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      Dana McIntyre saw the attack coming from miles away. Not that there were any visible signs. None of her fellow prisoners liked her well enough to warn her it was coming, and couldn’t have even if they’d wanted to, since she’d been in solitary confinement for her first few weeks in detention.

      But everybody knew that the daughter of Lucas McIntyre had landed herself in Arizona’s OPA detention facility. They knew B Wing had been shut down to keep her safe until her trial date. There was no way to keep that a secret: the news networks wouldn’t shut their fat mouths about Las Vegas’s guardian angel falling from grace.

      So. As soon as she was out of solitary, someone was going to attack her. Dana knew that much. Frankly, with this kind of opening, she’d have been disappointed if they hadn’t made an attempt on her life.

      After all, Dana was responsible for half the preternaturals in that very detention center.

      Her lawyer, Lucinde, had argued passionately against putting Dana into an OPA facility. Dana wasn’t a preternatural. She was a human woman, born and bred, and the black fingers of Genesis had made no change to that status. She belonged with other humans.

      Except for a period of a couple months where she’d been a vampire.

      And the part where she’d committed a lot of crimes as a vampire.

      Call it a loophole, call it a mistake, but by law Dana’s ass belonged to the Office of Preternatural Affairs.

      Lucinde was still arguing at that moment—not because she hoped to drain more legal fees from Dana, but because Lucinde had a sense of justice too strong to let an old friend land with criminals she’d incarcerated. “If she goes in there, she’s dead,” Lucinde had said, wagging her finger at the Undersecretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs, Cèsar Hawke.

      “If I don’t put her in there, it’s preferential treatment specifically forbidden by post-Genesis bills,” Cèsar had replied. “Sorry.” The last apology had been directed toward Dana, in this offhand, we have mutual friends and I don’t wanna do this to you, but I also don’t care about you enough to fuck things up sort of way.

      Solitary confinement lasted the first couple of weeks.

      The trial date came and went.

      Trials for people locked in OPA detention centers happened separately from the mundane justice system. Cases were heard by panels of judges. Lucinde Ramirez, attorney at law, had put on a nice suit and argued passionately against leaving Dana with vampires, shifters, and witches who hated her guts. The state argued that Dana knew exactly what she’d been doing and the cost of it, and she needed to face the music.

      The judges agreed.

      Dana was going to face the music.

      “Medium security means conjugal visits,” Dana had told Penny, her wife. She’d meant it as a half-joke. Great last words for Penny to share with friends before she went behind bars.

      Penny had not laughed.

      Even for an orc, she had an awful sense of humor.

      Dana was taken out of solitary confinement the next day. At breakfast, she felt eyes following her up the line in the canteen. They were probably staring at how great her big ass looked in black-and-white stripes. She’d have been staring too, but it was awkward to twist around like that without tripping.

      Dana got some hoots, some catcalls. But mostly she got a lot of uncomfortable sideways glances. A table emptied out when it looked like she might be sitting there, just so that nobody else would have to sit beside Dana.

      Everybody knew she was going to be attacked. Nobody wanted to risk being near her when it happened.

      Dana got to eat her first—and ultimately last—meal with the general population that morning, accompanied primarily by whispering, stares, and flickering fluorescent lights that made her eggs look like literal shit. Tasted like shit, too.

      The attack didn’t come in the showers, much to Dana’s surprise. Or when she was in the communal bathrooms with their half-height stalls, trying to crap out the greasy meatloaf she’d eaten for last night’s dinner.

      She made it all the way back to her cell at afternoon lockdown without getting attacked.

      “New place, same as the old place,” she muttered, looking around her cell. It felt spacious compared to her last room. There was a desk in addition to the toilet and bed. She even had bookshelves, which she supposed she’d stock by trading cigarettes or some shit as time went on.

      A little more room, a little more crap bolted down so that she couldn’t use it as a weapon. Exact same bullshit.

      “Arms through the bars,” said the guard who’d taken her back.

      She stuck her arms through the slot. “I don’t recognize you. You’re not one of my best friends from solitary, sweetums.” Being locked up had been excruciatingly dull, so she’d passed the time doing bodyweight exercises, praying, and annoying the guards. Guards didn’t like being called cute names.

      This was supposed to be the part where the guard unlocked her cuffs and let them fall away. He’d already unlocked the guy across the hall. A black-eyed incubus asshole.

      But the guard only lifted the keys, and then dropped them without touching her. Making a show for the security cameras.

      Dana sighed. It was time for the attack. She wasn’t even going to get to enjoy the Wonder Bread sandwiches at lunchtime before getting the snot beaten out of her. “Did they buy you off? Or are you helping them get me through the goodness of your heart?”

      The guard fingered the key that would unlock Dana’s hands, mouth twisting with thought. He looked genuine when he said, “Sorry,” and walked away without unlocking Dana’s cuffs.

      The guard’s apology was a lot like Cèsar Hawke’s apology. Perfunctory, kind of sorry, but kind of not.

      Nobody in these parts cared much about Dana McIntyre.

      “Two more weeks,” she muttered to herself, rolling out her shoulders and arms as much as she could with them tied together. She needed to be limber for the fight to come.

      If Dana could survive two weeks in the general population, she’d get to her appeal. Even if Lucinde couldn’t convince the panel of judges to let Dana run free, she might get Dana into solitary.

      Two weeks.

      Dana had barely two minutes before the lights in the hallway turned off.

      The attackers who came around the corner were wearing the same striped clothes that Dana was, indicating that they were prisoners who should have been in their cells. The same guard who had left Dana cuffed looked to have stopped by the max-security ward to let out its uglier inmates.

      “Is this a housewarming party?” Dana asked brightly, backing up to stand in the corner of her cell.

      Keys jangled. The door whined as it slid open.

      There must have been a dozen inmates in the hallway, but it was the three vampires who stepped into Dana’s cell. They were clearly Paradisos. Only vampires from the Paradisos had reason to look that angry.

      Dana had done a real number on the Paradisos before getting locked up. She was involved in the deaths of the last two masters. She’d gotten warrants against all the vampires and their businesses, wrenching the most profitable tourist destination in the nation out of their control. And she had shut the Paradisos down completely.

      One day, the Paradisos had owned Clark County. The next day, they had been scattered to the wind with the tumbleweeds. Everyone knew who was responsible for that.

      “You guys look grumpy,” Dana said. Her back bumped into the corner. “I think you haven’t gotten enough sleep.”

      The center vampire twisted her chin to make her neck pop. “Quite the contrary, McIntyre. My kin and I slept all morning in the vampire ward. We’re feeling refreshed. In fact, I think we’ll be ready to go for hours without stopping.”

      Dana slid one of her feet along the wall an inch, subtly feeling for the plumbing. “Ooh. All night, huh? That’s a big promise that’s hard to keep.”

      Another of the vampires cracked her knuckles. The third bared his fangs.

      “We’ve got plenty of time to take turns with you,” said the first vampire. “We’ve made sure nobody will be here all night long.”

      Dana wasn’t sure where the first punch came from.

      Vampires were fast. Some of them were really fast. Dana knew, because up until her arrest, she’d been a master vampire with heightened speed powers.

      She was not a master vampire anymore.

      Dodging didn’t happen.

      She got slammed into the wall.

      Her heel struck the piping behind the toilet, and she snapped off a length of metal. Dana stooped to grip it in both hands. It was, unfortunately, some sort of steel alloy—no wood here for staking the vampires. The water gushing over the floor wasn’t blessed to burn them, either. But Dana got the pipe between her face and the next punch, so she didn’t get struck again.

      She dived, crashed into her attacker. They rolled.

      Her hip slammed into bars. Fingers closed around Dana’s hair and yanked. Her cheekbone struck the side of the cell.

      They were a blur of hands—a lot of slapping, hitting, pinching with fingernails. Not the usual style of vampires.

      “Fuck,” Dana swore, kicking out with both of her feet to hit one of them in the face. He barely even reeled. “You guys are taking it gentle.”

      “We promised to make it last all night,” said the first vampire.

      Dana laughed. “Who’re you answering to? Was it Black Jack? Or that one guy—Urien? Syzdek? Who in the Paradisos won’t let his grudge go?”

      They didn’t respond. She didn’t expect them to.

      She was yanked off of her feet. With her hands cuffed, there wasn’t a lot she could do to stop them once they held her like a pig carried to the roast. Couldn’t even keep them from sticking her head in the toilet. She felt like a kid getting a swirly. Except with more brain damage.

      They lifted her up, slammed her down again. Cold porcelain smashed the top of her head. She tasted toilet water.

      Dana hooked her arms behind the toilet bowl in the struggle.

      Next time they yanked, she yanked too.

      The toilet wrenched free of the wall.

      It wasn’t weight beyond the vampires’ ability to handle, but it was more than they’d expected. Shifted the math. Made them drop her.

      It also pissed them off.

      Fangs flashed. Fingers dug into her elbows and pain flared on Dana’s shoulder.

      A vampire biting from behind.

      “You heard what she said! No drinking from her!” That was the first vampire shrieking at her male companion.

      Dana felt angry and dizzy—not because she’d been bitten, but because she suddenly suspected she knew who had sent these vampires after her. “Was it Nissa Royal?” she asked.

      Their response was, “Shit.”

      OPA agents were coming up the hall, black-clad and carrying ribbon charms.

      Dana raised her voice to shout. “I’m in here!”

      And then the vampire who was biting her slammed her face into the bars, just hard enough for Dana to black out.

      [image: ]

      Dana woke up in the jail’s medical ward, cuffed to a bed and wearing a paper gown. “Oh, fun,” she groaned, letting her head drop back to the flat pillow-like device that didn’t actually make the bed more comfortable.

      This wasn’t her first time seeing a healer while in the detention center. They’d had to fire a couple of guards after attacking Dana in solitary confinement, too. The guards hadn’t gotten as far into the beating as the vampires had. But then, the Paradisos had always been nastier and more creative than anyone else.

      “You’re awake.” Penny slid into the room, carrying a cup of coffee in her sturdy green hands. She ducked in time to keep her horns from hitting the top of the doorway. “I asked them to give you some analgesics off the bat instead of waiting to see how you felt waking up. How do you feel?”

      “I feel great,” Dana said. “How about you?”

      Penny’s expression was pinched. “I’m not thrilled to be back already.”

      “What? It’s been two whole weeks since my last hospitalization.”

      “I hoped you’d make it to the appeal without having to see another healer.” Penny sat at her bedside with a sigh, sad eyes traveling over Dana’s face. “If you’re worried, you should know that the venom didn’t take. You’re not turning vampire again. He was too weak.”

      “I know,” Dana said. “It’s not my first bite. Or my first vampire.”

      “Or the first fight you lost.”

      “I didn’t get a chance to lose. I was rallying for my next tactic.”

      “The one where you laid on the floor getting kicked to death?”

      “I was gonna kill them all,” Dana said with confidence. “I’d have thought of a way before they killed me.”

      Penny sighed. “I have bad news.”

      “Don’t tell me the appeal’s been delayed.”

      “Worse. That’s why I’m here even though it’s two in the morning. They sedated you so that you could sleep through most of the healing, but I came the instant they said you woke up because I didn’t want you to have to deal with this alone.”

