between forms, so he was naked.

      “Put on a fucking pair of pants,” Dana said. Opening her mouth let some of the filthy water down her throat. Good thing she was already dead, or she’d probably contract dysentery.

      Tormid kicked her in the face.

      She was dazed by it, but not as dazed as she would have been if she were still human. Dana wasn’t even hurting by the time he bent down to flip her over, fists gripping her by the shirt.

      Tormid lifted her effortlessly, even though Dana wasn’t a small lady and she was too hogtied to help. He kept lifting until her eyes were level with his.

      “You fucking asshole,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “That’s not nice,” Dana said. “I thought we were friends.”

      “Allies, yes. Friends, no. Now we’re neither.”

      He threw her.

      Dana hit somewhere by a boiler. Her skull bounced off metal.

      It took her a moment to realize that she heard hooting laughter throughout the sewer, seeing as how her head was ringing. The pack was watching. They liked seeing the most famous Hunting Club associate getting banged up.

      “You’re a sadistic bunch of shits and I’ll kill you all,” Dana said, hoping that she looked properly intimidating even though she felt like a calf at a rodeo.

      “You said you’d kill Nissa,” Tormid said.

      “And I meant it too. Turns out she’s useful to me.”

      Tormid grabbed Nissa by the ropes. She woke when he lifted her. She was shaking immediately, her frightened eyes gone wide. “Our alliance showed potential,” Tormid said to Dana. “Now I see how loyal you are.”

      “I’m not sorry. I can now connect you to the murders of two humans transporting iron through the area,” she said. “Makes me wonder how many people you’ve killed that I don’t know about.”

      “It was silver,” he said.

      “What?”

      “We intercepted silver,” Tormid said, “not iron. We caught vamps importing silver into the region. They were selling it to vampires on the Big Blind. Whatever other sales you’re talking about, whoever’s died over this shit—we had nothing to do with that. We don’t care about iron.”

      Dana rolled over so that she could stare at him, try to tell if he was lying. He looked sincere, but he was also hauling around Nissa like she was luggage, and it made him look kind of like a douchebag. “Silver,” she repeated.

      “That’s right. Silver.” Tormid shook Nissa hard enough that her head snapped on her shoulders, and she cried out. “Wanna tell me why the Paradisos tried to import silver?”

      “I don’t know anything about that!” Nissa’s voice was shrill, panicked.

      Dana twisted her wrists within the bindings. She’d been cinched tight by the shifters. Whoever did the knots must have been a Boy Scout because it was snug, too. But she’d been tied up a couple three times and knew exactly how to loosen the best knots. It helped that she had reduced physical sensation. When she pulled hard, she thought she could probably break her wrist and get out.

      “How long were you planning this?” Tormid asked, flinging Nissa to the floor. “Killing Achlys, collecting silver to kill my pack—”

      “I never planned to hurt you! Either of you!” Nissa’s face was all screwed up like she wanted to cry, but there were no more tears in her body than there was blood.

      Dana twisted her wrists again.

      “I know for a fact that you ordered this silver,” Tormid said. “I still have access to the Paradisos’ system. I saw your emails with Syzdek. I saw when you asked how much silver he could deliver, and how quickly!”

      “I never sent emails like that. I don’t hurt people—you know that!”

      Tormid stepped a foot on her chest. His wrist flicked, and a switchblade appeared in his hand. The handle was sharpened to a stake. “Achlys only ever wanted to save you, and yet you poisoned her at the first opportunity.”

      Nissa’s eyes squeezed shut. “She killed people, Tormid. Humans. She killed them all the time.”

      “She was a vampire, and those people wronged her. She. Loved. You.”

      “If I hadn’t killed Achlys, she’d have killed Dana!” Nissa said. Dana wished that Nissa hadn’t chosen that moment to say her name; she’d been getting close to wiggling the knot free. Tormid swung around to glare at her and Dana had to freeze so he wouldn’t see her attempts to escape. “That doesn’t mean I have anything to do with the silver or the iron. I have no idea what’s going on.”

      “If that’s the story you’re going to stick with, then I don’t need you around anymore,” Tormid said, returning his attention to Nissa.

      His switchblade flashed.

      Nissa cried out.

      Tormid’s shifting weight prevented Dana from seeing the moment that the blade cut into Nissa’s face. It was as though another mouth had simply opened on the side of her head, running from temple to jaw, except that the lips had no color and there was skull instead of a tongue inside.

      Another flash of knife, and Nissa’s shirt was ripped down the shoulder, across the breast.

      Enough of that.

      Dana yanked on her arms. Her wrist bone popped, then snapped.

      She was free.

      One of the pack members lurking on the edges of Tormid’s boiler room saw it happen. He shouted, “Fuck! She’s free!” That was the last thing he got out because then Dana was on his back, using the ropes as a garrote, squeezing so tightly that he couldn’t breathe.

      Shifters were the opposite of vampires in many ways. They were sturdy, strong, damn near impossible to kill. It took a blow from silver to finish them off. But shifters were also living entities, in need of things like food and water and air. Dana couldn’t overpower the shifter. She didn’t have silver either. But she could deprive him of something he needed for consciousness.

      All she had to do was hold on tight, knees squeezing his ribcage, and ride him like a fucking bronco.

      Dana was done being a calf. Now she was the cowboy.

      The shifter woulda passed out in time. But Dana didn’t get time. Another shifter grabbed her, slammed her into the wall. She delivered a high kick right to his face.

      As a vampire, Dana had the raw strength to break his spine with the blow. It was rewarding to see his head turn a little too far to the right. Even more rewarding to watch his body collapse.

      A lot less rewarding to feel a surge of thirst.

      The shifter was prone. Easy prey.

      Dana could drink him dry before his spine healed enough to fight back.

      Tormid swung around to attack Dana, offering suitable distraction for her shameful cravings. He was blisteringly fast. Not fast enough, though. She grabbed his wrist, pushing it aside so that the switchblade missed her gut by centimeters.

      Dana bent his elbow backwards over a pipe. The force of it made the metal snap. Steam gushed into the sewers. It hit Tormid in the face, and he reeled back with a cry of pain.

      He dropped the switchblade.

      She threw herself underneath the steam, rolling to Nissa’s side and sweeping the knife off the floor on the way. The blade went through Nissa’s ropes like they were no more than a strand of hair.

      “Move, Nissa!”

      Dana shoved her out the end of the room. The shifters were regrouping to leap over the protective jet of steam, so they only had moments to escape.

      Nissa vanished in a blur of movement. It was so fast that even Dana was shocked.

      “Move a little slower!” Dana growled. Damn it, she couldn’t keep up with someone who’d been a vampire for years! She’d spent all that time with Lincoln trying to unlock vampire powers to no avail, and the only conclusion she could reach was that she had no powers.

      By the time Dana reached the turn in the hallway, Nissa was a blur vanishing around the corner too.

      Fuck. Fuckety fuck-fuck.

      The first of the shifters managed to leap over the steam. He burned his shin and staggered.

      Dana’s opportunity was gone.

      Whether or not she could run fast, she needed to if she wanted to survive.

      Move, dammit! Move!

      She cast aside her self-hatred, the vamp-hatred, everything. She embraced the urge to survive. To keep moving even though she was undead. To use vampire powers for good instead of evil.

      And the world slowed down.

      Dana glanced over her shoulder. The billows of steam were floating gracefully instead of blasting. Werewolves lifted their knees and spread their arms out as they leaped, and their open shirts flapped behind them like capes, hair ruffling slowly.

      While the world moved at the speed of smell, Dana moved normally. Faster, in fact. Before the shifters hit the ground, she was already around the corner, down the sewer tunnel. Nissa was only a few meters ahead.

      Normal time struck as abruptly as though her ears popped and hearing returned. She stumbled into a wall, tripping over her feet. Nissa steadied her.

      “How?” Dana gasped out. She didn’t feel out of breath, exactly. But she felt…drained.

      “We can only do it for short bursts,” she said. “We’ll talk later. They won’t take long to catch up.”

      Nissa hauled Dana around another corner. There was more machinery here, not far from the boiler room where Tormid’s pack liked to meet, but these looked more like filtered water tanks. Dana wouldn’t have even looked twice at them if walking nearby hadn’t made the gemstone on her thumb ring light up.

      Dana stopped mid-step. She stared at the pumps.

      They were brand new, without a hint of rust. The screws were bright and the caulking was fresh. There wasn’t a single crack in any of the rubber rings.

      Someone had just installed these pumps.

      “Why’d you stop?” Nissa asked.

      “My ring detects magic,” Dana said.

      “So?”

      “These tanks are enchanted,” she said.

      And when she leaned closer, she saw that the labels had a familiar logo on them. It was the same campfire-in-a-jar logo that had been on the gas tanks outside the mine where Anthony almost died. Except that this logo was accompanied by the name of a company.

      Gaslight Corp.

      That was the company that Hardwick Research claimed might have cheap unobtainium.

      What are they doing with enchanted machinery underneath Las Vegas?

      Dana stared up at the arching cement ceiling overhead. It was impossible to tell what casino they were underneath. Sewers ran under the entire Strip, and Tormid had dragged her there while unconscious, so she had no orientation to location.

      Gaslight Corp seemed likely to own major property in Paradise.

      Dana was certain that it was all connected, and equally certain that she would have known why if she’d had the space to think about it for six seconds. But right now, she could hear the movements of the pack echoing up the sewer, and she knew they were close, and she didn’t have six heartbeats much less six seconds to think about anything but survival.

      She raced past the pumps, her thumb ring blazing like a beacon in the shadowy sewers.

      “Come on!” she roared to Nissa. “We’ve gotta go fast!”

      Faster than shifters.

      It wasn’t possible.

      But Dana managed to summon another blast of strength. She grabbed Nissa by the wrist and she ran like she’d never once run as a human.

      The blinking of her thumb ring slowed. Light and shadow played over the walls with the grace of leaves ruffled in wind. Her feet fell into the puddles, and they splashed slowly, glittering grime-diamonds splattering to the concrete.

      The running shifters behind them rounded the corner, and Dana saw muscles flex, release, twist. Faces contorted. Raven wings flapped. Tormid had shapeshifted, and he was fixing to kill the escaping vampires.

      Dana couldn’t outrun him for long.

      She needed to take this fight public.

      In the slow-blink of her ring, a ladder against the wall was illuminated. It led to a manhole.

      Dana climbed the ladder as swiftly as she had been running. Stranger still, she had no trouble hauling Nissa behind her. The girl was light enough that Dana probably could have done it before she’d become a vampire, but now she needed no help. Nissa didn’t even need to get her footing on the rungs.

      She hesitated with a hand on the manhole. It was warm. That meant it was daytime. If Dana opened it, she’d be awash in UV…unless the rainstorm from the night before had lingered. A thick layer of clouds might protect her.

      Dana shoved the manhole cover an inch.

      Daylight spilled onto the ladder and Dana’s knuckles. Blisters lifted like mountains, searing her to the core. “No!” Nissa cried.

      Dana jerked her hand out with a hiss.

      She couldn’t see the shifters now, but she could still hear them. They were coming.

      And their only escape was through daylight.

      “We can do it,” Dana said. “Blood virgins blister, but don’t catch fire. We just have to run. Can you do it?”

      Nissa clutched the ladder now, gazing at Dana in horror.

      Dana’s heart would have skipped a beat if it had still been functioning. “You’re still a blood virgin, right?”