      “And not because my face got the wrong end of a meat tenderizer?”

      “I stopped waking up for that years ago.” Penny brushed the hair off Dana’s forehead. The orc’s fingers were so warm. “No, it’s—”

      The door opened again.

      Undersecretary Hawke entered. He was wearing a suit jacket hastily pulled over jeans and a Green Lantern t-shirt. “McIntyre, good to see you.” Cèsar yawned widely. “Would have preferred to see you after noon, but hey…”

      “Oh look, Penny, it’s the guy who put me in the position to get my ass kicked by old enemies,” Dana said. If Cèsar hadn’t spoken against her in the trial, she never would have gone into the general population.

      He pulled a chair over. “A consequence of being a hero is making lots of enemies. Means you’re doing your job right. But it’s also something you just gotta deal with. You don’t wanna get tossed in jail with your enemies, then don’t break the law.”

      “That’s fucking genius,” Dana said. “Why the fuck didn’t I think of that years ago? Thanks for the support, you fuckbat.”

      “Fuckbat?”

      “Like a bat you use to fuck people with huge gaping assholes.”

      Cèsar’s laugh drowned out Penny’s horrified gasp.

      “I’m not here to be supportive,” Cèsar said. “I’m here to hire you. Chief Villanueva says she’s hankered to get you on her team for years, but you’ve always resisted it. I’m here to undercut her outstanding offer. If you want to skip the appeal and get out today, you gotta come work for me.”

      Dana wasn’t sure if she was more insulted or incredulous. Did he think she was that stupid?

      Recruiting arrestees wasn’t a new tactic for the OPA. It was how most of their agents had been hired before Genesis, since the criminals in question hadn’t been offered alternatives. But Dana knew she had alternatives. She was too smart to fall for whatever bum deal they offered.

      Cèsar should have known that.

      Maybe he did.

      Yet here he was, proverbial hat in his hands, looking downright contrite as he asked Dana to come work for his organization.

      “What went wrong?” Dana asked.

      “Las Vegas is a mess. Preternaturals are vying for control of the city now that the Paradisos are gone.” He looked sheepish. Was his skin glittering like diamonds? Made Dana think of Barbie horses with glitter combed into their manes. “Also, the economy has collapsed. Mundanes are looting.”

      “Can’t tell me you didn’t see that coming.”

      “Oh, we did. And we’re working on all that—except the mundane looting, since that’s Charmaine’s job—but we’re stretched thin. I want you to look at a group of murder victims. We believe they’re the result of a serial killer. A lone actor getting his rocks off in all the chaos.”

      “So you don’t want to hire me,” she said. “You’re begging me for help.”

      “Dana,” Penny said softly, warningly.

      “Look, I don’t have to beg for anything,” Cèsar said. “You can come work for me in Vegas, or you can get back on the merry-go-round of prison beatings. Up to you.”

      Dana didn’t have to think about it very hard. “I’ll work this case.”

      “Great, then it’s settled,” he said.

      She kept talking without pause. “But let’s get one thing straight: I don’t work for you. I’ll contract with you, I’ll offer my expertise, I’ll mop up whatever mess you left behind in my city. But I’m doing it solo. I won’t be the government’s dog on a leash.”

      “Newsflash, McIntyre,” he said, standing up and shaking out his trousers. He waved to someone outside the door. “You’re not just my dog. You’re this man’s new best friend.”

      A sidhe agent brought in a suitcase. Cèsar opened it and withdrew a syringe with an absurdly thick needle.

      “The fuck is that?” Dana asked, trying to jerk away. The bindings were too tight.

      “A tracker,” Cèsar said. He uncapped the needle.

      “Now, wait,” Penny protested. “You didn’t say anything about—”

      “Too late to change her mind. Oral contract already made.” The syringe descended.

      Dana’s muscles screamed as she tried to twist away. “You’re not even wearing gloves!”

      The millimeters-thick needle penetrated the meat of her bicep, stinging like a bee set on fire. Cèsar depressed the plunger. She felt a tracker the size of a bead punch into her.

      Dana McIntyre: Collared, leashed, and licensed by the Office of Preternatural Affairs.
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      Coming back to Vegas in daylight felt like something Dana hadn’t done for years. Like it was a dimly, but warmly, recalled childhood memory.

      Part of the reason the city looked so weird was the absence of towering magical advertisements. Once the OPA had seized all of the vampire-owned businesses, their advertisements had gotten shut down too. It wasn’t the skyline Dana remembered. No big-tittied witches, no winking incubi, no tarot cards swirling around skyscrapers.

      It was still Las Vegas.

      Home.

      It was a decent drive from the Arizona detention center to Southern Nevada, but this was the first bathroom break they’d taken over those hours. Dana stood at the edge of the gas station while the limo’s driver refueled, gazing at the skyline of downtown Las Vegas.

      She scrubbed at the injection site with her gnawed fingernails as she gazed around at the stucco, the hot blue sky, the patches of stringy gray clouds. Dana had gotten the remainder of her injuries healed by the prison’s witch before heading home, including the site where that big-ass needle had impaled her. She no longer had a hole in her arm, but she could feel the tracker wiggling in the muscle, like it was putting down roots.

      Penny hurried out of the gas station. “Time to go!” She moved ahead to open the limousine door for her.

      “My arm’s not broken, stupid,” Dana said. She kissed Penny before sliding into the limo. Penny followed, slamming the door shut. “They sent a limousine to get me after making me shit in a bucket for a few weeks. For fuck’s sake. Your tax dollars at work, right?”

      “You seem more irritable than usual,” Penny said.

      It was a serious claim, since Dana was always irritable. “Give me at least fifteen minutes out of prison before you expect me to cheer up.”

      “Fifteen minutes or fifteen shots of tequila?”

      “Fifteen shots in fifteen minutes.”

      “You’re going to die of alcohol poisoning at that rate.”

      Penny pulled Dana against her side so that the rocking of the limo’s movements snuggled them tightly together. They were divorced. Kinda. They hadn’t actually agreed on whether they were going to finish the divorce. Certainly, their relationship wasn’t in a place where cuddling should have been appropriate. But Dana wasn’t moving away.

      “We can share the shots,” Dana said, tracing circles onto the top of Penny’s knee. “What do you say? You, me, a liquor store… I’d say we should go to a bar, but I’d be shocked if any are open now that the vampires are getting ‘reorganized.’ Actually, are the looters hitting the liquor stores too?”

      “I don’t know, and it’s not like we can find out,” Penny said. “We’re on a mission. Bodies on the ground. Remember?”

      “Can’t bring people back from the dead. They won’t get deader while we celebrate my release.”

      “If this is a serial killer, then we need to catch him before he finds others to kill.”

      Dana sighed and let her head fall on Penny’s shoulder. “Buzzkill.”

      As the OPA chauffeur drove them toward the Clark County Coroner’s Office, Dana studied the case files. Most of the information Cèsar provided was about victims. At a glance, Dana didn’t see any commonality to the dead except that all the victims were male. That wasn’t enough.

      “Serial killer,” she snorted, shutting the files.

      “You sound skeptical,” Penny said.

      “Serial killers are too rare to have a second right after the last one got killed. Bet you anything Cèsar made it up so he could get this tracker in my arm. It’s a distraction, I tell you.”

      There was a lot to distract from. The driver had to creep through empty streets dotted by clusters of intense crowds gathering at parks, gun stores, pawnshops. Some looked to be looting. Some were protesting. None looked happy.

      Dana watched them with teeth clenched. Throwing shit through windows in her city. If they’d known she was still prowling the streets—if the news hadn’t spread her incarceration around like it was the hottest gossip—then at least these fucks would have been looking over their shoulders, afraid she’d be cracking skulls.

      She would crack skulls.

      Her arm throbbed painfully. Dana rubbed the insertion point again with a grimace.

      She’d have to wait to crack skulls until Cèsar decided it was time for her to crack skulls.

      He had explained all the things that the tracker did after so kindly jabbing it into her arm. “Full disclosure: it can kill you,” he’d said calmly.

      “What?” she’d asked, less calmly.

      “It’s probably never going to kill you,” Cèsar said. “You’re not gonna piss me off, right? Right.”

      “Uh,” Dana said. Pissing people off was one of her specialties.

      “It will update your location and notify my device every five minutes. If you’re going to break the law by leaving the region without notifying me, you need to try to do it in between the five-minute pings.”

      “Leaving the region is illegal?”

      “If you go to the grocery store without checking in with me, it’s illegal,” he said.

      By that point, Dana had been fantasizing about flushing Cèsar’s glittery head down the toilet. “Full disclosure, huh?”

      “Full disclosure. We’re buddies now. But don’t worry, this only lasts until you’ve worked off your prison sentence with the case,” Cèsar said. “Did I mention that part? Catch the killer, work for the OPA, and you’re free.”

      “Work for the OPA” and “free” did not seem to be terms that were related.

      “And then you stop tracking me,” Dana said. “Catch the killer, tracking ends.”

      “Sure,” he said.

      His tone hadn’t inspired confidence.

      It wouldn’t be hard to check in with Cèsar throughout the case, to be fair. He’d given her a special phone so that she could notify him where she was going, what she was doing, what resources she needed to meet her there. Likewise, he could tell her what to do through that phone.

      Or he could tell her she’d pissed him off by killing her.

      You know, whatever. Full disclosure.

      “Stop rubbing.” Penny swatted Dana’s hand off of the injection site. “There’s no way it still hurts.”

      “You can’t know that.”

      “I know you,” she said, “and I know you’re doing that so I’ll baby you.”

      Dana gave Penny big eyes. “I am in a lot of pain.”

      Penny couldn’t keep herself from laughing.

      The limousine stopped in front of the coroner’s office.

      “Go ahead,” Penny said.

      “Not coming?”

      “I don’t have the authority. Don’t worry about me. I’ll raid the limo’s mini fridge and watch Greenville Lights repeats until you’re done.”

      “Wait, why do you get booze and Greenville Lights while I have to go in and look at some dead guy?”

      “Because I’m not the fabled hunter,” Penny said. She blew a kiss to Dana and waved bye-bye.

      Dana stepped out to be greeted by lots of uniforms, who applauded at the sight of her.

      She glared at them. Dana wasn’t arrogant enough to think these guys were here for her benefit. They were excited to see the legend in the flesh, but they’d been assigned to protect the coroner’s office from rioters. They weren’t friends of the Hunting Club. More like rubberneckers.

      The chief of police was the only welcoming face among the adulation. Charmaine Villanueva greeted Dana with a handshake. A reserved gesture, all things considered—and a calculated one.

      Charmaine had fallen into deep crap over her preferential treatment of the Hunting Club. To get her department back, she’d tipped the OPA off to the same illegal operation that had landed Dana in jail. Charmaine wouldn’t be in an all-fired hurry to summon the Eye of Cèsar again. That meant no hugging where others could see it.

      “It’s good to see you here,” Charmaine said. “Please follow me.” She led Dana up the hallway, and they were flanked by two of the officers from outside. Protection or babysitters, Dana wasn’t sure. “The people are talking about a serial killer, and Mayor Hekekia’s patience is real low after the events of the year.”

      “I bet. How are you holding up?” Dana asked.

      “We’re working a lot of overtime. I’m tired. Nothing new.”

      “That’s not what I was talking about. I mean, I…” She let out a breath. “I missed the funeral. Did you go?”

      Charmaine couldn’t keep the pain off of her face. It overwhelmed her features.

      It hadn’t been long since they’d lost Anthony Morales, the most senior associate with the Hunting Club.

      Anthony Morales had been the one who made sure Dana never took herself too seriously. The one who never judged her and always accepted her quirks. Not just accepted, but liked them.

      Mohinder had dropped an air-conditioning unit on Anthony.

      Dana had seen his brain.

      “Yes, I went to the funeral.” Charmaine pressed her palm to a keypad, the secure door unlocked, and she ushered Dana into the morgue. “I got to meet Anthony’s nieces and nephews. Nice people. They were sad you couldn’t come.”

      “Prison’s a bitch,” Dana said.

      Charmaine glanced at the cops. “Give us the room.” She waited until they left before speaking again. Her voice was a lot softer. “I did what I thought I should do. Telling the OPA about your raid on the wastewater treatment facility—I was trying to prevent exactly what happened to Anthony.”

      “And you got me arrested in the process.”

      “You’re the one who broke the law, and—”

      Dana lifted her hands. “I’m not pissed at you for calling. Consider it blood under the bridge.” Her fingers curled to fists, and the weight of grief dropped them to her sides. “If you need to talk…well, hey, I can get you Penny or Brianna’s number whenever.”

      Charmaine blew a silent laugh through her nose. “I could use a drink.”

      “I’ll tell them that.”

      The police chief pressed her palm to another keypad and they entered a chilly room where bodies were kept. Everything was sterile, from the linoleum to the countertops. The surgical tables were empty except for the one at the center of the room, attended by a man in scrubs who was writing notes.

      “Chief,” he greeted at the sight of her. “What brings you back here?”

      “Consultant needs to see the body,” Charmaine said.

      His eyes flicked to Dana, then widened into big circles over his mask. The McIntyre name was legend around Las Vegas—around the whole world, depending on whom you talked to—but he looked more freaked out than most people. Probably because she’d helped commit economic apocalypse on the city.

      “I’ll leave you to it.” He dropped his clipboard and cleared out so fast that Dana was surprised the floor didn’t catch fire.

      Dana grabbed gloves, a mask, a gown. “Tell me about this vic.”

      “He’s been identified as Dylan Rodgers,” Charmaine said, preparing herself similarly. “He works for the school district as a custodian. This information is confidential for the moment, by the way—we need to notify the family before the press gets it.”

      She tied her mask behind her head. “Since when do I spill to the press?”

      “You’re going to have more interest than usual for a while. More OPA bugs listening in, reporters knocking on your door. Consider this a reminder to watch your mouth. If not for your sake, or mine, then for the bereaved’s.”

      Dana lifted the sheet to see the victim’s face. He was heavyset, white, too young to die. “The press is on my shitlist after their coverage. You know they blame me for everything that happened in Vegas?”

      “They need to blame someone.” Charmaine helped fold the sheet back. “Dylan Rodgers is a man of fifty-four years old. He’s approximately six feet tall and two hundred fifty pounds. He was found drained of blood.”

      “Normal vampire stuff. What other similarities does this body share with the others?”

      “All of the victims have been male,” Charmaine said, “and all of them were castrated.”

      That hadn’t been in the file. “Castrated?”

      “Let’s not make any Crying Game references, thanks,” Charmaine said.

      “Please.” Dana could get more crass than a 90s shock jock on crack, but even she had some sense of decency. “Is someone joking about The Crying Game?”

      Charmaine shrugged uncomfortably. “Being a trans woman on a case where guys are getting their dicks cut off, it means ribbing from coworkers.”

      “Report them,” Dana said. “You don’t have to listen to this fuckery.”

      “Report them? Ha. I could fire every last one of them. But we can’t afford to lose men at a time like this, McIntyre—even men I’m realizing should never work with the community.”

      “You’ve got me back. You don’t need assholes on the force.”

      “Most of them aren’t assholes most of the time. They think they’re being funny. I normally do better putting up with it.” Charmaine wasn’t meeting Dana’s eyes. It wasn’t just grief over Anthony keeping her quiet, but getting trapped at the bottom of a deep hole and drowning in stress. “You never get used to assholes being assholes, even after a lifetime. Even on the good days.”

      And these weren’t good days.

      “I hear anyone making transphobic remarks, I’m gonna do the castrating myself,” Dana said. “Just FYI.”

      “Officially speaking, I should discourage you,” Charmaine said.

      She left it at that.

      Dana gazed down at the body. This guy was older than Anthony had been, and much less fit. Anthony wouldn’t have had the saggy flesh around his stomach and pectorals when he was on the table. But he’d have had this weird colorlessness to him. Everyone looked bad under autopsy lights.

      Someone would have autopsied Anthony before his funeral.

      Dana remembered hugging him on prom night, ear pressed to his chest, feeling how warm and solid and alive he was. A scalpel would have carved that chest open. Gloved hands would have removed that heart to weigh it.

      She spent too long staring at the victim. Charmaine knew where Dana’s mind had gone.

      “There’s a memorial today,” the chief said.

      Dana lifted the sheet to examine the victim’s genitals. Yep, castrated. “You said Anthony already had his funeral. How many times do we need to recognize his death?” She squinted at the pelvic region on the cadaver, trying to make sense of the strange injuries. They were still glistening dully.

      “The Morales family held an official funeral with a viewing. He was popular around the department, though. The LVMPD’s going to have a wake. Get together at Anthony’s favorite taquería and drain the margarita mix.”

      “Sounds like a blast.” What wasn’t fun about drinking tequila until the pain went away? “Is it me, or does it look like someone ripped this dick off bare-handed? With the way the tissue stretched and tore…”

      “The coroner came to the same conclusion,” Charmaine said.

      “If some guy’s grabbing people by the dick and tearing, he’s gotta be filled with serious rage,” Dana said. “I’m thinking the killer feels impotent.”

      “It could be literal impotence. Sexual abuse is common in the backgrounds of serial killers—mutilation from caregivers, psychological issues resulting in performance deficits—”

      “Maybe this killer’s a chick who got sick of men trying to pick her up in bars. You ever think of that?”

      Charmaine might have been smirking behind her mask, based on the way her eyes crinkled at the edges. “You get the urge to rip dicks off very often?”

      “All the fucking time.”

      “That’s not the only injury worthy of note. Help me roll the vic over.”

      Together, Charmaine and Dana propped the cadaver on his side. There were two long rows of penetrative injuries along his spine. “This isn’t from a knife,” Dana said.

      “You’re right. We found splinters from pine in several of the wounds,” Charmaine said.

      “Like a wooden stake?”

      “Probably,” she said. “Or a spear, maybe.”

      “So we’re looking for a caveman who hates the peen.”

      “You’re taking this lightly, even for you,” Charmaine said.

      Dana reached up for the light, twisting it so that it shone directly on the injuries. The lack of blood and the way the skin puckered made her think they hadn’t been inflicted while he was alive. “I have a new policy: the world sucks, so I get to laugh at everything I want. Serial killers usually don’t get caught until they’ve already ruined dozens of lives, police officers joke about The Crying Game to their trans chief, and Anthony’s dead. Fuck the world and fuck this dead guy.”

      “And the Fremont Slasher?” Charmaine asked, eyeing Dana over the body.

      “No,” Dana said. “Nobody’s fucking what’s left of that guy.”

      Charmaine sighed. “I’m sorry about the Slasher. If I’d believed you when you told me that the vampire I arrested wasn’t him…” She drummed her fingers on the edge of the table. “In a way, everything that happened to Anthony was my fault.”

      Dana was quiet.

      She had tried to keep Mohinder’s status as the Fremont Slasher a secret. She hadn’t wanted Charmaine to know the truth.

      Unfortunately, killing Mohinder without a warrant had landed Dana in jail, so Lucinde Ramirez had insisted on telling the truth to earn leniency.

      Dana hadn’t earned leniency.

      And Charmaine had learned that the vampire she arrested for the murders—an arrest that had vaulted her up the hierarchy to become the youngest chief of police in the region’s history—had been a patsy for the Paradisos.

      “Your perp confessed. The evidence lined up. It’s not your fault that we didn’t see Mohinder right under our noses.” Just as it wasn’t Dana’s fault that Anthony, an experienced hunter, had tried to rescue her at the wrong moment. Anthony’s death was indisputably Mohinder’s fault, and his fault alone.

      That didn’t mean Dana hadn’t spent every day in prison regretting the last few years of decisions that had led to Anthony’s death.

      “I thought I should apologize for that before I apologize for the next thing,” Charmaine said. “I’ve got more bad news. I asked Cèsar to let me deliver the information.”

      Whatever the bad news was, Dana didn’t get to hear it.

      Because the victim jerked under her hand at that moment.

      She took a reflexive step back, hand going to her belt where she usually kept a stake.

      Dylan Rodgers sat up, gasping. He clutched his chest as though it hurt. His eyes struggled to open, and there was a dullness to his gaze as he cast it around the room, trying to see where he’d ended up.

      He hadn’t merely been drained of blood and castrated. At some point, he’d been injected with vampire venom.

      Now he was bloodless.

      “Is this another commonality with the other victims?” Dana asked, angling herself to stand between Charmaine and the rising undead.

      The police chief shook her head. “No, we didn’t think—sir, calm down, sir.”

      He was trying to get off the table. “Where am I? What’s going on?” he mumbled, like his lips and tongue weren’t working yet. He slid off the table and immediately collapsed. The movements stretched the skin on his back, making the wounds tear.

      “He’s destroying evidence!” Dana said.

      “Restrain him. Gently. I’ll grab our fledgling advocate.” Charmaine slammed out of the doors, leaving Dana to try to grab Rodgers’s attention.

      She crouched in front of him and easily deflected his confused blows. He hadn’t acquired preternatural-vampire strength yet. He’d barely acquired tiny-rain-soaked-kitten strength.

      “Calm down, sir,” Dana said, yanking the blanket off the table to wrap it around him. “You’re in the Clark County Coroner’s Office. You’re safe.”

      He focused on her, continuing to hyperventilate. He was probably confused as to why it didn’t feel good to breathe. He didn’t need to anymore, and he’d be a lot happier once he realized that.

      “Who are you?” he asked.

      “Dana McIntyre. I’m working with the police.”

      He stared around the room, blinking rapidly. “Why…how…?”

      “You’re a vampire. Congrats. Welcome to being undead.” The fledgling advocate would have a nicer way of breaking the news, but Dana had no patience for that. “Tell me who did this to you.”

      He shoved himself away from her, back hitting the counters. His groping hands knocked an entire jar of clean swabs off the counter.

      “Don’t make me restrain you,” Dana said.

      “I was attacked,” Rodgers said with the hushed horror of a man reliving the incident. “It was…” His eyebrows creased. “I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

      Unfortunately, that was normal. When Dana had turned into a vampire, she’d only managed to keep her memories during the transition because she hadn’t been completely exsanguinated. But Rodgers had been drained. He’d need help regaining his memories.

      “That’s okay,” Dana said. “Tell me anything you do remember. Where were you? What were you doing?”