      Every one of her feelings about Nissa was based upon the assumption that she was like Dana. Someone who hadn’t been drinking human blood. Someone who was still redeemable in the eyes of the gods.

      If she wasn’t…

      Damn.

      But Nissa said, “I can do it.”

      There was no more time for self-doubt. Dana shoved the manhole cover hard, flipping it off of the hole. Her face was bathed in sunlight. Pure, shiny daylight, which Dana used to enjoy.

      She used to go to the beach with her mom and sister. The three of them had seldom gotten along, but beach weekends had been the exception. Long Beach, Atlantic City, Cabo San Lucas. Something about the air and the waves and the sand had been transformative for them. Dana had slathered herself in sunblock to tan alongside her beautiful sister and known actual happiness.

      That was what Dana thought about in that first gasp of sunlight, in the instant before she began to blister. Before she had enough time to register the pain.

      She remembered the beach.

      Dana hurled Nissa into the sunlight.

      If the other vampire had ashed immediately, Dana would have felt like the biggest fool on the planet. A McIntyre, the latest generation of the best hunters known to man, and she’d let a blood-drinker survive for weeks past her expiration date.

      But when Nissa rolled to the pavement, she blistered.

      She screamed. She smoked. And she blistered.

      Still a blood virgin.

      Dana glimpsed movement underneath her, somehow. It came through the red haze of pain. Her instincts registered that predators were on her tail and that staying in the shadowy sewers was more dangerous than exposing herself to daylight.

      She leaped outside into the sun.
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      Las Vegas during the daytime was a busy place. Some attractions were only open when the sun was out, and families brave enough to travel in the area were likelier to take their children out when they knew there were no vampires.

      That was why Dana and Nissa were safe on the street. Tormid had been privy to all of Achlys’s encounters with the cops; he knew how tenuous the situation between preternaturals and law enforcement was.

      As soon as the vampires had witnesses, they were safe.

      Relatively speaking.

      It turned out that there were clouds. But it also turned out that clouds provided basically zero protection from UV rays. The sun peeked through the gaps and broiled Dana like a chicken at a barbecue.

      Even when Nissa dragged Dana’s thrashing body into the shelter of a Fremont Street casino’s shadow, the secondhand sunlight was still enough to develop more blisters. They were gross, those blisters. They seemed to inflate with hot air like balloons. Some of the bigger ones started popping, and the raw skin underneath sizzled.

      Needless to say, the tourists scattered.

      “Help! Fucking help!” Dana shouted.

      “I’ll call the police,” said a nearby man, breathless with shock. He was standing in full daylight. His eyes were brown. Probably a human. He didn’t realize that Dana wasn’t asking for help from officials.

      The Hunting Club was omnipresent. They couldn’t get into all Paradisos systems, nor could they legally infiltrate surveillance owned by others, but they had their ways of seeing things anyway. Brianna had webbed spells over the city years earlier. There was little that the Hunting Club was unaware of, so long as it happened on the surface of Las Vegas.

      It wasn’t the Hunting Club that responded to Dana’s cries, though.

      Stone smashed into asphalt. Clawed feet dug trenches into the road.

      A gargoyle had landed. Judging by the heavily scarred flesh, Dana knew it was Dale Junior.

      Even though Nissa was red and burned half to death—just like Dana—she still had the presence of mind to scream at the sight of the gargoyle.

      She also had the presence of mind to go limp when Dana said, “Let him take you!”

      They flew to Holy Nights Cathedral tucked against the chest of the gargoyle, a creature big enough to carry both of them mashed together in an ungainly mix of blistered limbs.

      Dale Junior slammed into the belfry of Holy Nights Cathedral. He clambered through the window, jumped onto the roosting bars, and then tore down the stairs with barely a pause.

      They didn’t see any of the triadist monks on the way down. Maybe they were sleeping, or praying, or gods only knew what else. Or maybe Dana just didn’t see them because she was smoldering even once she escaped daylight.

      “The spring!” she gasped.

      Dale Junior crashed through the catacombs and stopped dead in the room with the holy water. His arms opened. Dana and Nissa hit the floor.

      Nissa was writhing, mindless in pain. Dana was all blistered, but Nissa’s blisters had already sloughed off to expose muscle.

      Dana couldn’t help her. Not until she helped herself.

      By fingernails and toes, she clawed to the edge of the spring, hauling herself up on the stone wall that prevented the edge nearest the door from overflowing. She plunged into the water.

      It was colder than before—so much colder. Dana went from reflecting on sentimental memories of getting tanned on the beach to remembering that old movie with the Titanic, and the iceberg, and the young couple freezing to death.

      Freezing to death was basically exactly what it felt like.

      It was the sweetest pain. It hurt so much, but Dana never wanted it to end. She wanted to roll in it even as she wanted to run the fuck away. It bowed her spine and curled her toes and made her clench her teeth and scream so that bubbles erupted on the surface of the spring.

      She reached her limit within moments that could have been hours.

      Dana burst from the water. Her body slapped wetly against the shore.

      The moment that she emerged, the pain ended. No cold, no blistering, no burning. She spread her hands on the stone in front of her eyes and they looked…normal. The new gray, bloodless normal, unmarked by blisters.

      She was forgiven. Healed.

      “Thank you, you fucking asshole gods,” she groaned.

      And then she scrambled over to Nissa and tossed her into the spring as well.

      Needless to say, Nissa didn’t take it well.

      Her reaction to the holy water was like tossing a bucket of kittens into the shower. There was so much thrashing and yowling that Dana couldn’t make out what was going on.

      After a few minutes, Nissa flopped out of the water, the same way that Dana had…and she was whole.

      Dale Junior was still standing in the doorway. He was no longer explosive with movement. He looked like the statue he should have been, like he had never once shifted from his position and never would in the future. He watched Dana propping Nissa against the wall with passive expressionlessness.

      “Look at me,” Dana said, slapping Nissa’s cheeks, not gently. “Look at me!”

      Nissa’s colorless eyes focused. “Dana?”

      “Good.” Dana sat back with an exhale that she didn’t need to give.

      “What is that?” Nissa asked, lifting her elbow to look at her dripping sleeve. “The water…I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      “This is Holy Nights Cathedral. That’s holy water. One of the monks showed me that it can heal blood virgins from daylight burns.” Dana shot Nissa a serious look, with a set jaw and low brow. “As far as I know, it only heals blood virgins.”

      Nissa laughed. And then she laughed again, letting her face fall into her hands. “That’s convenient.”

      “Is it convenient if it’s the gods’ design?”

      “I don’t believe in them.”

      Dana shut her mouth, folded her arms. She wasn’t going to proselytize. She knew the truth. Nissa didn’t have to accept it. “Do you believe when Tormid said that the Paradisos were buying silver?”

      “He could be lying,” Nissa said.

      “But do you believe him?”

      After a moment, Nissa nodded. “I don’t know anyone but vampires who would buy silver around here. Still…just because it’s a Paradisos vamp doesn’t mean that it was ordered by Mohinder.”

      Dana snorted. “Right.” Because Mohinder was Nissa’s angel of mercy.

      “It makes sense that Tormid would steal silver from whoever was trying to buy it.” She folded her arms around herself, resting her chin on her knees. Nissa was shaking too. It was hard to tell if that was because she was still healing or if she was getting anxious again. Maybe both. “He has a shifter pack that can only be killed by silver, so it’s rational to want to control the supply. Very smart. If there were a substance that could kill me, I’d want to control all of its supply too.”

      “Just wanna point out that wood kills vampires,” Dana said. “How many arboretums do you own?”

      Nissa laughed weakly.

      “I still need to get into your system,” Dana went on. “I need to figure out who is buying these illegal metals. And you seriously need to prepare yourself for the fact that it’s probably Mohinder.”

      “But he—”

      “Stop.”

      Nissa shut her mouth. Her head dropped to her knees. “I’ll let you into the system, of course. And I’ll do you one better. I’ll confront Mohinder about all these metals. He’ll prove that you’re wrong about him.”

      “Don’t,” Dana said. “If Mohinder’s behind this, he’ll kill you for catching him.”

      “He’s my sire,” Nissa said softly.

      This conversation was an exercise in relentless frustration. Dana huffed. “Whatever a vampire—not necessarily Mohinder—wants with the silver, it’s outside my area of interest. I’ll have to tell the LVMPD what Tormid’s done. They’ll make good use of the silver if they can confiscate it.”

      “Tormid will never allow that,” Nissa said.

      Dana shrugged. “I don’t know. He might. He’s good people.”

      “He would have tortured us to death!”

      “Sure.”

      “But he’s good people?”

      “We’re vampires,” Dana said, which should have been explanation enough. “And before I pissed him off, he was being helpful. Chances aren’t bad I’ll be able to get him on my side again with the right kind of apology. So yeah, good people.”

      “I don’t understand,” Nissa said.

      “You don’t gotta.” Shifters had never shown the propensity for blind violence that vampires did. They were also entirely under the control of the Alpha. Vamps and shifters were as comparable as vicious, sapient apples and oranges.

      “But…you saved me even though you find vampires irredeemable?” Nissa asked.

      “The gods saved us. To be specific, their holy water.”

      “Gods.”

      “Right,” Dana said. “Yeah. The gods, who I know for a fact do exist. They healed us because we’re not as bad as most vampires. We still have some potential for redemption as long as we repent.”

      The girl’s expression changed. “You kill vampires without guilt.”

      “They deserve it,” Dana said. Just to make sure Nissa understood her stance real fucking thoroughly.

      “Would you kill a human who deserved it?”

      Dana imagined a human who would deserve to die—an easy mental exercise to perform. “Yeah.”

      Nissa smiled. She had very straight, even teeth, although her canines were elongated. They weren’t identical to Achlys’s teeth. She’d clearly been sired by a different vampire than Dana had been. “Do you think that vampires deserve to die by design? Even if they don’t kill?”

      Dana didn’t have to think about that one. “All vampires kill eventually. You’d do it someday. I would too. We’re too dangerous to be allowed to survive.”

      “We all deserve to die,” Nissa said so softly. Her hand came up like she was going to touch Dana’s shoulder.

      Then it fell.

      “Like I said before we talked in circles about the ethics of killing dead people, we have a chance at redemption,” Dana said. “My people are working on Harold Hopkins’s cure. We might still have a chance to be human again. But if we fuck it up, if we kill people…”

      “Would it be that bad?” Nissa ran her hands through her curls, fluffing them up. She seemed to savor the feeling of smooth skin against her fingertips. Her eyes were filled with awe when she touched her cheeks. “Being vampires together, like this? As we are now?”

      Dana stared at her blankly.

      The answer felt so stupidly obvious that she didn’t want to bother saying it.

      Nissa missed the implications of Dana’s glare. She kept going, digging her grave a few centimeters deeper. “It was good today, working together,” Nissa said. “And when we fought the draugr. We’re stronger than humans. We’re faster. There is so much that we could accomplish as a team of preternatural undead.”

      “Do you think vampires are better than humans?” Dana’s hand crept toward her belt, where she often carried a wooden stake.

      Nissa said, “Some of them.”

      Dana didn’t have a stake on her.

      “I think people should be judged on individual merits rather than by species,” Nissa said. “I won’t color all shifters as psychopaths just because Tormid would have me killed.”

      And Dana let her hand fall from her belt. “You sound like my wife.”

      “You have a wife?”

      “Ex,” Dana said. “We’re separated. In the middle of our divorce.” Somehow, saying the d-word hurt worse than Las Vegas sunlight.