      He didn’t seem to hear her. A shaking hand moved to his mouth, fingers tracing over the puckered lines of his lips. “Dracula,” Rodgers said. “I was killed by Dracula.”

      Dana couldn’t help it.

      She laughed.

      Which was why she got a dirty look from Charmaine when she returned with the advocate.

      “Dracula? Really?” Dana asked. “Do you mean he looked like an actor who played Dracula? Or Halloween Dracula? I need more specifics.”

      “No you don’t,” Charmaine said. “He needs time with the advocate and a whole lot of TLC.”

      An orderly helped Rodgers to his feet. He kept fighting—hard enough that one of them finally slapped a charm on his neck. He sagged between their arms, unconscious. But not before muttering one more time, “It was Dracula.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      The limousine hadn’t stuck around long enough for Dana to rejoin her wife in plush leathery comfort, drinking mimosas and watching trash TV on the government’s dime. It was after six o’clock, so the limo had taken Penny to the taquería where Anthony’s memorial would be unfurling.

      Dana shot a text message to Cèsar to let him know she was going to the memorial in Charmaine’s car. He responded with assent.

      “I’m such an obedient bitch,” Dana said, jamming her phone into her back pocket again. “Woof woof.”

      Charmaine cranked up the AC and pulled out of the parking lot. “What do you think about the witness’s initial testimony?”

      “I think he’s gone crazy,” Dana said. “Dracula’s not castrating men around Las Vegas for fun.”

      “There’s a first time for everything.”

      “Not this.” Dana pushed back the seat in Charmaine’s car as far as it could go, propping her boots up on the dashboard. She swiped through the files that Cèsar had given her again, looking for something new she hadn’t yet noticed. “Who’s gonna be at the taquería?”

      “I don’t know who’ll be there, but the whole Hunting Club’s been invited,” she said.

      “Good. We can sink our teeth into this case over tacos.”

      “The case will wait until tomorrow. It’s going to develop overnight as the fledgling advocate helps Rodgers through the change, and as Rodgers begins supplying information,” Charmaine said. “The memorial’s about looking our grief in the eye. You need a day to handle those feelings—maybe more than a day.”

      “I need time off about as much as I want an enema. I’m not fucked up over Anthony. I just wanna get to work.”

      “There’s plenty else for you to be upset about. You were arrested then attacked by inmates. The city’s shriveling up into a ghost town. You have to work for the OPA. And…” Charmaine’s hands went all tight on the steering wheel. “Nissa Royal never made it to prison.”

      Dana wished that news had surprised her.

      But she’d seen the way the vampires looked at her. The hints of fear lingering in their crimson eyes hadn’t had a damn thing to do with Dana’s reputation. That had been the fear of vampires who were being smashed under the thumb of a much more powerful vampire.

      “How? When?” Dana asked, feeling heavy.

      “She escaped shortly after the arrest and took several good men with her. We thought we’d guarded against psychic control, but we’ve never come across a vampire with this strength, and we weren’t ready.”

      So Nissa was still out there, taking the mantle of her fallen predecessors.

      Dana had no clue what she felt.

      Fuck. She preferred to have no feelings at all, but the roiling cauldron of her belly meant something.

      “There’s a serial killing vampire and you didn’t see fit to tell me the Fremont Slasher’s fledgling is loose,” she said. “That’s real nice, Chief. Real fucking nice.”

      “I told you about Nissa as soon as you needed to hear it. Did Rodgers look like Nissa’s work to you?” Charmaine asked.

      “I don’t know. I saw the first time she killed anyone, and it was messy, but not castration messy. If she’s decided to follow Mohinder’s footsteps, she’ll still be choosing her preferred methodology.”

      Methods that Nissa would have picked up from Dana.

      I didn’t learn this from the Fremont Slasher. I learned this from you.

      That was what Nissa had said before tearing a policeman’s throat out with her teeth.

      “If it’s Nissa, I’ll know soon.” Dana felt hollow. That was the only sensation she could pin down. “Nissa will seek me out.”

      Charmaine parked outside the hole-in-the-wall Anthony used to claim had the best Mexican food in Vegas. They entered the taquería to the sound of applause. Their arrival had been anticipated, and the cops gathered in the dining room cheered at the sight of Dana.

      This was more kind-hearted than the noisy greeting at the coroner’s office. These were people she had worked with on multiple cases. They knew Anthony and would miss his temperance.

      Even so. If anyone deserved to be cheered, it wasn’t Dana. Especially not now.

      She gave the cops looks of stony-faced disapproval. It didn’t seem to help. They knew what a misanthrope she was, knew that she had no interest in even the most tenuous celebrity. Anthony used to say that being an ungrateful asshole was Dana’s brand.

      Gods, what she’d have given for Anthony to be giving her shit right at that moment.

      Penny was seated at the bar with Brianna, Lina, Dionne, and even Chris—the secretary at the Hunting Lodge. All the associates that regularly worked in Las Vegas. Their shapes were hunched over shot glasses, haloed in light from the red and green lanterns strung between tequila bottles.

      “Gonna go sit with them,” Dana said, jerking a thumb toward the bar.

      Charmaine nodded. “I’ll be around.”

      “Not coming with?”

      “Don’t think I’m welcome.” The chief had gotten tense since coming in to the bar.

      “My offer of murdering transphobic dillweeds extends to the Hunting Club too, for your information. But they won’t fuck with you.”

      “Not about that,” Charmaine agreed.

      “They blaming you for Anthony?”

      “Among other things. I’ve got to talk to these guys anyway. I’ll be around if you need me.” The chief headed off to a cluster of cops.

      Dana bellied up between Penny and Brianna.

      “I’ll spare you the applause,” Lina said, “but we’ve gotta hug because you’re out of prison.”

      “Don’t even think it,” Dana said.

      “Too late.” Lina wrapped her skinny stick-bug arms around Dana’s shoulders, squeezing her tight. “It is so good to see you.”

      “Yeah, right, whatever. Thanks.” Dana was nice enough not to push the feline shifter away, but that was as good as it got.

      “How was prison?” Dionne asked, watching Dana through thick-framed glasses that sparkled with magic. Her golden shifter eyes seemed to glow.

      “It was like a big sleepover with pillow fights. How the fuck do you think prison was?”

      Dionne pushed the glasses up the bridge of her nose. “They still don’t let cameras into OPA detention centers. I’m mostly wondering how detainee quality of life compares to mundane prisons.”

      “Can’t compare. Haven’t been to mundane prison.” Dana stole a shot glass Dionne hadn’t emptied yet and knocked it back. “I’ll let you know when I get that item off my bucket list.”

      Brianna didn’t have hugs or smiles for Dana. The puffy redness of her eyes made it look like she’d been crying for weeks. “If you go to prison again, I’ll shank you myself,” Brianna said.

      “Oh, cheer up, B,” Dana said. “We’ve got a fun case.” She slapped the tablet down on the bar between them. Then she waved down the bartender. “Margaritas for all!”

      “How can you think about a case?” Brianna asked. Someone had hung a picture of Anthony by one of the rearmost booths. It was surrounded by flowers, candles, trinkets.

      “The only reason I’m out of prison is the case,” Dana said. “Should I turn into a weepy baby like you?”

      Brianna jumped off the barstool. “Forget you, McIntyre.”

      She left.

      Dana felt dead inside. Much deader than she’d ever felt as a vampire.

      “She’s having a hard time of it,” Penny said, rubbing the back of Dana’s hand. “It’ll be okay.”

      “No,” Dana said, “it won’t.”

      “I don’t think it’s even just what happened to Anthony,” Dionne said. “Brianna’s only gotten worse since the OPA absorbed us. She’s too professional to say it, but it hurt her pride to have the business taken away.”

      Alarm rocked through Dana. “The OPA absorbed the Hunting Club?”

      Before Dionne could reply, a man approached their table. At a glance, he looked like any cop there to join in grieving their fallen comrade. He moved his broad-shouldered frame with the confidence of a man who kept his surroundings under close observation, ready for attack at any moment.

      But once he sat next to Dana and waved down a bartender, she realized she knew the hard lines of his face, the brush of blond hair. She just didn’t usually see Brother Lincoln Marshall when he wasn’t wearing monk robes.

      “The fuck is this?” Dana asked.

      He glanced down at his chest, as if surprised to see that there were no robes. “Clothes? You talking about my clothes?”

      “You look weird.”

      Dionne rested her chin on her hands and said, “I don’t think he looks weird.” Her smile was predatory. She’d smelled testosterone in the water, and feline shifters could get as randy as sidhe. “How can we help you, Brother Marshall?”

      “Just coming to pay my respects, like the rest of you,” he said, oblivious to the were-kitty’s interest in his casual clothes. “Haven’t seen the Hunting Club around much lately anyway. Got me all worried.”

      “You haven’t seen us around because we’re working for the OPA now,” Chris said much too cheerfully.

      Dana winced at how casually he said that. “You guys still gotta walk me through that one.”

      “We were all invited to enlist, very kindly, by Undersecretary Hawke,” Lina said, “in this way that made it very clear that we wouldn’t work as vigilantes ever again if we didn’t assent.”

      “They’re waving the normal training requirements, but we’re still no longer licensed vigilantes,” Penny said. “The Hunting Club now has an OPA contract.”

      “Fuck,” Dana said again. She suddenly wasn’t as excited about hunting down Dracula for Undersecretary Hawke. She’d hoped to find at least one killer, shake off her murder charges, and return to nosing the grindstone with the Hunting Club.

      Now there was no line between Hunting Club and OPA. There was no escape.

      “So it’s all true, then.” Lincoln accepted a beer from the bartender, but held it without sipping. “Never thought I’d see the day a McIntyre willingly worked for the OPA.”

      “Who said anything about willingly?” Dana’s phone buzzed in her back pocket. She ignored it. “I don’t want to work for the OPA. The OPA’s shit. They’ve failed all of us. They failed to save Anthony, and the city, and Penny, and—”

      “Hey,” Penny interrupted. “Nobody failed me. I’m okay.”

      Dana’s phone buzzed again.

      “Anthony thought we should work for the OPA,” Dionne said.

      “He did not,” Dana said. She turned her phone to silent without looking at it. The buzzing was obnoxious.

      “He did. We talked about it sometimes when we were reviewing old files. He thought it would make our lives easier—but didn’t want to mention it because Dana would hate the idea.”

      “I do hate the idea.”

      “See?” Dionne sipped her margarita. Her tongue darted out to lap salt off the rim of the glass while her gaze remained fixed on Lincoln’s features. “I wonder who’s going to play peacemaker within the Hunting Club now he’s gone. We need a strong, reassuring, masculine presence.”

      “I could never do it as good as Anthony,” Chris said. “He’s the only reason Dana didn’t fire me for being late all those times last September.”

      “It’s true. I filled out the paperwork to terminate your employment and Anthony shredded it,” Dana said. She’d kicked his ass for that. Or at least she’d tried to. They’d settled the matter with a sparring match. Anthony had beaten her, as he usually had. “Never was sure why he earned that black eye for you. I assumed you bribed him into cooperating with your evil Chrisly agenda.”

      “I was late because of cancer,” Chris said. “My mom’s cancer. I was taking her to appointments.”

      Dana choked on her margarita. “Why didn’t you tell us that?”

      “It was hard to talk about,” Chris said. “I love my mom a lot. Anthony understood. I didn’t ask him to stand up for me.” It was the kind of thing Anthony would have known instinctively to do.

      “I’d have let you out of work to visit your cancer-riddled mother,” Dana said. “How’s she now?”

      Chris’s eyes lowered to his margarita glass. “Dead.”

      “Fuck.” And Dana called his mom “cancer-riddled.” No wonder Anthony and Chris had wanted to keep the reason for his absences silent.

      “Anthony liked this beer,” Lincoln said, lifting his glass to survey the lamplights through the bubbles. “He got me started on it years ago. Introduced it to me when he asked me to start the Hunting Club with him, as a matter of fact.”

      Dionne’s eyebrow lifted lazily. “I didn’t know you were invited to be a charter member.” Like Lina, Dionne had only been with the Hunting Club for a year or so. They were young associates. There was a lot they didn’t know.

      “Yeah. Back then it was Anthony, Brianna, and Seth and Abram Wilder. Great team. I wasn’t a monk then, either. But I was too stupid to know a good offer when I heard it.” Lincoln drank his beer in one long, slow chug. He dropped the glass with a sigh. “I’ve got too many regrets in the rearview mirror, but that’s one of the ones that looms big.”

      “Anthony bought me a KitchenAid stand mixer for my wedding,” Penny said. “Anthony was great.”

      Everyone looked at Dana. She jolted. She hadn’t realized until that moment that they had been going around the table in a circle, talking about Anthony. And somehow it was her turn.

      Dana’s throat had a lump in it.

      She had a lot of stories about Anthony that she could have jumped in with there. Stories about ways he’d protected her heart, even when her heart didn’t need protecting. Stories about times he’d helped her finish homework and showed her how to operate a particularly obscure gun.

      But Dana’s words weren’t good enough for that. She would say them the wrong way, the crass way, and she’d never be able to encapsulate what Anthony Morales had been to her.

      She dragged an ashtray over. There was a half-finished cigarette left on its edge.

      “Anthony used to smoke when he was lonely,” Dana said. She took out her dad’s Zippo, lit the cigarette, took an inhale. The tobacco reminded Dana of being a child. It made her feel less lonely too.

      “To Anthony,” Dionne said, lifting her margarita glass.

      “To Anthony,” Penny said. She took the cigarette from Dana and inhaled once.

      Everyone clinked glasses underneath a veil of tobacco smoke. It swirled and clung to the paper lanterns and stung Dana’s eyes until they grew moist, making the bar swim around her.

      “Hey. Sorry to interrupt, you all.” Charmaine came up and grabbed Dana’s shoulder. “Got a call from Undersecretary Hawke. He’s on the roof in the chopper, and you’ve only got sixty seconds to get to him because you’ve been ignoring your phone.”

      Dana slid off the barstool, blinking her eyes clear. “Why?”

      “Someone’s gone crazy on the Strip, running around and raving, totally naked.”

      “Lots of people have been doing that lately,” Lina said, reaching over to grab the rest of Dionne’s drink. “But the undersecretary wants Dana to look into it this time? How come?”

      “Naked crazy guy doesn’t have clothes,” Charmaine said. “Or a dick.”
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      Dana wasn’t used to being brought to a scene in one of the OPA’s black choppers. Even the inside of it was black. Had it not been for a dense layer of temperature-altering charms, her ass would have been welded to the sun-heated leather seats.

      They landed on one of the pedestrian bridges between casinos, which was apparently allowed when you were in a black helicopter with bold white lettering on the side. Seemed wasteful, but hey, that’s what happened when you put a sidhe in charge.

      Faeries were great at looking pretty. Those were expensive vintage Ray Bans wrapped around Cèsar’s noggin, and they made him look like sparkly James Bond when he was in an assault chopper. That was his special skill. Looking good.

      Saving money by skipping the chopper to walk downtown, not so much.

      Dana moved to jump out. “They go first,” Cèsar said, pulling her back so that the agents could jump out ahead of her.

      She resisted the urge to bite Cèsar’s hand. He had a detonator somewhere that could, presumably, blow up Dana’s head or something. Biting his hand would qualify as pissing him off. “Why are they going ahead?”

      “They’re sidhe and shifters. They’re going to neutralize this guy for us—safely, without risking human life. When I say human life, by the way, I’m talking specifically about you.”

      “Sure. I’m a preternatural when I go to prison. I’m human when it means keeping me out of the action. Your classifications seem awfully convenient.”

      “Big boss privilege,” Cèsar said. She couldn’t see his eyes through the sunglasses. “I could classify you as a Heffalump if I wanted to.”

      “Try it and I’ll break your jaw. Why am I even here? You don’t need me to consult for a eunuch nudist.”

      “That’s what I get to decide, because I’m your boss now and I have limitless blackmail material on you. Okay? Great.” The last of the agents vanished through the open doors leading into the casino. “Now you can go.”

      “I don’t like you,” Dana said, jumping out of the chopper.

      She leaped through the doors before they could swing shut behind the final sidhe.

      Security had already cordoned off the floor, and most of the tables were empty. Or maybe that was the natural result of having all of Las Vegas’s vampires implicated in mass murder. The casino might have been that empty before anyone interceded.

      “What the fuck?” Cèsar asked. He’d sauntered up behind Dana, completely unhurried, and had slid his sunglasses down to frown at the room.

      The problem was that it was completely empty.

      No tourists, no employees, no castrated nudist.

      “Where’s my guy?” Cèsar asked.

      An agent answered. “I don’t know where the fledgling vampire could have gone. He was here a minute ago, but he walked behind the tables and—”

      “Find him,” Cèsar said.

      The agents spread out, dissolving among the slot machines.

      “Who was supposed to keep eyes on him?” Dana asked.

      “Casino staff,” Cèsar said. “They’ve only got about ten people in the building at a time right now, and that’s mostly to stave off thieves.” His eyes focused over her shoulder, and he swore colorfully. “The press.”

      Reporters were pressing at the doors, trying to get footage. Pixiecams butted against the wards with electric zings. It wouldn’t take them long to bust through, especially since casino staff had cleared out. The wards were the only thing that kept them from flooding in.

      Dana would have been happy to have a chat with the press. Crack a few skulls together. Make them aware of what jackasses they’d been.

      Except it still wasn’t safe for press to come inside with a confused fledgling vampire on the loose.

      The agents couldn’t find him because they didn’t have the hunting experience Dana did—or the experience she’d earned as a vampire. They were still looking too close to his last seen position, near the tables. Vampires could move fast when they were scared.

      Dana’s gaze skimmed the edge of the room and the stairs in the corner—the ones with the big, elaborate chandelier, a waterfall, and the fountain. Lots of hiding spaces.

      Cèsar wasn’t looking at her. The reporters had his attention. She slipped away, chasing the shadows along the edge of the wall.

      She spotted a wan figure crouching by the rearmost waterfall, back among the lilies and hidden by statues. The lighting kept that area in shadow. Probably wouldn’t have even shown up on security cameras.

      “Hi,” Dana said.

      The flowers exploded with activity.

      A naked man flew out, arms flapping, mouth wide in a scream. She could see why he was freaking out. He had a couple rows of bloody indentations on his chest and stomach, identical to those that Rodgers had showed on his back.

      He slammed into her. Dana was ready for it—she shifted her weight, caught him, threw him over her hip. He skidded over the slippery edge and splashed into the decorative pond.

      “Over here!” she shouted.

      She was trying to get the agents and their vamp-neutralizing charms. Instead, she got a camera shoved into her face. The press had gotten through, coming down the back escalator. And now there were cameras filming everything.

      Dana was going to be on the news.
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      There were three things that Nissa required in any hideout situation: no sunlight, great defensibility, and the fastest wireless internet available in the country.

      Having those three features had made her time hiding out in an old mine town reasonably pleasant. She was holed up in a Taylor Town cellar with its windows boarded and its one door guarded by thralls. It was an old construction, something that probably didn’t meet fire codes. But it was also far enough from the mountains that it got great internet access. She could step out at night and see the satellites providing the connection.

      She’d been downloading petabytes of video games and movies ever since her escape, and it was awesome.

      With all of that together, Nissa had found being a fugitive to be a pleasant experience. Having thralls to feed off of at will helped, too. Especially once she ordered them to turn off their personalities so that she didn’t have to suffer through their emotions every time she fed.

      Sometimes, if she drank enough blood and watched enough 90s-era cop shows, she could even stop obsessing about Dana McIntyre for a few minutes.

      It didn’t usually work.

      Nissa replayed their interactions a thousand times as she sat in solitude, alone but for Netflix and her thralls, who were less engaging than house cats drugged with morphine. She turned their relationship over and over and over in her mind. She analyzed Dana’s every expression, her every word. She dreamed of Dana’s stake pressed against her chest.

      The obsession was such that she didn’t believe what she saw on the news the first time.

      “Wait,” Nissa had said abruptly, sitting upright so that her current feeder fell to the floor. He didn’t even try to catch himself on the way down. He splattered to the floor of the cellar, dribbling blood over her shoe.

      She fumbled for the remote, paused the news, backed it up a few seconds.

      That was Dana McIntyre.

      There was no other hunter in this world like her. A woman both tall and broad with hair bleached white. The roots had grown out an inch. Her hair was naturally light brown, which was interesting. Her broad shoulders were wrapped in stretchy black cloth, her ribs encased in loose corsetry, leather snug over her thighs.

      The news networks filmed Dana in this getup while she was squatting on top of a naked male.

      Not just a naked male, but a vampire.

      “She’s back,” Nissa whispered. Her trembling hand swiped the blood off of her lips.

      Dana McIntyre was back in Las Vegas.

      And she was hunting vampires again.

      Nissa stood up, kicking her feeder aside. “Did you get a car?” she asked another thrall. The one who had been driving her prison van when she’d escaped.

      “Yes, I have the car,” he said, staring blankly at the wall. “Do you want to go somewhere?”

      She grinned. “Las Vegas.”
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      “Morons,” Dana said. “Fucking morons, all of you.”

      Cèsar relaxed in his chair. “Hi. Welcome to your first day working for the Office of Preternatural Affairs. We’re so happy to have you here!”

      “You let the media name the serial killer!”

      “How long have you been doing this…job thing you do? Being a rogue vigilante wandering around, stabbing the people who you think need to be stabbed?” Cèsar gave a shrug. “You should know by now that we don’t ‘let’ the media do anything. The OPA’s got an entire department dedicated to warring against the media and we still can’t do a damn thing to control them.”

      Dana straddled the chair on the opposite side of his desk. “Il Castrato Senesino. It’s even a sexy name, you morons.”

      “Did you forget the part where I have a button that can kill you?”

      She had not, but she’d been kind of hoping that Cèsar had. “Okay. You’ve got a whole department dedicated to media relations. Flex whatever muscles you have and shut this coverage down.”

      “Can’t do anything about that. We don’t win all wars,” Cèsar said. “Just most of them.”