      Nissa smiled at that same word that burned Dana so badly. “I don’t intend to say that any group of people are good or bad. Vampires, humans… I’m nothing like any vampire I’ve ever met. You are nothing like any human I’ve ever met.”

      “I’m not human anymore.” Saying those words hurt too.

      “You’re not like any vampire either,” Nissa conceded. “We could be amazing together.”

      “No,” Dana said. “There is nothing amazing about vampires. Nothing.”

      She stood up. She walked out of the room.

      When Dana passed by Dale Junior, she said, “Get Nissa out of here.”

      She headed upstairs and didn’t look back.

      [image: ]
* * *

      If anyone had been at the Hunting Club during the daytime, they probably would have been surprised to see Dana rushing into work with a blanket tossed over her head. But nobody was there—not even Chris the receptionist. Their earliest shifts began at three thirty in the afternoon, and it was morning.

      When Dana hit the emergency button to call folks in, she got company fast.

      “What in the world are you doing here?” Brianna had arrived clad in adult-sized footie pajamas with her hair in a Scrunchie and carrying the antique medical case that matched Edie’s.

      “We need a plan to kill Mohinder,” Dana said.

      And that was the sentence that got Anthony in the office a few minutes later, followed shortly by a disgruntled-looking Penny.

      “Look at this thing,” Dana said, pressing the center button on the remote control. The projector splashed a picture on the wall.

      “That’s a map,” Brianna said. “Looks like you took a screenshot off the internet. Nice.”

      “This map implicates Mohinder in multiple murders and the import of illegal substances into Las Vegas. Gaslight Corp is the key. This is their logo.” Dana switched to another slide, which showed the campfire-in-box image.

      “So you’re saying that Gaslight Corp tried to kill us in the mines,” Anthony said. “But how’d you connect that logo to them? They don’t have any trademarks, patents, internet presence—nothing that shows the logo.”

      “I’ll get to that. Take it for granted right now.” She pointed at the logo. “This is Gaslight Corp, they want us dead, and they can afford unobtainium. How?”

      “It’s unrefined.” Penny was curled up in a chair, feet tucked underneath her, bunny slippers on the ground beneath her chair. “Unrefined unobtainium costs a fraction of the refined stuff.”

      “A fraction of billions is still millions, bare minimum,” Dana said.

      “Anyone can have millions with generous relatives. You have millions.”

      “Yeah, and I’m not spending it on a few grains of some expensive chemical with limited commercial use. It’s not trivial to get any type of unobtainium unless you’re a massive company with massive funds at your disposal. So I dug into Gaslight Corp the moment I rolled into work this morning.”

      “How did you do that, exactly?” Anthony asked.

      “On a computer.”

      “No, rolling into work in the morning. It’s a bright-ass day, McIntyre. And you’re still dead.”

      Dana shrugged. It was amazing how much ground a vampire could cover when the aforementioned vampire was willing to suffer a few blisters, and when she had a whole Fiji bottle’s worth of holy water. “I was already awake. Wanted to get stuff done.”

      “Awake because you were abducted from a job Dionne failed to properly supervise last night, I see,” Anthony said, scrolling through Hunting Lodge records.

      “Don’t blame Dionne. I told her she could leave because it looked like nothing was going to happen.”

      “I’m fully capable of blaming both of you. She fucked up, but she doesn’t know better. She’s new. You? You’re not new, and you know that you don’t let your backup off until you’re out of the field.”

      “She was sleepy,” Dana said.

      “Is her need for sleep more important than your life?”

      She spread her hands wide. “What life? I’m fucking dead. Anyway, Dionne’s slip means I was abducted by Tormid’s pack, and that’s good. It meant I got a special view of the sewer system. That’s how I discovered that Gaslight Corp has recently installed machinery underneath the Strip, how I discovered their weird logo, and how I knew to research the equipment’s location on a map.”

      She pushed another button on the remote control. It zoomed in on the map to focus on the block where Dana had emerged from the sewers.

      “I found water pumps labeled with Gaslight Corp’s logo underneath the city. Right…here.” She used a laser pointer to draw a line from the manhole to the pumps. “It was hard to pin down where I saw the tanks, but I’m pretty sure it’s over here. Right under the Experience.”

      Brianna grinned crazily at Dana. “Oh my gosh, it’s all so clear. I now see how this leads to us trying to assassinate a mayoral candidate, which is such a low-profile maneuver guaranteed not to get our license revoked.”

      “The Experience is owned by Jain and Associates,” Dana said. “Jain and Associates is a shell company. Track it back through the web and you’ll find that it’s got the same shareholders as Judex. Who runs Judex? Mohinder.”

      Anthony was studying Dana’s face with calculating interest. He wasn’t as skeptical as Brianna or as worried as Penny. If she said that this implicated Mohinder, he’d trust it. “Judex is technically owned by the Paradisos as a whole. It was the property of Achlys.”

      “Until she died and left everything to…” Dana flipped the projection to the next slide. It was paperwork with the OPA seal at the bottom, right next to a notary’s signature. That paperwork was public record. “Mohinder.”

      It should have been a solid confirmation of his complicity.

      But the rest of the Hunting Club still stared at her blankly.

      “So there’s the connection,” Dana said slowly, like she was trying to remind them of the alphabet’s order, or how to add together numbers under ten. “Before she died, Achlys bought unobtainium as Gaslight Corp with the intent to manufacture a lot of Garlic Shots.”

      “Problem.” Penny raised a hand like she was in class. “It doesn’t take iron and silver to make Garlic Shots. And okay, Gaslight Corp has unobtainium. Is that illegal?”

      “No, but Nissa said something that got me thinking. Tormid picked up the silver because silver’s the only thing that can kill shifters. He doesn’t want it on the local black market. Likewise, Garlic Shots kill vampires. Mohinder knows that—it’s how his master just died. Do you think he wants anyone to possess the ability to make Garlic Shots?”

      “It’s a stretch.” Anthony was looking more thoughtful than angry now, and Dana knew she was turning him to her side. He was always the first to agree with her.

      “Let’s take it to the next level,” Dana said. “Mohinder’s taken control of Vegas. New leadership, new policies. Let’s say he wanted unobtainium—a key ingredient in Garlic Shots—as well as silver and iron. What could the new master of a murder do with all that?”

      “Kill every preternatural in Vegas,” he said.

      “Especially if he has access to the city’s water supply.” She pressed one more button. A lacework of red and blue lines overlaid the satellite map of Las Vegas. “This is the system in the area. The Gaslight Corp tanks are at this juncture. I think they’re going to flood the system with silver and iron to make sure Vegas is only hospitable to vampires.”

      “You mean like a three-block radius of Vegas,” Brianna said.

      “It’s enough to poison Tormid’s pack. Silver poisoned shifters will go crazy, kill tons of mundanes,” Dana said. “We’ve gotta kill Mohinder first. Let’s get our warrant against him.”

      Anthony sighed. “We can try.”

      “No.” Penny shot to her feet, upending her bunny slippers. Her fists were clenched at her sides. “There was video of Achlys hurting humans, so it was easy to get a warrant. We barely have a case against Mohinder. If we apply for a warrant to kill him with literally no proof, then Vegas blows up. You guys haven’t forgotten what Charmaine is going to do to us, have you?”

      “You mean what the OPA will do to us,” Brianna said. She was still grinning that crazy witch grin. It totally failed at being friendly and reassuring. “It’s not like we’ll lose our livelihoods just by asking for permission to kill Las Vegas’s favorite mayoral candidate!”

      “We need solid evidence to go after Mohinder.” Penny leaned on the table, and she made eye contact with Dana. It was like getting lost in pools of molten copper. “I want bad vampires dead as much as you do. If Mohinder’s out to kill Tormid’s pack, then he’s bad. I won’t argue that.”

      “The pack’s not the greatest either,” Anthony said.

      “The pack’s full of assholes, but it’s not illegal to be an asshole,” Dana said. “I’d have to kill everyone in the city if it were. That said, Mohinder will only start with Tormid’s pack. Gods only know where other Gaslight Corp pumps might be located. We need a warrant.”

      “Proof first,” Penny said. “I believe in you. You’ve never steered us wrong before, Dana. But we have to be careful. So careful. Do you want to shut down the Hunting Club?”

      An organization that served as her father’s legacy.

      Once Dana died, childless and unmarried, the club would be her dad’s only legacy.

      Dana caught herself nodding. “Fine. You’re right.” Both Penny and Anthony exhaled. They relaxed. Until Dana marched for the door.

      “Where are you going?” Anthony asked, leaping in her path.

      “As you know, I’ve been working with Nissa Royal of the Paradisos,” Dana said. “I just saved her life. She owes me a favor.”

      Penny looked stricken. “You saved her?”

      “Yes, I saved a vampire. Get the fuck over it.”

      Her eyebrows drooped. “That’s not why I was asking,” she mumbled. Her cheeks had turned that ruddy color they got when she was blushing. Was she jealous? Should Dana have felt so smug about the idea?

      “Nissa’s gonna be keen to pay me back if she’s smart,” Dana went on. “She’s still in denial that her sire is a bad guy, but she should be turning around now that I’ve sent her looking for evidence. She can get us proof that Mohinder is the one behind the murders, the illicit goods, everything. Bet he’s got a lot more dirt than that.”

      “Listen to what you just said.” Brianna was speaking through her teeth. “Mohinder sired her. Will a vampire turn on her sire? It’d be like if you turned your mom over to an executioner.”

      “I watched Nissa kill my sire,” Dana said. “She’s tough enough to surprise all of you.”

      Penny left the room without making eye contact.

      In her absence, everything was silent.

      After a moment, Anthony said, “Look, it’s daylight. You gotta hole up. I’ll find Nissa at Judex.” He rubbed a hand over his sweaty face. “Maybe by the time you wake up, we’ll have a warrant to kill Mohinder.”
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      Even bundled up in blankets in a gargoyle’s arms, Nissa didn’t get back to her Judex office unscathed. When she sprawled in her chair, she spread her hands in front of her to look at the little blisters she’d earned through the weaving of the blanket. They seemed to form a constellation on her skin, starlight in the shape of a warrior-woman.

      Cold metal kissed against Nissa’s throat.

      “You’ve been gone a long time.” Mohinder’s voice was liquid danger dripping into her ear, and his finger-claws were so sharp that Nissa suspected she was getting cut even though he only rested them on her jugular.

      She turned her head toward him so that her temple would rest against his chin. “Hey,” she said. “I hope I didn’t worry you.”

      He was still for a moment, as if trying to decide if he wanted to eviscerate her or not. “Where have you been? You’ve been gone nights on end and haven’t left behind any word as to why.”

      “I’ve been helping the Hunting Club.”

      Her chair turned, swinging around so that she had to face Mohinder. He had flicked the fingers on his other hand to make it spin. He was so casual using his telekinetic powers, like his ability was no stranger than an extra limb, and Nissa wished that she could have wielded her empathy as casually.

      Mohinder’s disappointment was distinctly un-homicidal. Not that he couldn’t or wouldn’t kill her; he just hadn’t reached that emotional level yet. “Why are you helping them?”

      “Why not? We’re neighbors. This is our city together. We’re all allowed to be here.” The words flowed from her smoothly. She’d thought about what she would tell Mohinder for long enough.

      “Sometimes I wonder if you’ve changed in ways I can’t tolerate,” he said. “Your fascination with Shawn was understandable in the context of your fledgling fascination with death, but this new thing…this Dana McIntyre… It’s not safe. I’ve warned you before that she’ll see all of us dead.”