      One of his victories was the reason that he was still seated behind Charmaine Villanueva’s desk. The OPA hadn’t had time to prepare another office in Las Vegas. The nearest base was in northern Nevada, new constructions took months, and any office space they rented would have to be retrofitted with elaborate wards sturdy enough to protect Undersecretary Hawke.

      The LVMPD precinct that Charmaine worked out of was already equipped with desks, wards, and even support staff. So Cèsar had walked into the precinct and declared it his territory. Bold claim, especially since a coyote shifter currently considered it her territory.

      Clearly Charmaine hadn’t won that particular war.

      “Il Castrato Senesino was an eighteenth-century singer,” Cèsar said. “You know, a guy who had his balls cut off so he could sing like a sweet baby girl for the rest of his life. Worked with Handel.”

      “So what?”

      “Being a castrato isn’t sexy,” he said. “By calling him a castrato, they’re saying that they think the killer is dickless. He’s not gonna like that. It’ll piss him off.”

      “Pissing him off? That’s your strategy?”

      “I already told you that I don’t have control over the media. So here’s your assignment, McIntyre—”

      “Assignment? Fuck you.”

      He drummed his fingers on the arms of Charmaine’s chair. “You remember what happens if you don’t work with me on this?” Cèsar would press a button and Dana’s head would pop off her neck like a champagne cork.

      “I go back to prison,” Dana said. “At least I was respected and feared in prison. I wasn’t held back so that inexperienced agents could run in ahead of me and—”

      “You want to go back and get beaten up? Okay. Great,” Cèsar said.

      “I didn’t say I want to go back. I’m not going back to prison when someone’s making new vampires and ripping their cocks off in my city. And especially not when Nissa Royal is wandering free.”

      “You don’t get a choice in whether or not you go back. I do.” A passing agent knocked on the window to Charmaine’s office. Cèsar waved her away and then stood, straightening his jacket. “You’re not investigating Nissa Royal’s escape.”

      “Makes me wonder why not. I’m the one best equipped to fight her.”

      “Take it from a guy who’s been fighting preternatural archvillains for the last…what is it, thirty years?” Cèsar didn’t look like he’d been on the planet thirty years, much less working for that time span. Sidhe magic was a hell of a thing. “Letting the two of you at each other’s a great way to end up with a lot of collateral damage. Split you up, take the wind out of Nissa Royal’s sails, tidy things quietly. Easier for you and better for the world.”

      “You’ll never catch her without me,” Dana said.

      “You’re good, McIntyre, but nobody’s that good.”

      “That’s not what I mean. I mean, she’s not going to come out of hiding unless it means she can get me. You will literally never catch her without my involvement.”

      “We’ll see about that. We’ll put the expertise of a long-time public servant who works with the preternatural—yours truly—against the expertise of a reject from Black Death with an attitude problem.”

      Dana stood. Kicked her chair aside. “An attitude problem’s only the start of it.”

      The agent stopped by to knock on the window again. Cèsar held up a finger. A silent, Just a moment.

      “Right now, with the Il Castrato Senesino case, we’re trying to rehabilitate and question the fledgling victims,” Cèsar said. “You’ll understand why you aren’t welcome to question them. I want you to go to the location where we found Rodgers, the first victim who transitioned. Give it a second set of eyeballs. Question the folks around there. See if the residents of Las Vegas will be chattier with a McIntyre. Understood?”

      “Fifty bucks says Nissa Royal is going to come for me within the week, and that you won’t be able to keep us apart.”

      “The bar. You. Witnesses. Investigate.” Cèsar escorted her to the door, pausing with his hand on the knob. “Fifty bucks says I can handle Nissa Royal without you.”

      “You’re on.”

      They exited. Cèsar headed one direction, Dana headed another.

      She could already taste all the O’Doul’s she was gonna buy with the fifty dollars she won from Cèsar Hawke.

      [image: ]

      Dana got a lot of stares and a little applause winding her way out of the precinct. Normal stuff. What wasn’t normal was so much of the applause coming from people clad in black with pretty sparkly unicorn skin. As in the sidhe OPA agents.

      How the hell did they end up idolizing me too?

      She shot foul looks at the men standing around a desk. The sidhe were grinning, and it wasn’t a friendly grin.

      They were mocking.

      Didn’t matter if Dana was inside or outside prison walls. Her reputation preceded her. And it seemed the reputation she’d earned with the local OPA agents wasn’t positive.

      Good. She didn’t need more fans.

      Dana needed people who’d be smart enough to get out of the way when Nissa Royal’s jaws started to close around them.

      “Hey, McIntyre!”

      She turned. “Chief. Hello again.”

      Charmaine was looking ragged, hair a mess, her shirt tucked in so that the line of buttons was askew from the fly of her slacks. She hadn’t looked that tired since she was the detective leading the case against the Fremont Slasher. “I’ve been questioning the victims of Il Castrato Senesino,” Charmaine said, matching strides with Dana.

      Dana groaned loudly. “Not you too. Il Castrato Whateverino? Really?”

      “Okay, let’s just call him Dickless. Is that better?”

      “Much.” Dana rolled the name over in her mind. Dickless. That was a properly unimpressive name for a properly unimpressive murderer. “What about Dickless’s little Dicklings?”

      “We can call him Dickless, but his victims aren’t Dicklings. They’ve suffered enough without your mockery.”

      “I’m not mocking them. The Dicklings aren’t even in earshot.”

      “I am. Cut it out.” Charmaine tapped her cell phone, and Dana’s pinged in response. The chief had transmitted updated case files. “The victims have been given blood and are regaining memories.”

      Dana clenched her jaw against what she wanted to say.

      Namely that they never should have given a couple of victims with that degree of trauma human blood.

      Trauma victims were hard to work with when they were mundane humans. Give them preternatural strength, give them blood, wait for them to snap…

      “What are the victims saying about Dickless himself?” Dana asked.

      “He looks like Dracula,” Charmaine said. “And not the sexy Dracula from one of the 90s film adaptations, or the TV show. Sketch artist got us a mockup.” She held up her phone, showing the illustration. It looked like Count von Count from Sesame Street, except with a long human face. The exaggerated fangs and vee on his forehead with the slicked-back hair completed the look.

      Dana stopped walking. She folded her arms, narrowed her eyes, surveyed Charmaine.

      “You’re fucking with me,” Dana said. The chief looked too tired for that kind of practical joke, but it was a more plausible explanation than Count von Count running around.

      “I’d be laughing if we didn’t have Dickless making dickless vampires all over my city.” Charmaine glanced over her shoulder. Undersecretary Hawke was laughing with a group of his agents near the back wall. No matter how grave the situation, their faerie boss was having a great time. “What’d he have to say to you?”

      “We took a bet to see which of us is better at our job.”

      Charmaine snorted. “I’ll put twenty in the pot.” She leaned over to mutter, “I bet you win. The undersecretary’s a dumbass.” Louder, she asked, “You heading off?”

      “Yep.” Dana opened the front door with her hip, but paused, glancing at Charmaine’s device again. Dracula was leering at both of them cartoonishly. “Is that in the files you sent me?”

      “No. I’m not logging that drawing into official files unless I get a sane, living eye witness to corroborate that he looks like it.”

      “Send it to me.”

      “Why? Worried you’ll mistakenly arrest Count Chocula instead of the right fake vampire?” Charmaine tapped the button. “I’m also going to send you a new-employee packet to look over. Policies, details on benefits—”

      Heat rushed into Dana’s belly. “Just because I made a deal with Cèsar to get out of prison doesn’t mean I’ll be working with him beyond this case!”

      “It’s a new-employee packet for the LVMPD,” Charmaine said.

      “I don’t want to do that either. I’m not working for the government.”

      “The Hunting Club’s been picked up by Undersecretary Hawke. You’re going to end up working for the government one way or another. I asked you to work for me a while back, the offer’s still there, and I’m going to send you all the paperwork before you’re forced to sign an OPA contract. All right?”

      Dana’s phone pinged. She’d gotten the email with the information packet and the Dracula drawing.

      “Thanks,” she said. “But I’m not signing paperwork from you or Cèsar. Period. Ever.”

      “It’s no skin off my bones if you don’t. But remember, the OPA assigns agents wherever it wants. At least the LVMPD would keep you in town.” Charmaine backed away, arms spread wide.

      “Thanks,” Dana said, striding out to the parking lot.

      And she almost meant thanks.

      Almost.
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      The first victim’s body had been discovered in an alleyway behind a bar, which was as disgusting as it sounded. Men had been opting to piss on the walls instead of using the toilet, as barbarians were wont to do, and the whole place reeked of drunkards.

      Scene markers were still on each area of interest, and Dana was unsurprised to see nobody had cleaned them away after the cops left. It didn’t look like anyone had cleaned the alley since Genesis. One murder wasn’t gonna make it happen in this part of town.

      “I’m here,” Dana said, two fingers to her earpiece. “Talk me through the conclusions the LVMPD drew from the scene.”

      “They didn’t get much.” It was Penny on the other end of the line. She didn’t have the authority to go into crime scenes, but she had the authority to support from the Lodge. Cèsar fancied himself a generous dictator. “The murder didn’t occur anywhere near the bar. It was dumped there.”

      “So the tire tracks—those are from the people who dumped the body?” The tracks had been marked with a yellow triangle for photographs, but the tread patterns were already fading from sunlight and foot traffic.

      “Yes. They took imprints. Our guy is driving a mid-size sedan.”

      “No footage of him coming or going?” Dana asked.

      “You’re in former Paradisos territory, which means only Paradisos surveillance,” Penny said. “And we can’t get into their servers. They self-destructed somehow.”

      “Nice.” A mid-size sedan. Their killer could have been any of hundreds of vampires in the area. Dana paced the alley, hands on her hips, scanning the setting closely. “It looks like they came through the alley in a rush.” Stuff had been knocked around, trashcans toppled and bags broken open. It must have been the killer; cops were more careful. “Did they strike anything while they were here?”

      “Yes. They found paint on the side of one trash bin. Gray paint.”

      “A gray mid-size sedan. Any vampires with one of those registered?”

      “Three, but their alibis held up,” Penny said. “There are more we can’t find. A lot of Paradisos didn’t bother registering their vehicles, paying for registration, getting insurance…” Meaning that there was no way to figure out who else owned such cars.

      “Too bad I can’t get into the Paradisos computer system again,” Dana said. “I bet they had record of cars the murder possessed. Nissa Royal could have pulled that up in a metaphoric heartbeat.”

      Penny was quiet for a long moment, while Dana kicked trash aside to look for a fresher tire imprint. A pixie blasted out of an overturned bag. It chittered curses at Dana, shaking tiny fists.

      “Yeah, well, back at you and your mom,” Dana said, flipping the middle finger at the pixie.

      It zipped away, buzzing her ear closely enough that its sharp little wings sliced the lobe. She hissed and jerked away.

      “Asshole!” she shouted after it.

      Pink dust farted out of the pixie’s ass as it rounded the corner. It smelled like rotten eggs. Dana gagged.

      “I know Nissa Royal escaped,” Penny said quietly.

      “You do?” Dana asked, alarmed. “Did she contact you?”

      “Charmaine told me an hour ago. I’m disappointed that I had to hear it from her.” Instead of getting the information from you, Penny didn’t say.

      “Should I have told you?” Dana asked.