      Nissa leaned back in her chair so that he could see all of her, relatively uninjured and absolutely undead. “She hasn’t killed me yet, has she?” Nissa gave the kind of smile she imagined Mohinder would have given before killing a human. Someone who had wronged him. “Maybe she has a weakness that only friends and neighbors get a chance to see.”

      Mohinder smiled back. He so seldom smiled that it wasn’t a pleasant expression. “Interesting. You do keep changing, Nissa, and in ways that surprise me. Change isn’t inherently bad.”

      “I don’t think so.” She reached up to take his hand.

      He curled his dagger-tipped fingers around hers gently enough that they didn’t cut. Mohinder’s lips brushed over her knuckles, her fingertips, and she let her blistered palm rest against his chin. It was like crawling into one of the big cat habitats in Judex to pet the tiger’s face. She wouldn’t have been surprised if Mohinder bit her fingers off without warning. But for the moment, she was stroking an apex predator, and he seemed almost to purr at her touch.

      “Your claims of neighborliness with the Hunting Club changes nothing about what’s to come, does it?” he asked.

      “Not at all. Did you pick someone?” Nissa asked.

      He slipped a piece of paper into her hand. “It’s time for her to leave the Paradisos. You’ll like this, I think.”

      Nissa unfolded the paper. Her eyes widened when she read the name and location. “You’re right. I like it.”

      He laughed, buttery smooth. “I’ve missed you,” Mohinder admitted. “You are my pride, Nissa. You’ll never know how much I sacrifice for you. The idea that you run wild where I can’t watch is concerning.”

      “You’ve taught me as well as you can. I’m not helpless.”

      “Not at all.”

      An alarm chimed on Nissa’s computer. She swiveled in the chair to look.

      Her secretary had sent a message up to her office. There was a man in the foyer of the Judex corporate offices—a human man. The surveillance photo showed a familiar face with a thin mustache and receding hairline.

      “Anthony Morales,” Mohinder said.

      Nissa stood, smoothing her work shirt down over her front. Her hands were still blistered so it hurt to touch anything. Pinpricks of pain flared at the contact, so she rubbed her hands down her shirt again, and again, savoring the sensation. “He’s probably following up on that research I did for Dana.”

      “I’d like a chance to find out.”

      “We can’t risk you now. I’ll send Anthony away and get back to you soon. Remember, Mohinder…we still have a lot of work to do.”

      Her sire brushed the backs of his icy-cold claws over her shoulder. “That we do,” he agreed. He waved his hand so that the door to her office opened. “Speak to Morales. I’ll be waiting.”
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* * *

      Anthony didn’t have a problem hanging out in casinos owned by vampires. It was impossible to avoid it since Las Vegas didn’t have much by way of human ownership anymore. If you liked to gamble—which Anthony did, in moderation—and you lived in Nevada, then you were going to have to patronize vampire casinos. End of story.

      The Paradisos were unlikely to fuss with someone giving them money. Gambling at a vampire casino was one of the safest activities you could do, even as a senior associate with the Hunting Club who was almost as recognizable as Mohinder.

      Showing up at their corporate offices demanding to speak with upper management was a lot less safe, and much less comfortable.

      Anthony shifted on his feet, unable to stop moving. He could feel the wooden stake wedged in his belt, but it offered no reassurance. The secretary watching him—some scrawny guy with a whining voice—was a crimson-eyed Paradisos vampire. The security guards he’d had to pass to get in here were vampires. Every dealer on the floor would be a vampire, too. And he was waiting to meet a vampire that Dana was treating like a friend.

      That was the worst part of it. Anthony knew Dana about as well as anyone did. If Dana was working alongside a vampire, it wasn’t because she’d suddenly developed a new attitude about the species. It had something to do with her eventual self-destruction.

      Nissa Royal was going to be a big factor in Dana McIntyre’s death if they weren’t careful. He could see it coming from a mile away.

      But he was still hanging out at Judex, waiting to talk to the gun pointed at Dana McIntyre’s skull.

      Nissa emerged from the door behind the desk. She was short and big-hipped with dainty ankles. The addition of her fluffy hair tied into a high ponytail gave Anthony the impression of a rutabaga. A rutabaga with fangs.

      Dana would probably find the comparison hilarious. He filed it away for later.

      “Anthony Morales,” Nissa said, offering a hand to shake.

      He didn’t take it. “I’ve got a UV grenade and a wooden stake.”

      She dropped her hand. “I thought you were coming for the information Dana requested. Not to threaten me.”

      “Just offering full disclosure. I’m armed, but it’s a self-defense measure,” he said. Was Nissa staring at Anthony’s forehead instead of his eyes? It gave him the uncomfortable feeling that she was trying to read his thoughts. “I know that your sire owns Gaslight Corp, and that you guys are going to try to kill Tormid’s pack by poisoning their local water supply with silver.”

      Nissa glanced over her shoulder at the door she’d come from. “Can you walk with me?”

      “Sure.” Might as well. No matter where they were, Nissa could kill Anthony within seconds if she wanted to.

      Nissa led him to a side hallway. She didn’t speak until they were far from the nasal secretary.

      “You’re right. Mohinder owns a company called Gaslight Corp,” she said. “I’m not sure where you get the idea that he’s going to poison the water supply.”

      “So you’re denying it?”

      “Yes. Tormid threw me out of a tower. He’d have killed me today if Dana hadn’t saved my life. I wouldn’t mourn his death, but poisoning the water supply to take out a lone werewolf pack? The risks are far too high.”

      “Okay. So how about the unobtainium? What’s Gaslight Corp doing with that?”

      She blinked. “Holding on to it. Keeping it safe.”

      It was taking a lot of self-control not to draw the stake just to make himself feel better. “You know that unobtainium is what Dana needs to finish making the cure, right? So why haven’t you told us? Why haven’t you told her?”

      “I only just found out.” Nissa turned a corner, leading Anthony into a hallway that widened to reveal animal habitats. It was like being on the back side of an aquarium. All the stone facades faced the other direction, while the animals’ beds were on this side, enmeshed in densely planted jungle. “I asked Mohinder about the unobtainium, iron, and silver as soon as I got back here.”

      “And he told you the truth?”

      “I’m his fledgling. Of course he did.” She stopped walking alongside one of the huge glass walls, a rutabaga framed by dew-studded ferns. The lighting within the enclosure was the cool blue of artificial daylight. It made her look deader somehow, like a corpse someone had propped upright. “He doesn’t have the iron and silver. He does have the unobtainium. I believe he’s telling me the truth, especially because he’s told me who has bought the iron and silver. It’s our healer, Momoe Esquerer.”

      “Your healer? A witch?” Anthony asked.

      “She was acting on Achlys’s command postmortem,” Nissa said. “These were mechanisms put into place months ago to defend the Paradisos from attack. Maybe if they’d done this sooner, Shawn Wyn wouldn’t have managed to kill Achlys. She could have defended herself with iron.”

      “If what you say is true, Momoe Esquerer is guilty of murdering people to steal these metals.”

      “I know.” She wrapped her arms around herself, hugging her ribcage tightly. “Mohinder figured it out when I told him about the valkyrie blades. Do you know who used to be in prison with Vidya, the valkyrie with the AGC? Momoe. She got the feathers as a present.”

      “And gave one of them to the draugr?”

      “Probably a diversionary tactic,” Nissa said.

      “Probably.”

      “We can’t ask Momoe for motivations without tipping her off, so that’s probably as good as it gets. We’ve already notified the LVMPD that Momoe Esquerer is responsible for the murders. They’re on the way to seize her. Mohinder’s eager to obey the law. We all are. And I hope this gesture resolves the bad blood between us.”

      Jesus, it was easy to see why Dana was such a sucker for this vampire. She basically looked like she was going to barf at any given moment. She’d never admit it, but Dana was a sucker for the weak ones, the people who needed help. Anthony had never seen a vampire look as weak as Nissa.

      Nissa was still staring so fixedly at his forehead. Her hands started rubbing over her shoulders so hard that he thought she might rub the skin right off. “You’re afraid of me.”

      Anthony blinked. “Uh, yeah. You’re a vampire. You can kill me.”

      “Look into my eyes. See that I’m empty of blood.”

      “No, yeah, that’s fine. I trust you.” Some vampires had mind powers that could only be activated with eye contact. He hadn’t heard that Nissa had such abilities, but it was better to be safe than a thrall.

      “My point is that you have no reason to be so filled with…” Her nostrils flared as she inhaled, and her eyes shut halfway. “Fear. Such incredible fear. Gods, it hurts me, like a cramp in my stomach.”

      “Try Maalox,” he suggested.

      Her eyes popped open. “I don’t hurt people and I want to be a good neighbor to the Hunting Club. I’m willing to do so much for Dana.” She rested her hands on the glass behind her, fingers spread. She had no perspiration to make it fog.

      “And, uh…what is it you’re willing to do, exactly?” Anthony hoped the answer wasn’t all gross and weird.

      “Mohinder forbade making more samples of the cure—the Garlic Shots?—but I’m going to steal unobtainium for Dana.”

      That was far from the result that Anthony had expected to get from this meeting. It kinda sounded too good to be true.

      It probably was too good to be true.

      A big cat emerged, parting the ferns with its head. It was a tiger with violet fur underneath its black stripes. Judex’s advertising claimed that their weirder animals were summoned from alternate dimensions, but Dana claimed that they were just normal animals with elaborate glamours that made them look more exotic.

      This tiger butted its head against the glass where Nissa’s hands rested. It ran its flank along her back. She didn’t even glance down.

      “You’ll betray your sire and your murder to make more cure?” Anthony asked.

      “I will do anything for Dana,” Nissa said softly. “If you don’t trust me, call the LVMPD. They should be arresting Momoe Esquerer right now.”

      He folded his arms across his chest, studying Nissa’s anxious expression. The tiger was still rubbing on the opposite side of the glass. Its glossy side was a wall of muscle in stark contrast to the frailty of Nissa’s form.

      She had admitted what the Hunting Club had always known—that the Paradisos had killers in its numbers. Killers close to Mohinder. As far as Anthony could tell, Nissa was being honest with him, and she really was head-over-heels for Dana in some weirdo vampire way.

      But he still couldn’t trust her.

      Not just because she was a vampire. Because Gaslight Corp had put those gas tanks down in the mine, and no matter how Nissa denied it, a maneuver like that could only have been ordered by Mohinder.

      It was the one card that he hadn’t played. The one scrap of evidence that the Paradisos wouldn’t know that they possessed.

      Maybe it’d even be enough to get a warrant against Mohinder.

      “I’m going to take my phone out,” he said. “Call the police chief.”

      “Please do,” she said.

      He dialed. It rang repeatedly, but Charmaine picked up before voicemail took over. “Anthony? Are you okay?” she asked, urgency in her tone.

      “Yeah, I’m fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”

      She sighed. “I don’t know. Just…” There was shuffling on the other side of the line. Anthony waited as she moved. She was probably trying to find somewhere more private to talk. “I’ve just found the killer responsible for the deaths of Irma Stoppard and Carlitos Oborsky. She confessed to everything once we broke down her door with a SWAT team.”

      Anthony eyed Nissa. “Momoe Esquerer?”

      “News gets around fast.”

      “Sure does,” he said. “I think you and I have the same source.”

      “You talked to Mohinder too?” Charmaine sounded surprised. No more surprised than Anthony was, though.

      “I guess we’re good neighbors,” he said.

      “Thank the gods for that. Maybe our asses are saved from the OPA after all. Play nice—I’ve gotta go clean shit up with Momoe Esquerer. You good?”

      “I’m good,” he said, although he didn’t feel good.

      Charmaine hung up. He stuck his phone in his pocket. He didn’t need to tell Nissa about the conversation that had just unfolded; she’d have heard it with her sensitive vampire ears. Instead, Anthony said, “So what’s your plan with the Garlic Shot?”

      “There’s a warehouse on Gantry,” Nissa said. “It’s a lesser-used Paradisos property, and also the location of one of Harold Hopkins’s labs. I’ve already gotten another cure brewing there. It should be ready around four in the morning tomorrow. Dana can come at that time and we’ll take the Garlic Shot.”

      “Together? Both of you?

      She gave him big doe-eyes. “Would you judge me if I did?”

      Anyone that innocent looking must have been total trouble.

      “If you cure Dana, I’ll save the judgment for people more deserving,” Anthony said.

      “I may deserve your judgment, Mr. Morales,” Nissa said. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t also save Dana McIntyre’s life.”
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      Dana woke up to a lonely grave, as she had for the last too-many weeks. Except now her grave was filled with boxes. Lucinde moved the contested items from the divorce mediation into the catacombs and it had the effect of making her not-so-final resting place a cluttered mess. She had to wade knee-deep through piles of crap she didn’t care about to get dressed.

      It took several minutes of contortionist squirming into her pants, one-legged hopping into boots, and banging her elbow against boxes to get ready. When she finished and stumbled to the door, she found an orc slumped against the opposite wall, chin dropped to her chest, arms limp in her lap.

      For the first time since she’d died, Dana’s heart leaped.

      “Penny?”

      The orc’s head snapped up. She blinked slowly, groggy. “Oh, hey.”

      Surprise quickly turned to a gentle kind of annoyance. For one stupid, foolish instant, Dana had feared that someone killed Penny and left her in the catacombs to make a statement. The Fremont Slasher kept leaving her curls, after all. How long before he came back for Penny and left an entire body on Dana’s doorstep?

      But no.

      “Were you sleeping out here?” Dana asked.

      “I was tired,” Penny said sheepishly. “Can we talk for a minute?”

      “You don’t gotta ask. Come on in.” Dana stepped back, letting Penny lumber inside.

      Penny glanced around the living space, nibbling on her thumbnail in between the broad spears of her tusks. “It’s not very cozy in here, is it?”

      Dana shrugged. “It’s home.” Cozy had never been one of her priorities. The clash between cozy and spartan had been the first real fight Dana and Penny had when they’d moved in together, in fact. Unfortunately, the clutter was far from spartan, so neither of them could have been comfortable in there.

      “I guess so.” Penny was already getting all hunched in on herself again. “Look, Anthony found your, um, your friend. He found Nissa at Judex.”

      “And?”

      “Nissa discovered that Momoe Esquerer was behind everything. The healer? She’s in custody. The fight is over, and now I guess we’re supposed to believe we’re friends with the Paradisos,” Penny said.

      “Do you believe that?”

      “Probably about as much as you do.”

      Which was to say, not at all.

      Dana didn’t care if the Paradisos turned over a thousand bad guys. There was only one enemy she cared about—one serial killer who’d tortured innocents like Penny—and in order for her to be friends with the Paradisos, every last one of them would have to fucking bathe in sunlight and splinters.

      Momoe Esquerer surely deserved to be arrested. No question about that.

      But she was just one witch.

      Penny wrung her hands together. “Nissa also said that she got unobtainium from Mohinder. If you meet Nissa at the warehouse on Gantry tonight, you can turn human again. With her.”

      “That’s it?” Dana asked. “She got the chemical from her sire and he’s just gonna…let us have it?”

      “That’s what Anthony said.” Penny offered a tremulous smile. “You must be relieved. You get to start a new life with…Nissa.” The pause before she said the vampire’s name was nearly imperceptible. Anyone but Dana would have missed the hesitation entirely.

      “I get to change back with Nissa, yeah.”

      “But then you’ll have a life with her.”

      What Penny was trying to say finally clicked with Dana.

      Penny’s jealous.

      Dana could have opted for being petty. After all, Penny was the one who’d dropped an ultimatum at Dana’s feet: go full vampire or get a divorce. Had Dana wanted to make Penny suffer, it would have been totally validated.

      But the last thing Dana had ever wanted was for Penny to look as droopy and sad as she did now.

      “Listen close,” Dana said. “I’m going to have exactly jack and shit to do with Nissa after this. You know what happens when I wake up human again? I go home. To my real home, with you and the huge-ass windows overlooking the city. If you’ll have me, I’ll come back to you.”

      “I would always have you,” Penny whispered.

      Dana couldn’t tear her gaze away from the orc’s pulse point throbbing underneath her jawline. It felt like there were a thousand neon arrows pointing straight at it.

      All of a sudden, Dana felt real thirsty.

      Her need was so much stronger than with other people. Most folks just looked to her like a McDonald’s cheeseburger, but Penny looked like a juicy T-bone from a fancy steakhouse.

      It probably didn’t help that Dana wanted Penny for other reasons, too.

      “Did I tell you how good this shirt looks on you?” Dana asked, running her fingers under the strap over Penny’s broad, strong shoulder.

      Penny swayed, leaning into her. “It’s your shirt.”

      “I know,” Dana said. “I’m thinking I should take it back.”

      “Dana…”

      “I’m going to be human again tonight. I don’t care about Nissa, and I’ve only been hanging out with her because I think that’s what the gods want. I still fucking love you. I want to spend every last minute I’ve got on this planet making you blush the way you’re blushing right now. Is that clear enough?”

      “Will I have to spend the rest of our lives together being afraid of your vendetta on my behalf?” Penny asked. But she was leaning closer. Close enough that Dana was engulfed in the sweet, salty scent of her sweat.

      Dana ran her nose along Penny’s neck. It was dangerous getting that close to her veins—so hard to try not to think about how it’d feel to sink her teeth in for a nice long drink.

      She wasn’t going to bite Penny. She’d never bite Penny. She might hurt her wife, but only in the ways that Dana couldn’t control. Like the fact she couldn’t promise she’d let go of her grudge against vampires. She’d never drop her vendetta. She’d never forgive herself for letting the Fremont Slasher have Penny. And that was going to hurt Penny, sure.

      But Dana was no physical risk to her. Penny knew that. There was nothing but trust in her face when she lifted the hem of the shirt over her head, baring her sports bra and the ridged expanse of her pectorals.

      “My vendetta isn’t only on your behalf,” Dana said. “The Fremont Slasher is still out there.”

      “Gods, Dana.” Penny drew back, but Dana caught her by the elbows.

      “Nissa’s another one of his victims,” she said.

      Realization dawned over Penny’s features. “Another survivor?”

      Dana nodded. “You get why I cut her some slack? Surviving what you did…everything that you guys dealt with…”

      “He didn’t break me,” Penny said. “It was horrible. So horrible. But I’ve been in therapy, and I’m sleeping these days, and you don’t have to keep being so crazy for me. I’m okay. I want you to be okay too.”

      Dana would never be okay. Not until she was certain that Penny could be safe…and certain that Nissa could be safe, too.

      “Please promise me you’ll stay,” Penny whispered, lowering her lips to Dana’s. “That you won’t turn human and go back to chasing vampires even when it’s bad for you.”

      “You know I won’t promise that.” Dana kissed Penny’s tusks one at a time, the sturdy bases and the pointy tips, then slipped her tongue into her wife’s mouth.

      “I know.” Penny groaned the word into her mouth.

      Dana yanked the shirt out of Penny’s hands. She tossed it into the casket.

      They tumbled against the wall together, falling into the familiar patterns they’d established over their years together. It was no longer the desperate fumbling they’d first experienced in the jail cell—after Dana beat up those guys at the fair, but before Anthony made bail. They knew all each other’s spots. She knew that Penny liked having her horns yanked on and Penny knew that Dana liked to straddle her thigh while they kissed, lifting her a few inches to make it easier.

      Dana had been so focused on fighting lately that she hadn’t even realized how much she’d missed this. Maybe she’d have known if she’d had time to think or breathe. This used to be the reason she fought—the way that Penny’s brassy skin glided underneath Dana’s callused palms, and the desperate noises that Penny made against her mouth.

      Penny pushed, and Dana pushed back.

      The meekness that typified Penny vanished in moments like these. She tore Dana’s Black Death shirt apart at the seams with her blacksmith muscles, and when Dana protested, Penny said, “Shut it.” Getting ordered around like that only made Dana wetter. It only made her need Penny so much more.

      But when Penny ripped off Dana’s bra to take a nipple in her mouth, there was hesitation to the moist warmth of her tongue, the pull of her lips.

      “You’re so cold,” Penny murmured. Her fingertips dug into Dana’s spine.

      “Make me warm,” Dana said.

      Penny tried her best. She molded their thighs together, their breasts, and she breathed life into Dana’s throat. Fingers tangled in hair. They fell to the dirt floor together, knocking boxes everywhere. The ground was uncomfortably hard against Dana’s knees when she reared up to kick off her pants, her shoes.

      But then they were together—two bodies, one cold and one hotter than the fires that blazed in a furnace. Penny’s tongue traveled over Dana’s body and left flames in its wake.

      Dana was so often numb to the world. Pain didn’t hurt as much, adrenaline was nonexistent, she was forgetting how it felt to fear.

      But with Penny, she could feel again.

      She even thought her heart might have started beating.
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      Four o’clock in the morning hit. Dana arrived at the warehouse on Gantry with Brianna’s voice in her ear.

      “Things look good on the street level,” Brianna said.

      Good was a generous word to use for this neighborhood. The amount of development suggested it had once been prosperous, but at least forty years had elapsed since then. All the signs had vintage 80s fonts, none of the buildings had post-Genesis magical augmentations, and everything was falling apart. Rebar jutted out of the remaining walls, and there were few of those.

      Even the roads in this area were bad. Broken asphalt crunched under Dana’s heels as she approached the warehouse, abandoning her pink-and-lime pickup on the curb. She’d parked on the sidewalk since it seemed like the only other people around tore through at twenty kilometers-per-hour over the speed limit, escaping as quickly as possible. She’d hate for her first experience as a newly reborn human to be taking her baby in for repairs.

      “I think you’re gonna have to rephrase,” Dana said. “What’s good about this place?”

      “City cameras don’t show any other life in the area. Or undead, as the case may be. Nissa didn’t bring the whole murder of Paradisos to this neck of the woods to surprise you.”

      “Did you think she would?”

      “Forgive me for being a little leery of Paradisos,” Brianna said. “I feel like I should fill in for you since you’re not the one being paranoid about vamps.”

      Dana grinned at nothing in particular. “Thanks. Makes me feel better.”

      “I’d feel better if you had backup on the ground with you.”

      “Hey, if you hear me dying, just send Anthony in,” she said. “No big deal.”

      It really wasn’t a big deal. Dana hadn’t forgotten her years of experience and her many more years of training, and she hadn’t been stupid enough to come without a backup plan.

      The stake at her belt was her only real weapon. The only one she wanted to use, anyway. But even though she no longer had a bead of balefire embedded in her throat, she’d still thought to bring a failsafe. A small daylight bomb—a UV grenade—weighed her back pocket down. It was a tiny thing, fitting easily into a closed fist. But when the pin got pulled, it would blow enough daylight to kill any vampire in the same room.