      “Considering that you seem to have made a conscious decision to keep it to yourself, it comes across as a lie by omission,” Penny said. “You only mentioned Nissa because you wanted her information. Not because you planned to come clean with me.”

      “Oh, come on, Penny. You’re acting like I cheated on you.”

      The orc didn’t seem to hear Dana. “I guess it’s not surprising that you’re thinking about getting in touch with one of your contacts when she might have relevant evidence for the case.”

      “I didn’t say I want to get in touch. In fact, Cèsar says he wants me to stay far away from Nissa.” Dana peered closely at the blood stain left behind the victim. It was small, old, brown. Indistinguishable from other stains.

      “Does it make you angry, having him tell you what to do?” Penny asked.

      “Not with this thing. I agree with him.”

      “You do?”

      “Her sire is the Fremont Slasher. Up until the moment he ashed, she was on his side. She’s fucked in the head. A contact that dangerous isn’t worth it.” Dana straightened, wiping her hands off on her jeans. “I’m going into the bar. The cops did a good job with the evidence back here—don’t think there’s new information to extrapolate.”

      “I’m sure Charmaine will be happy to hear of your approval,” Penny said.

      Dana stepped into the bar. Darkness and the smell of spilled beer washed over her. It was a dive in the truest sense of the word, and she could tell long before her eyes adjusted to the dimness. She would have known how crummy it was by the way the creaking floor stuck to her shoes.

      “I have more information in from the interviews with the victims,” Penny said. Her voice crackled as Dana moved through the tables. “Do you want to hear it?”

      “Gods, yes,” Dana said.

      She sat down at the bar, pointed at one of the taps. A bartender sprayed it into a mug for her as Penny began to read.

      “The man from Grauens is named Mahmoud Mol. He’s a local musician—well, a DJ. Not sure if you’d consider them musicians. He claims he was abducted from his home while he slept. It was too dark to see the weapons used on him.”

      “The stakes, you mean?” Dana asked. They were the only weapons involved in the murders, since Dickless was castrating men by hand.

      “Right. Mahmoud Mol doesn’t know how long the stakes were, how they were affixed together, where they were set up. He was moved from his home to somewhere dark. He only saw Dracula at the end, right before getting knocked out.”

      “So he’s sticking with the Dracula thing.”

      “Rodgers is too,” Penny said. “He added that he got the impression his attacker had a history of military service. Rodgers used to be a SEAL, so he’d know.”

      Dana set cash on the bar and took a long drink of the beer. It was exactly what she needed after prowling a hot, stinky alleyway. “Rodgers was getting up there in years. Maybe the vampire doesn’t have elite training, but Rodgers still couldn’t fight back, and his pride’s too wounded to admit it.”

      “If his pride is wounded, can you blame him? His world’s turned upside-down. He was assaulted, mutilated, transformed against his will—”

      “So what? I got assaulted, mutilated, and transformed against my will, and look at me. I’m fine,” Dana said. She gestured at her chest, though Penny wasn’t there.

      “That’s funny coming from you.”

      “Implying you think I’m fucked up?”

      “No,” Penny said. “You think I’m fucked up. The way you always treat me, it’s like you think one vampire attack is enough to scar someone for eternity.”

      Dana groaned. “Is this the time to discuss that?”

      “You’re on a short leash held by the undersecretary. It’s not like we’re going to get to a marriage counselor in the next week or two.”

      “Then we should pretend nothing’s wrong for the next week or two. And have lots of sex.”

      “Or you could talk to me like an adult,” Penny said.

      She wanted Dana to be honest and mature? Fine. Dana could be the most honest and mature person ever. “What the Slasher did to you wasn’t one attack, so it’s understandable if you’re still fucked up about it. And I’m sorry for being nice to my wife.”

      “Nice. You think you’re being nice by trying to protect me? I’m going to go. You have things under control at the bar.” The line went silent. Penny didn’t even say goodbye.
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      Dana hung out at the bar for a while after Penny hung up. She’d thought she might spot evidence the cops missed if she acted like a patron, but there wasn’t anything to miss. It was a bar. That was the only thing to be said about it. Big room, loud TVs showing sports events, blacked-out windows. Even during daytime there were a couple clusters of people—regulars who took day drinking to the level of a sport.

      “Refill?” the bartender asked again. He’d already gotten Dana through three beers.

      “Sure,” Dana said. “I’ll tip you extra good if you tell me about any patrons you’ve got with military training here. Vampire patrons.”

      Beer slopped over the rim of the mug, splashing to the floor. “Why?” he asked, looking suspicious.

      “I’m Dana McIntyre. Hunting Club. Trying to figure out who—”

      “Il Castrato Senesino,” he said. “You’re looking for Il Castrato Senesino.”

      She leaned over the bar to wrench her mug from his hands. “I’m looking for an ex-military vampire. No specific name.”

      “Lots of ex-military come here, but it’s not a vampire bar,” he said.

      “How would you characterize your patrons, then?”

      “Law enforcement. They’re mostly highway patrol and cops from the fourth precinct,” he said. That wasn’t a part of town that Dana knew well. “A lot of cops are ex-military, you know.”

      “Yeah, but he’s gonna be a vampire. A strong one.” Strong enough to turn other men into his fledglings. “The LVMPD doesn’t employ any vampires, so the guy I’m looking for would have a different profession.”

      The bartender shrugged. “There’s not a lot of vampires around here.”

      Dana took a swig, wiped her mouth dry.

      Until now, nobody had mentioned that this bar was popular with law enforcement. She’d been assuming that the killer dumped the body here because it was a familiar place. Because he’d known he wouldn’t be seen ditching Rodgers.

      What if Dickless had dumped the body here because he’d been hoping the cops would find it?

      “Did you see any new patrons lately? Anyone suspicious?” Dana asked.

      “Nobody new. Truth be told, business is crap right now. Foot traffic has dwindled to zilch. Everyone’s too scared to go out to drink. Even Raymond and his buddies haven’t been by in the last couple of days, and they come by every day.”

      “Is Raymond an LEO?”

      “No, pizza delivery,” he said. “He’s popular with cops, though. Brings pizzas around after closing hours all the time. You know, it’s been so long since I saw him, I got worried and called his boss. The manager at the pizza place on Jackdaw? Raymond hasn’t been there either.”

      Dana frowned. “You file a missing persons report?”

      “I’m his bartender,” he said. “It’s not suspicious to stop being an alcoholic. Especially since the city’s gone to shit. I’m gonna miss that fucker if he’s blown town, though.”

      “So you knew this Raymond guy well.”

      “Sure. Him and his roomies. They all live together in this shitty house, split rent twelve ways, and live off welfare. Whatever money survives after rent and paying for the NFL channel, they spend it here.”

      “What’s Raymond’s address?”

      “I can grab it for you.” He checked his phone, shooting her a look over the top of the screen. “You think Raymond might have done something? Him or one of his friends?”

      Dana thought that regulars who came in to the bar every day would be likelier to have spotted someone strange in the area. Twelve potential witnesses—twelve people who might have been catching a smoke while the car peeled away. “Can’t talk too much about an investigation.”

      “Do you think Il Castrato Senesino got them?”

      “Probably not. Can’t imagine it’s weird to stop going to your pizza-delivery job when the city collapses.”

      “That’s a relief. Never would have pegged Raymond as a bad guy anyway.” The bartender wrote an address down on a napkin. “Maybe you should give me your phone number in case I think of anything else that could help your investigation. And we could talk about it over drinks.”

      She grabbed the napkin. She was so busy trying to mentally locate Raymond’s house on the nearby streets that she took a second to realize he was hitting on her.

      Dana snorted. “No.” She slid off her barstool, headed for the door.

      “But you—”

      “No,” she called back, and she headed to Raymond’s house.

      Dana texted Cèsar, then walked to the house in ten minutes, striding through sun hot enough to make her sweat through her shirt and get her feet squelching in her boots. She didn’t mind. Even the part where it stung faintly on her pale shoulders and nose. It stung, but didn’t burn.

      Because Dana was no longer a vampire.

      She couldn’t forget that.

      So when she walked up to Raymond’s house and saw that it was quiet, she decided to approach carefully. Human-careful, not vampire-careful.

      It was a small, blocky stucco house. Probably two bedrooms, one bath. Built in the 1970s with sorta Mexican styling. Foxtails grew around the foundation. The number on the curb had rubbed off.

      One of the side windows was broken. Dana noticed it when she walked around the front of the yard. The broken window was round, about the size of a fist.

      She touched her earpiece to call into the Hunting Lodge. Not Penny, but Dionne or Lina or whoever else was on shift. “McIntyre here.”

      “What’s up, McIntyre?” That wasn’t Dionne or Lina.

      “Cèsar? What are you doing on the Hunting Lodge line?”

      “I had it forwarded to me,” he said.

      Gods, Dana was growing to hate that faerie pissant. “I’m at the house where the potential suspects live. Signs of a break-in. Looks suspiciously quiet.”

      “I’ll send people to back you up,” he said. “Hold your position for three minutes.”

      She turned off her earpiece.

      Wait for three minutes? Who did he think she was?

      “What’s that noise?” Dana asked, cupping a hand around her ear. There was no sound except for wind blowing through the foxtails. “Gosh, that sounds like someone crying for help! I better get in that house now without waiting for OPA babysitters to hold my hand and wipe my ass.”

      She stomped up the front steps, kicked the door in.

      It was dark inside because the windows had been barricaded with trash. The living room led directly into a kitchenette, creating an open space at the heart of the clutter. Beer cans dribbled onto the brown carpet, mold was growing around the shapes of couches, the TV was tipped over to block the back door.

      Everything must have been rearranged recently, but not because they were cleaning.

      Someone had wanted to make enough room for the spikes.

      “Holy fucking gods above,” Dana breathed.

      Six of Raymond’s eleven housemates had been suspended. Wooden stakes thrust through chests, bellies, assholes, throats. Never the heart. Not directly. Their impaler wanted them to live.

      Or rather, Dickless wanted them to remain undead.

      The six impaled roommates were writhing. Moaning quietly. All those stakes through the bodies, and nobody had died from shock or infection, because they’d been filled with vampire venom.

      The other six housemates were drained and dead, piled against the refrigerator in the kitchen.

      Six fledglings, six feeders.

      “Wow,” Dana said. “Four, five, six new vampires. Bwah-ha-ha!”

      Count von Count was kind of an asshole.
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      Questioning the bloodless survivors was, unfortunately, a very enlightening experience.

      “I could have lived a few more decades without hearing that story.” Charmaine sank into the chair next to Dana’s, forehead cradled in her hands.

      They were together at the precinct again. Charmaine’s former office was serving as base of operations for the case, and the bullpen immediately outside was populated by the detectives and agents helping Cèsar. The flimsy door and blinds gave Charmaine and Dana a small amount of privacy from the rest of the team, but only a very small amount.

      Dana studied Charmaine’s tired, lined face. She looked like she’d aged an extra decade after questioning one of the fledglings. And Charmaine had already been looking old.

      “The killer got sloppy, huh?” Dana asked. “Really fucked up these six fledglings?”

      “You could say that. Think he bit off more than he could chew taking down twelve housemates at once.”