      By the time Brianna heard Dana getting killed, chances were good Dana would have already killed every vampire in the area.

      Maybe including herself.

      Hopefully not, though.

      Dana had left Penny basking in an orgiastic afterglow in her sarcophagus—a morbid but sexy mental image that chased her all the way to Gantry. At this point, Dana had zero urge to die. She had every single intent of tasting the sweat between Penny’s shoulder blades again, and holding the orc as she shuddered helplessly, wracked by ecstasy.

      Being undead was terrible. But gods damn it all, life was good.

      “At least the warehouse doesn’t look too bad,” Dana said, peering up at the building. It was the one structure with four intact walls and no bullet holes. The clouds high above suggested that it was going to try to rain again, and there was enough roof on the warehouse that she might not even get soaked. “If I was gonna have to go into the wreckage ten feet down the street, I’d be worried. But Harold Hopkins’s old lab looks all right.”

      “Nothing down there looks all right on the cameras,” Brianna said.

      Maybe Dana was feeling too optimistic after all the orgasms herself.

      Whatever.

      She was about to enter the Gantry warehouse when Nissa emerged from the front door. It was the first time Dana had seen her outside of work clothes. She was dressed modestly, wearing a pair of slacks and a feminine blouse that Penny never would have bought. Because Nissa wasn’t Penny. Only Penny was Penny, and Dana was going to have her back.

      “Did you get it done?” Dana asked. “Did you make the cure?”

      Nissa beamed. “It’s brewing. Are you excited?”

      Dana wasn’t sure that “excited” was any better at describing her feelings than “good” was at describing the neighborhood. “I’m done being dead, that’s for sure. I wanna get to the next thing now.”

      “I’m sure you do,” Nissa said. “Where are you going?” Dana had started to walk into the warehouse that Nissa had emerged from.

      “Going to the cure?”

      “Oh, this isn’t the warehouse I was talking about,” Nissa said. “That one did belong to Achlys, but it’s just got a bunch of old restaurant equipment. I was hoping to find a microwave for my office. We’re next door.” At the ruin that looked like it had probably been a meth lab at some point.

      It was a three-walled crumbling monolith of a building that must have been ten stories high. It had no windows. It was an angry cement block worn down by harsh Nevada sunlight. “Pretty sure I went to a few raves there in high school,” Dana said.

      Nissa laughed. “I’ve got something better cooking in there than a rave!”

      They went in together.

      It might not have been a warehouse where Dana used to attend raves, but it looked like every rave venue she’d been in before. The first floor was so empty that every movement echoed. It was as bleak inside as without. Somehow it managed to be claustrophobic and cavernous simultaneously. Probably the darkness. If not for her vampire eyes, she’d have been utterly blind inside. “What’d Achlys use this for?” Dana asked.

      “It was one of her black sites. She used to hold people here when she didn’t like them. People who stole from her, insulted her, tried to attack her properties—”

      “By people, you mean humans.”

      “You already know about the Bunker.” That was the secret club where Achlys had been keeping human victims. “This is sort of like that, but less luxurious. The people she really hated came here.”

      “Humans,” Dana said again, just to be clear.

      “Yes, humans. Mohinder’s not like that, though. He won’t be keeping humans in warehouses and secret clubs. He will have very different policies than Achlys did.”

      “Tell me about what happened with Mohinder,” Dana said. “Can’t imagine he was happy to realize you know about his unobtainium.”

      “He wasn’t, but only because he thought I’d be distressed to know that he was hoarding it,” Nissa said. “The lab’s upstairs, by the way. We’ve got a few more minutes before I’m done but we can head in that direction.”

      “I’m surprised you know how to put the Garlic Shot together.”

      Nissa’s nose crinkled, like she found the name painfully cute. To be fair, it kinda was. “I have access to everything Achlys did now. Because I’m Mohinder’s only fledgling, I’ve suddenly found myself the second most important vampire in the Paradisos, and that’s a little weird. But good!”

      “Access to everything, huh? All the secrets that the Paradisos have?” Dana asked.

      “It’s not as exciting as it sounds. You have to know what to look for in order to find anything. Pulling up Harold Hopkins’s notes? Easy. Finding another lab Achlys made for him? Easy. But doing a search in our database for ‘old dark creepy secrets’ doesn’t pull up much.”

      “Notice how she didn’t say it pulls up nothing?” Brianna asked, her voice tiny and dry coming through Dana’s earpiece.

      Dana didn’t respond.

      She followed Nissa up the creaking, rattling steel stairs to the next level of the warehouse. The second floor was much more cluttered with crates, almost like Dana’s post-divorce crypt. They weren’t as worn and dirty as everything else in the warehouse, so they must have been recent additions.

      “The lab’s in there.” Nissa nodded toward a room that must have been a manager’s office. The windows were obscured by blinds, but would have ordinarily overlooked the floor.

      “I want to see the lab,” Dana said.

      “Soon. It’s just not ready yet, and I don’t want to open the door until we’re closer.” Nissa plopped onto one of the crates, leaning back on her hands. She didn’t have Penny’s stocky figure. She didn’t have Penny’s taste under Dana’s lips. But gods, the similarities.

      They had a few minutes before the cure was ready. A few minutes to talk.

      The things that Dana knew nagged at her. She didn’t worry herself about honesty most of the time, since most people were too whiny to handle truth bombs.

      “I’m so sorry about Momoe,” Nissa said. “I never would have dreamed she’d keep executing Achlys’s plans once our old master died. And I had no idea that Achlys wanted safeguards against so many preternaturals. She never seemed that paranoid.”

      Nissa was probably looking for forgiveness. Reassurance.

      She was gonna be disappointed on both counts, because nothing that Dana had to say was forgiving or reassuring.

      “Has Mohinder ever told you about how you died?” Dana asked.

      Nissa looked surprised by the change in subject. “A few things. I don’t talk about it very much with him.”

      “So he didn’t say who killed you.”

      “He probably doesn’t know. He saved me from the mugger, but I doubt they survived.” She hastily added, “Mohinder typically isn’t violent, but anyone would go nuts if they caught someone killing a college kid. Don’t you think? I know I would, and I’m about as threatening as Barney the Dinosaur.”

      Dana set her shoulders. “It wasn’t a mugger.”

      “Huh?”

      “Your killer. He wasn’t a mugger.” She took a deep breath. Nissa was probably going to remember details of her death once she was cured, so there was no point in trying to keep it quiet. “I’m sure he was the Fremont Slasher—that serial killer from a few years ago. You fit his victim profile and you died on Fremont Street.”

      “The Fremont Slasher? Why do you—”

      “I hunted him,” Dana said. “A long time. Kept going back and forth on it. Never did get him.”

      Nissa’s eyes seemed weirdly bright in the shadowy warehouse. “Tell me about it.”

      Talking about the experience was the last thing Dana wanted to do.

      Fuck. She was the one who’d brought it up. She’d opened that can of worms, and she couldn’t close it now that her grimy, dirty past was wriggling its way out the lid.

      She sat on a crate opposite Nissa. “It took a while for anyone to realize it was a serial killer. At first we thought there was a spate of college kids just…disappearing. Thought it might be sex trafficking. You know how human trafficking got worse after Genesis for a while, and Vegas’s population is transient, so it’d be a good target. Then the bodies started showing up.”

      Charmaine had brought Dana to the early scenes, as soon as they found vampire fang-bites within the slashes. Charmaine had been Detective Villanueva at the time, shortly before she leap-frogged her way up the political ladder, skipping sergeant and captain by virtue of one lucky election. She’d been on the beat. Hitting the streets hard. Desperate to protect the women.

      Even Dana had felt sick when she’d looked at those bodies the first time.

      In some ways, the lack of sexual violence was worse. Nobody had been raped. There was no genital trauma, no foreign DNA in any orifice.

      The girls had been beaten, starved, and butchered like cattle.

      “It quickly became obvious that the killer was a sadist, and a sociopath. Didn’t care what people felt. Liked to see them in pain. That was the entire purpose of his game.” Dana swallowed hard. It felt like swallowing sandpaper.

      “Then what?” Nissa asked, leaning forward.

      Then Penny had been taken.

      “Charmaine arrested a vampire who confessed to the killings,” Dana said. “He killed himself in jail before he could go on trial. It took months, though. Months and a whole lot of bodies.” She couldn’t bring herself to get more specific than that.

      “If you had gotten him sooner, I’d still be alive,” Nissa said. “I’d have gotten to graduate.”

      Penny had never said that it was Dana’s fault she didn’t catch the Slasher sooner. She’d never blamed her abduction on Dana at all.

      But Nissa did.

      It was a weird feeling, hearing those words. It was kind of a relief to finally—finally—acknowledge Dana’s culpability in the deaths of all the humans who had died. She’d failed to save them. Penny, Nissa, all those other girls.

      It hurt to hear it too.

      She wouldn’t shy away from it just because it hurt. What Nissa had suffered at the Slasher’s hands would have been a hell of a lot more painful.

      “Yeah,” Dana said. “It was my fault.”

      Nissa slithered off the crate, staring blankly at the wall. She touched her hair. Touched her shirt. It was almost like she was trying to remind herself of who she was now, in the present, or like she was straightening herself up. No way to be sure. But she didn’t look comfortable around Dana anymore. “I think the Garlic Shot should be about done. Give me a second to check on everything. The situation in there is delicate—all those flasks and stuff. Just wait here? Okay.” Nissa flitted through the door, shutting it behind her and leaving Dana alone with her guilt.

      The guilt was a behemoth. It had stalked Dana for years, the same way that the Fremont Slasher had stalked his victims. It was always lurking around the corner. Under her bed. In the shadows of night.

      Dana was surprised that Brianna didn’t have anything to say about that. She’d be listening over the earpiece, though. She’d know that Dana was stewing.

      She couldn’t stew.

      Dana pushed the Slasher out of her mind with a practiced mental shove. She closed her fist around the triadist charm hanging from her neck. It helped a lot, just as praying with Lincoln had provided enormous comfort in the past.

      Slowly, her mind emptied.

      And Dana was still waiting.

      Had Nissa only left Dana to wait for a few seconds, then it was likely Dana wouldn’t have done anything. She hooked her thumbs in her pockets and hummed a tune from a chewing-gum commercial.

      Then a few seconds were over, and Nissa wasn’t back yet.

      Dana didn’t know how to be idle. Not when she was in Paradisos territory, and especially not unsupervised.

      When she jumped off of the crate, the lid was jarred underneath her. It slid aside an inch. The moonlight spilled over its contents and metal glinted. She nudged the lid of a nearby crate aside to look inside of it. There was a sword nestled on hay at the bottom. “Hay,” Dana said with a snort.

      She grabbed the hilt.

      It was a weird sword. She didn’t have a word to describe it. Had the sword been built less sturdy, she might have thought it was some kind of fantasy replica made in homage to a movie. The blade was thin enough that it bent when she swung it. The jagged cutting edge was very sharp, and Dana kinda wished she could cut someone with it to see what the wound would look like.

      “Well, shit,” she said. “Why not?” Dana ran her thumb along the blade. It cut her almost to the bone.

      A very thin, very sharp, very jagged blade.

      She had seen cuts like this before.

      “Shit,” she whispered, turning the sword over in her hands again.

      It didn’t look anything like the valkyrie blade, but it cut similarly. The feathery shards on its cutting edge would produce wounds just like the actual valkyrie feather, in fact.

      This was a sword that had been custom-made to resemble the sword Dana took from the draugr.

      And Dana said again, “Shit.”

      Because this could only mean one thing.

      Dana had already known that the draugr weren’t the killers, since the killing had continued after she slaughtered them. That meant someone else had the sword used to kill Carlitos Oborsky.

      Her gaze snapped to the door of Harold Hopkins’s lab. It was still closed.

      “Nissa,” Dana said softly. The vampire who handled all of the Paradisos’s travels and would have known about draugr tourists convenient for a frame-up. A victim of the Fremont Slasher. A blood virgin who didn’t drink human blood, whom Lincoln had warned her not to trust, whom she had allowed out of her sight.

      Later, she’d take time to think about how stupid she’d been.

      Nissa had asked Dana for lessons in merciless killing. That had been their second interaction, right after Nissa’s gods-damned master pumped Dana full of venom.

      And then, conveniently, Nissa had led Dana to a group of draugr deserving of merciless killing.

      I’m now the second most powerful vampire in the Paradisos, she had said, or something like that.

      Dana should have known.

      She was so fucking stupid.

      The sword was flimsy—no good against an opponent more threatening than a mundane mortal who worked at an airship dock. She dropped it into the crate and drew the only other weapon she had brought: a wooden stake. “Brianna?” Dana asked, putting two fingers to her earpiece.

      No response.

      “Anthony? Penny?”

      Still nothing.

      She plucked it out of her ear. The blue light had gone red, indicating that it had no signal.

      “Real fucking stupid,” Dana muttered.

      A smart woman would have gone outside to look for reception, call her friends, and wait for reinforcements…but she’d already proven she wasn’t smart.

      She shoved open the door to the lab.

      It wasn’t a lab at all. There wasn’t a single flask or bubbling pot or anything. Not even a computer. Just another set of stairs and a huge logo on the wall. “Gaslight Corp,” Dana said.

      Shouldn’t have been any kind of surprise. Dana already knew that Mohinder owned the company. What she didn’t like to see were all the canisters of gas arrayed on the floor against the wall. Same canisters of airborne pesticide that they’d found at the abandoned Hardwick mine.

      “Really stupid,” she said out loud. Anthony would have been laughing his ass off at her if he was there, and she’d have deserved every bit of it.

      Dana headed up the stairs.

      It was darker up there. Much darker. And the lack of lighting was only a fraction of what made everything so horrific.

      This level had a lot of blankets laid out on the floor. There were lumpy shapes underneath.

      Human shapes.

      Nissa was nowhere in sight.

      “Do you like it?”

      Dana swung around at the sound of the girlish voice. She didn’t see anyone. Couldn’t tell where the words had come from.

      “Can’t say that I do,” Dana said, easing slowly to the left. There were several large pillars in the room that supported the floors above. Nissa must have been behind one of them, but the echoing meant that she couldn’t tell which.

      Without lowering her stake, Dana flicked one of the sheets aside. There was a naked man underneath. He must have been in his forties. He was hirsute and obese and sun-worn. Dana didn’t recognize him.

      Dana pulled back another blanket, and another.

      There were human bodies underneath each of them.

      “Achlys left some of them behind,” said Nissa’s disembodied voice.

      “Some?” Dana asked. If she’d been able to get reception in there, Anthony would have pointed out that meant that some of the bodies had been left behind by others.

      She leaped around a pillar at the center of the room, stake uplifted.

      Nissa wasn’t on the other side.

      There were a couple of tables beyond the pillar, though. And the bodies on them weren’t human. One was a shriveled woman with soft blond hair. The other was a man whose head had been blown away by gunfire.

      Achlys’s body. Shawn’s body.

      And someone had been cutting into them. They weren’t mangled the way that Harold Hopkins had been; this was an evisceration performed with care. Each organ that was removed had been placed neatly alongside the body and the open cavities were tidy.

      This wasn’t a mauling. This was…exploration. Curiosity.

      Practice.

      Something thumped upstairs. Nissa had gone to the next floor. Dana followed, emerging on the next story. “Oh fuck,” she said.

      She’d found the missing iron and silver. It was on display in a dozen different forms: in transparent plastic tubs, on shelves, as bars stacked on the floor. She couldn’t tell what was in all the crates, but she suspected that they were metals too.

      The worst part of it was that there were duffel bags with the LVMPD logo on them. Charmaine had complained about the thefts that had left them without supplies. Now Dana knew who had been stealing from the cops. She reached a hand into her pocket to grab the UV grenade…but before she could fish it out, she felt a finger tap on her shoulder.

      Dana whirled.

      Nissa stood behind her, smiling. “Boo.”
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      Dana hadn’t intended to use vampire speed to duck behind crates, but she suddenly found herself several meters away from Nissa and grateful that her instincts had taken charge. She hunched in the corner and tried to think.

      She’s just one vampire. I can kill just one vampire.

      The Fremont Slasher killed her first.

      Gods.

      “I can run like that too,” Nissa said. “You couldn’t escape even if you needed to. But you don’t have to run from me. I didn’t bring you here to die.”

      Dana’s eyes flicked, studying her surroundings. The wooden stake was good for a killing blow. Not so much for a fight. She needed another weapon—something heavy, or something sharp. “I trusted you.”

      “You can keep trusting me.”

      “Even though you’re a huge fucking liar?”

      “I’ve always told the truth about how many people I’ve killed,” Nissa said. “None of those human bodies downstairs are from me. I still haven’t drunk from anyone. I’m a blood virgin and can be redeemed by your gods.”

      “Except you didn’t get unobtainium from Mohinder and don’t plan to make Garlic Shots,” Dana said.

      Nissa sighed. “I was going to explain that to you. But you changed the subject.”

      “I was trying to help you.”

      “By accusing me of falling victim to a serial killer?”

      “That’s not your fault,” Dana said. “What is your fault is lying to me.” Gods, she felt so stupid. How could she have dared to hope? She’d spent the day with Penny, letting herself think that life was going to be normal again, and instead…

      “Las Vegas is going to be inhospitable for anyone who isn’t a vampire very soon. I’m doing you a favor,” Nissa said.

      “You’re going to poison the water supply.” Exactly as Dana had thought.

      “The OPA can’t sweep the area if they can’t survive in the area.” Nissa’s voice was moving as she migrated through the room, and it was impossible to tell exactly where since everything echoed so much. “Did you know that seventy-five percent of OPA agents are either shifters or sidhe these days?”

      “It’s the witches you have to worry about. They’re the ones who will daylight bomb Vegas the second they realize what you and Mohinder are up to.” Dana grabbed a lid off of the crate behind her, testing its sturdiness. Pretty good shield.

      There was an iron bar inside. She grabbed it too.

      “There are counter-hexes for every hex known to man,” Nissa said. “We’ll find a way to subvert the daylight bombing too.”

      “And then what? You’ll still have a whole lot of humans to contend with, and I know you. You’re not into killing humans.”

      “I want to kill like you,” she said. “I want to kill people who deserve it.”

      Dana crept around the crate. “Do you really want to do to others what the Fremont Slasher did to you?”

      Nissa was quiet.

      Without her voice, there was no way to orient her in the building relative to Dana. She was as much a ghost as the draugr had been.

      Dana tightened her grip on the iron bar as she peered around the corner.

      She saw nothing. No sign of Nissa at all.

      “My wife was one of the Slasher’s victims too,” Dana said.

      Nissa didn’t speak.

      Dana leaped around the boxes, bar raised.

      Nothing.

      “Like I told you, I hunted the Fremont Slasher for months,” Dana said. “I studied his methods. His victims. I hunted him like I’ve never hunted anyone before, and when I learned what he did…look, I get why you might be a little fucked in the head.”

      Still, Nissa was silent.

      Dana continued talking.

      “He kept them like animals. He put them on display in glass boxes like they were in some kind of zoo, without space to move or food to eat. He didn’t treat his victims as human at all. It broke them down over the course of weeks, and only once he made people feel small did he actually kill them.”

      She would never forget how she’d found Penny. As strong as the orc was, she had still broken.

      Anyone would break under those circumstances.

      The Fremont Slasher had never allowed her to see him, even though he’d visited her cage daily. He’d cut open her back and lapped blood from the wounds. Even when she had already been injured in one area, he had continued to cut the next day, and the next, ensuring her body was incapable of healing.

      By the time Dana had found his hideout in the suburbs, Penny had been shattered.

      “You say you died to a mugging,” Dana said, easing around a shelf of iron bars. It was so dark on the other side that even her vampire eyes couldn’t pick out movement. “How sure are you that you didn’t spend longer than that in his care? Your memory’s no good.”

      “I know what you’re trying to do.” Nissa’s voice came from the complete opposite end of the room.

      Dana peered through the shelving. A shape flitted past the stairs. “What am I trying to do?”

      “This is part of your hunt. You want me to talk so you can track me and kill me.”

      Okay, so she was right about that.

      But not entirely right.

      “You don’t know me like you think you do,” Dana said. “You missed the part where I want to help you. If you make the right choices, both of us will walk out of here undead.”

      “Help me?” Nissa’s soft chuckle came from everywhere and nowhere. “I do want your help, Dana. I want to be friends. You love this city even better than I do, and you kill better than I do. The two of us could be incredible together.”

      The only person Dana felt incredible with was Penny.

      Not Nissa.

      “I know you don’t want to kill people who aren’t deserving, and I’m willing to defer to your definition of deserving,” Nissa said.

      It sounded like she was standing somewhere behind Dana.

      But when she turned, all she saw was boxes.

      “I will give up Mohinder, the Paradisos, everything—if you’ll have me,” Nissa said. “Teach me. Be friends with me.”

      Something thumped quietly downstairs. Sounded like footfalls. It was probably Anthony. Brianna would have realized by now that she was out of contact with Dana and sent Anthony looking for her. He might have Dionne and Lina with him. Or even Charmaine’s crew. It would be enough backup to save Dana, surely.

      But Dana hadn’t been lying when she said she wanted to help Nissa, and the realization shocked her.

      The idea that Anthony would show up with Buffy, their hydraulic staking-machine, and kill Nissa…

      If that was what needed to happen, fine.

      Maybe it didn’t need to happen, though.

      “Mohinder won’t let you go so easily,” Dana said.

      “What makes you think that? He loves me.” But Nissa sounded doubtful. There was a crack in her certainty. If Dana could just make that crack widen…

      “Mohinder is ultimately a vampire like any other, and you don’t know vampires like I do.”

      “I’ve been one much longer than you.”

      “Sure, but I’ve killed a lot more of them,” Dana said. “You never know someone better than when they’re on the brink of death.”

      That made Nissa sigh dreamily, like Dana was talking about the most delicious chocolate truffles on the planet.

      She sounded like she was positioned behind the stairs, right around the corner.

      “Let’s be real: You’re not free with Mohinder. Anything but toeing his line is gonna get you ashed,” Dana said.

      “I’m not free with you either. I have to meet your standards of redemption.”

      “That’s true. Redemption’s a hard road.” Dana crept toward the corner. “But if you’re really still a blood virgin, then none of this has to damn you. If the gods can forgive you, I can too. You’re not free to be a psychopath, but you’re free to be something other than what the Slasher made you.”

      “You keep blaming my killer,” Nissa said. “Like this is his fault. Have you thought about how much you’re at fault for this? What you owe me?” Nissa’s voice was growing louder as Dana approached the stairs. It rattled around them. “You owe me your friendship.”

      “A friend would try to save you.” Dana jumped around the corner, stake uplifted.

      But Nissa wasn’t there, either.

      Hands clamped on to Dana’s shoulders.

      She crashed to the ground, shoved by Nissa’s weight. The vampire girl was shockingly strong. Even knowing the limits of a vampire’s powers, even being able to feel that strength within her own deadened muscles, Dana was stunned.

      Only for a moment.

      Twisting, she brought the stake to bear.

      Nissa grabbed her wrist. Slammed it against the wall. Pinned the stake down.

      “Vampire Vegas debuts in a few short weeks,” Nissa said. She didn’t seem to be exerting herself at all, holding Dana down like this. Her eyes were still bright with excitement. “That’s when Mohinder and I will cut the OPA out of the city. You can be with us. Or we can leave everything behind…together.”

      Dana squirmed her other hand under her body. The UV grenade was a hard lump under her glute, but she wiggled it out, eased her thumb underneath the pin. “Which option involves curing both of us and getting you into intensive therapy?”

      Nissa looked sad. “Calling it a cure implies that there’s something wrong with me.”

      “So that’s it,” Dana said. “You like being a vampire. You want to stay like this.”

      “I want us to be like this. Together. You’ve shown me what it’s like to kill without mercy and I love it.” Nissa’s weight pressed harder on Dana, and her colorless eyes brightened. “You can help me kill with justice, or I can use my newfound determination to go after humans. What would you prefer?”

      Footsteps banged on the metal stairs. “Freeze! Drop your weapons!”

      A handful of human men emerged onto the floor. They were wearing ballistic armor, body cameras, helmets.

      Brianna hadn’t sent Anthony in. She’d sent the LVMPD.

      Dana couldn’t feel relieved. A whole army wouldn’t have provided backup as good as Anthony, so all she saw was ground beef coming up the stairs.

      “No!” she roared.

      They turned their guns on Nissa.

      And for a half-second, Dana hoped that Nissa’s powers of empathy would still be enough to hold her back.

      She’s never killed a human. She’s still redeemable.

      Damn it all, the holy water healed her.

      But Nissa blurred as she accelerated to peak vampire speeds, and she crossed the room before Dana had time to think, to process the situation. She seized upon the nearest policeman. Her fingers dug into his shoulders. Her face was colorless with fear as her whole body shook, yet there was resolve in her eyes. “Just remember, Dana: I didn’t learn this from the Fremont Slasher. I learned this from you.”

      She gutted the policeman.

      Nissa and the cop screamed at the same time. Their voices mingled. She was shrill, girlish, almost like a child; he was deep and resonating. There was no way to distinguish the amount of suffering between the two of them.

      He tumbled to his knees, gun skittering across the floor, hands trying to stem the blood gushing from his throat.

      Cold resolve flooded Dana.

      This was her fault. Not the Slasher’s, but hers.

      Dana’s fault for daring to hope.

      Dana’s fault for believing Nissa’s lies.

      Everything was Dana’s fault.

      She had to fix it.

      Nissa was still screaming as she spun on the next officer, hand shooting out to shove his gun down while the other shot for his throat.

      Dana pulled the pin on the daylight bomb and threw it.

      It ignited before hitting the floor.

      The world was bathed in white.

      Pain flooded Dana. It was everything. Agony suffused every single sense, from smell to sound to hearing, and her fried neurons could only summon the darkest of memories from her past.

      Finding Penny wallowing in her own filth, the gashes on her back infected and seeping.

      Harold Hopkins’s body floating in a bloody Jacuzzi tub.

      Anthony limp in the mine, poisoned by gas.

      And, much more dimly, from her childhood, memories of her father killed by one of the Fates. His enormous bulk reduced to nothing more than a sagging corpse.

      The pain left no room for Dana. Her skin blistered and boiled and she dived behind crates, but it wasn’t enough. She’d moved too late. She was completely cooked, inside out. And the police were still crying out in pain.

      Dana bowed her head to her knees. Covered her head with her arms.

      She counted to thirty.

      That was how long the UV bomb should have burned. Thirty seconds.

      It felt like eternity.

      Her skin rose up in boils. Her eyeballs and tongue dried out. All those foul memories were chased away, leaving behind nothing but visions of blood rivers.

      She was thirsty.

      Starving.

      And then it was dark. The room was black.

      Nobody screamed anymore.

      Dana staggered to her feet, using the crates for leverage. Her shoulder clipped a shelving unit. It toppled, and iron bars clattered to the floor with the sound of thunder. On the other side, she saw Nissa bowed over dead policemen. The entire human team was dead.

      Nissa lifted her head from her victim’s throat.

      Her mouth was stained with blood and her irises were red.
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* * *

      Dana wasn’t sure how she ended up on the rooftop of the warehouse. One minute she was facing Nissa with her newly reddened eyes, and the next minute, she was standing in open air.

      Presumably, she’d been looking for an exit. The warehouses were crammed together in this neck of the woods. It was plausible that this obelisk of a building would be near enough to another to facilitate her escape.

      Except that it wasn’t.

      From the street level, the road between this warehouse and its neighbors hadn’t seemed wide. From roof level, it looked like an insurmountable gap. Three lanes of road separated the Paradisos warehouse from its next-tallest neighbor. That was close to fifty feet with sidewalks.

      There were other buildings closer, but they were only one story tall. A long enough distance to cause serious pain if Dana tried to jump on them.

      She wobbled on the edge of the roof, poised to leap, with nowhere safe to run from there. Rain dumped from the sky. It was needles against her blistered face, her shoulders. One more punishment on top of the rest.

      “Fuck,” Dana snarled.

      A helicopter circled the building, veiled by the clouds. It wasn’t white-on-black like the OPA choppers. Dana might have been relieved if it was. The OPA would have the resources to help; they had the authority, the tax dollars, the training.

      No. This was an LVMPD vehicle. Its light tracked over the streets, looking for a threat. It wouldn’t pick anything up. Nissa was operating alone, and she was still inside slaughtering all those cops.

      What kind of powers would a vampire empath develop once she drank blood?

      Psychic abilities. Those kinds of powers.

      It was Nissa’s voice. Dana heard it in her head as clearly as though someone had spoken to her. She turned slowly to see that Nissa stood in the lone doorway permitting access to the roof.

      The woman was drenched in blood and rain. Her blouse was so damp that it clung close to her small breasts, her ribcage, her wide hips. The brown slacks plastered to her thighs. Her shoes had gone glossy from the coating of blood.

      None of that was as horrifying as what was smeared all over her face. There were fingerprints on her jaw, like one of her victims had tried to shove her head away as she devoured him. They streaked in the rain like mascara lost to tears.

      The worst of it was her eyes. Those big bright-red eyes, so much like Penny’s.

      Nissa’s lips pressed into a smile. I’m waking up, Dana. I feel different. I never knew that I could feel this good.

      “Get out of my head,” Dana spat.

      We’re already deep within each other’s heads. There’s no separating us. We’re meant to be together.

      “The gods wouldn’t plan this for us. They wouldn’t—”

      Your gods don’t care about us! Even though there was a strangely drippy tone to the whispers of Nissa’s words in Dana’s mind—crawling down the insides of Dana’s skull, pooling in her shock-dried mouth—she managed to sound furious. This isn’t about the gods. This is about fate and what we can accomplish together!

      Nissa strode nearer.

      There was no sign of fear in her anymore, even though her empathy powers meant that killing those people should have been too much for her. Or maybe killing those people had made her snap completely.

      She no longer looked like an innocent Penny-like vampire. She looked like a protégé of the Fremont Slasher. A killer, a sadist, a psychopath.

      Dana’s hand slipped into her pocket. She backed up until her heels were at the edge of the building.

      “I know people who can help you, Nissa,” Dana said.

      She didn’t mean it anymore.

      There was still a huge part of Dana that wanted to save this woman from what had been inflicted upon her. But she couldn’t help someone who didn’t want to be saved. There wasn’t a fraction of remorse in Nissa’s eyes.

      Dana’s fingers curled around a cold metal box in her pocket as the full-blooded vampire approached her.

      I am so different now, Nissa said without ever opening her mouth. I can’t wait to see what you’re like when you become just like me. I can’t wait to see what we’ll be together.

      “We won’t be anything,” Dana began to say.

      Before she could finish that sentence, Nissa grabbed her. Fingers tangled in her hair.

      Nissa’s mouth pressed to Dana’s.

      Blood flooded the surface of her tongue.

      Dana was in such shock that she couldn’t think, couldn’t react, couldn’t get away. Her instincts won. These were the instincts of a blood virgin who had been suspended in a state between life and death for weeks. Someone who was constantly starving, dying and already dead.

      She had to swallow.

      The coppery tang of blood filled her.

      For an instant, Dana felt…amazing.

      Heat radiated throughout her body. It was pleasure much better than sex, even better than the feelings that Penny evoked when touching Dana. Better than being drunk. Better than killing.

      Then Dana’s thumb flicked her lighter. It was the Zippo she always carried, the Zippo that had lit Officer Jeffreys’s blunt. A portable flame. The one remaining weapon available to Dana that would have been useless against a blood virgin.

      Nissa wasn’t a blood virgin anymore.

      Dana shoved the Zippo under Nissa’s shirt. Flame touched vampire skin.

      When Nissa screamed, her mouth tore away and blood spattered. It pinged to the concrete rooftop like rain. It dribbled down Dana’s chin and throat and shirt.

      There was no way to know if Nissa deliberately shoved Dana or if her hands just flung out by reflex.

      Either way, Nissa’s hands contacted Dana’s chest.

      Dana was already teetering on the edge of the roof, just one shift of her weight away from tumbling.

      Her stomach rose into her throat when her weight shifted.

      And she fell.

      The last thing she heard before the wind rushing through her ears turned deafening was Nissa’s, “No!”

      There was peace in the fall. Tumbling through the wind, head over heels, tasting blood on her tongue and feeling as her body died. Time dilated the way it did when Dana ran at vampire speed. The rotors of the helicopter swung slowly through the clouds, churning the fog.

      At the last moment, wind flipped Dana over. She saw pavement. The lines of the street swung toward her.

      Dana struck.

      She blacked out.

      For the second time that year, Dana McIntyre died at the hands of a vampire.
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* * *

      Rain seldom fell upon Nevada. Even the alpine regions were unprepared to handle rainfall in great quantities, and the desert valleys were worse. It was impossible to get an inch of rain without flooding. The night that Dana and Nissa fought, it rained much more than an inch.

      Downtown Las Vegas had adequate drainage, even if it was seldom used. They had many thousands of square feet of tunnels. Yet the sewers under the warehouses were incapable of handling any volume greater than what came out of a garden hose.

      Sheets of rain hammered the pavement.

      It wasn’t enough rain to stop the fire that swept over the Gantry warehouse, but it was enough to flood the sewers.

      Water rose in the streets, creeping over Dana McIntyre’s broken body. It soaked her corset. It swept away the Zippo lighter that had landed a few inches from her colorless fingertips. It splashed mud over her thighs and feet and hair.

      That same water washed the blood off of her lips where Nissa had smeared it.

      It rained for a few minutes. Not long. Never too long in Nevada. But the flood lifted Dana’s body from the pavement to carry her toward the open drainage ditch two blocks away.

      Her rubber-soled boots contacted with iron grates. Her legs were sucked into the hole.

      An instant before Dana was drawn into the sewers, her eyes popped open.

      Her irises were crimson.
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* * *
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