      “No kidding.” Dana had seen how tidy the spike marks were on the last couple of victims. The new murder scene hadn’t been tidy. Wounds had torn in the struggle, blood had sprayed everywhere, and a lot of those stakes had gone into orifices where stakes didn’t belong.

      “The victim I interviewed said that the killer seemed agitated from the moment he attacked,” she said. “Even before he tried to wrestle down twelve men.”

      “Twelve men,” Dana echoed, glaring out at the bullpen. Cèsar had been heading their way but stopped to talk to a couple of detectives. They were probably trying to figure out the same thing that Dana was at that moment.

      Namely, how could any lone vampire make six vampires at once?

      “He must have been freaked out, attacking that many guys,” Dana said slowly. “Master vampires make more venom in survival scenarios.”

      Enough venom to make two, or even three, vampires at the same time.

      Six of them? How is it possible?

      He’d already turned Mahmoud Mol and Dylan Rodgers into vampires that week, too.

      “Tell me what you’re thinking,” Charmaine said.

      “Only masters can make fledglings because it takes a lot of venom to turn one person,” Dana said. “Dickless might be the strongest vampire I’ve ever encountered.”

      Stronger than Achlys.

      Stronger than the Fremont Slasher.

      Even stronger than Nissa Royal.

      The door opened and Cèsar came in. He ripped off his tie, tossed it onto the coat rack. “After listening to that victim’s statement, I’m never sleeping again.”

      “Did he describe a significant struggle?” Charmaine asked. They’d distributed interviewing the vampires among the senior-most personnel—those most equipped to handle the delicate task of asking the recently dead how they’d died.

      “Significant struggle. That’s a nice tidy way of saying that Il Castrato Senesino ripped the victim’s genitals off and got angry when they grew back,” Cèsar said.

      That was the same thing Dana’s interviewee had told her. That he’d been turned into a vampire, and then his shadowy assailant had torn into his penis using fingernails.

      Penis and balls had grown back immediately.

      Dickless had tried again.

      And again.

      And again.

      Each time, he’d gotten angrier.

      “Fledglings can regenerate quickly if they’ve got enough blood in their system,” Dana explained. “He sacrificed half the house to feed the other half. A master vampire like Dickless should have known that feeding the vampires would cause such regeneration.”

      “Then why’d he get angry over it?” Charmaine asked.

      “Serial killers aren’t the most stable,” Cèsar said. “I bet this guy killed so many kittens as a child. Or dachshunds! Weiner dogs. We’ve definitely got a weiner-dog massacre going down here, if you catch my drift.”

      Dana shocked herself by laughing. Hard.

      Cèsar looked pleased. “That wasn’t even that funny.”

      “I’m wondering which one of my ex-girlfriends could be Dickless. I dated some real ballbusters,” Dana said. “I could see some of them taking it to this level.”

      “Really?” Cèsar asked. He clicked his pen. “Names? Phone numbers?”

      “She’s joking,” Charmaine said, “I hope. Gods damn it all, these people are wrecked. We were already straining our mental health resources after the first couple victims, and now…”

      Cèsar leaned his chair back so he could reach the phone on Charmaine’s desk. “I’ll call in for backup on that front. Can’t have eight new traumatized vampires running free.”

      “Dickless is the worst serial killer ever. He could at least leave his victims dead,” Dana said.

      “He’s not communicating with us, either. He hasn’t made any demands, hasn’t laid claim to his crimes. This isn’t something he’s doing out of pride,” Charmaine said.

      “Then why?”

      “Fuck if I know.” She massaged her temples. “I picked the wrong week to stop sniffing glue.”

      Cèsar’s call went fast. It only took about twenty seconds and a couple grunts on his part before he was hanging up, then scooting the desk chair back to talk to Dana. “I’ve asked the secretary to send in extra social workers. All right? We’ll have these fledglings taken care of. Guarantee it.”

      “I could take care of them in a much faster, more humane way,” Dana said, jerking a stake out of her belt.

      “You won’t find a single judge to issue approval for that,” Charmaine said. She pushed Dana’s hand down. “Especially not now that we have a potential cure for vampirism.”

      “We do?”

      “Sure. Look at you.” Cèsar gestured to encompass the entirety of her living, breathing, bleeding body.

      “The gods healed me,” she said. “The Garlic Shots only didn’t kill me because the gods gave me enough time to drink Penny’s blood.”

      Cèsar looked skeptical. “The gods?”

      “McIntyre’s sister is said to be God,” Charmaine explained.

      “I’ve heard that.”

      “Then why’ve you gone all slack-jawed?” Dana asked. She scrubbed at her arm again. It was throbbing.

      “Trying to imagine why you think the gods would step in to save you, and only you,” Cèsar said. “It’s easier to believe that the cure works.”

      “The gods stepped in for me because I’m great. Everyone else…” She shrugged.

      “Well, whether or not we find a cure, people think it’s possible now,” Cèsar said. “We’ve got an executive order putting a stay on all vampire slayings. No warrants will be issued for at least the next six weeks.”

      “So what do we do with Dickless when we find him? Tickle him into submission?”

      “Better warm up your fingers, toots,” Cèsar said.

      Dana’s hand went tight on the stake. “Call me toots again.”

      “Toots,” he said. He wiggled a remote control at her. It made Dana’s thumb ring light up, which meant that black plastic box was somehow enchanted.

      That must have been how he could detonate her implant.

      Dana eyed it sideways, trying to decide if she could rip it out of his hands and run.

      Was she faster than a sidhe?

      “I’m having fun watching smoke come out of your ears, but you need to get going,” Cèsar said.

      “Another victim?” Charmaine asked.

      “Even better. A vampire wandered into an OPA facility today. She claims to have information about Il Castrato Senesino.”

      Dana’s heart skipped a beat. “You mean…?”

      “Nissa Royal’s voluntarily turned herself in,” Cèsar said. He fished a fifty-dollar bill out of his pocket, offering it to Dana. “And she says she’ll only speak to you.”
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      Upon surrendering herself, Nissa Royal had not been taken to a detention center. Nor had she been allowed to stay in Las Vegas. The OPA had made a special Nissa-only prison in the desert north of town, far from any mortals she could enthrall.

      They weren’t taking any chances with the psychic vampire this time.

      Dana had to walk through three different gates, with three different levels of security, before she could even enter a kilometer-long tented hallway that led to Nissa’s enclosure. When she got through the third level of security, she was surprised to see Penny waiting on the other side.

      The orc’s eyes brightened at the sight of Dana. “I’m here as a representative of the Hunting Club,” Penny said quickly, her shoulders all tight. She lifted the badge dangling at the end of her lanyard. “See? Hunting Club.”

      “By way of the OPA.” Dana didn’t append the word “traitor” to the end, since it wasn’t Penny’s fault, but she couldn’t help but taste the word on her tongue.

      Penny lowered her chin to give Dana a gently admonishing scowl. “They’re the same reason you’re here. By the way, what is here? I don’t even know where is here.”

      “We drove almost two hours to get here, so I’m thinking we’re not far south of Tonopah,” Dana said. “Did you black bag Penny on the way out?” That question was directed toward Cèsar Hawke, who had breezed through security without a single pat down.

      “Her clearance is lower than yours,” Cèsar said. “This is a temporary one-person prison. Its specific location is classified.” He stepped aside from the doorway so that a couple of black-clad sidhe could pass through.

      “You wasted your effort building it. Nissa needs to get ashed,” Dana said. “Stake her now before she gets out again.” They should have staked her the instant that she surrendered herself to the OPA.

      “She shouldn’t be capable of escaping this place.” Cèsar stopped in front of a final door made of the same translucent white plastic as the walls and roof. “Go ahead. I’ll wait here for you two to get back.”

      Dana clenched her jaw. “I’m not letting Penny anywhere near Nissa.”

      “It’s unsafe for you to go alone,” Cèsar said. “Our protocol demands that only one person enters Nissa Royal’s psychic range at a time. The other person stands back with a gun, and they shoot if the first gets turned into a thrall.”

      “Is that happening much?” Dana asked.

      Cèsar gave her a blank look and didn’t reply.

      So the answer was yes. Even though Nissa had surrendered herself to the OPA, she was still as powerful a psychic vampire as she’d always been. They should have staked her.

      Cèsar handed a gun to Penny. The orc took it awkwardly.

      “Why me?” Penny asked.

      “I figured McIntyre wouldn’t allow one of my agents to keep a bead on her.” He was right about that. But…

      “I’m not going in with Penny,” Dana said. “She shouldn’t have to face a vampire.”

      “I’m fine,” Penny hissed, sounding mortified. She was blushing in her way, which was when her cheeks got kind of brownish instead of greenish.

      “We’re out of time to debate,” Cèsar said, tapping his watch. “The visitation window is only during the brightest hour of the day, and the clock’s ticking. Get in there to talk to the deadly master vampire, all right?” He swept a hand toward the door. “Have a blast, you two crazy kids.”

      [image: ]

      Nissa was in a plastic-walled tent constructed like the tunnel, though this room was almost as big as a baseball field. She stood where second base would have been, encircled in a low stone wall inside which it was nighttime. Pitch black.

      Powerful magic prevented light from entering the circle where Nissa stood. It did nothing to keep Nissa inside. That was sunlight’s job. If she stepped over that wall, she’d instantly be bathed in enough UV radiation to catch fire.

      Nissa was a ghostly figure drifting in that column of shadow, her hair loose around her shoulders, arms folded. She was facing away from the tunnel. She didn’t see the Hunting Club associates coming.

      Dana entered and Penny hung back.

      As soon as Dana entered the plastic tent, Nissa turned. Her crimson eyes illuminated, glowing like new pennies on a sidewalk. She looked angry. She’d never looked angry with Dana like that before. But then again, Dana hadn’t killed Mohinder before.

      “If your surrender is part of an elaborate revenge plan, I don’t think it’s going the way you expected.” Dana approached the central enclosure. A second circle had been drawn around it to indicate how far Nissa’s arms could reach. Dana had been instructed not to pass that line, and she didn’t.

      “Everything’s going exactly as I want it to,” Nissa said. “You’re here, aren’t you?”

      Dana didn’t give her the satisfaction of responding.

      In truth, she wasn’t sure she’d have been able to reply if she wanted to. The sight of Nissa dredged up too many emotions.

      Hatred for Mohinder.

      Despair for Anthony.

      And when it came to Nissa, Dana wasn’t sure what she felt. It was a big tangled mess of anger, grief, and something that came dangerously close to affection. Dangerous because Nissa was a vampire, not the green-fleshed orc waiting in the hallway.

      Nissa’s villainy was hard to remember when Dana had borne witness to the victimhood that came before. Was she any less a victim of the Slasher because he’d decided to make her into his fledgling? Nissa had loved Mohinder—no doubt about that—but it wasn’t uncommon for victims to fall in love with their captors.

      Dickless’s baby vamps were victims. And so was Nissa.

      A furious, powerful, scarred victim with psychic abilities.

      “What’re the next steps?” Dana asked. “You wanted me, and you’ve got me. So tell me what’s next.”

      “First, I’m going to help you kill Il Castrato Senesino. Then you’re going to die. Those are the next steps.” Nissa didn’t sound remotely threatening when she said this, and it had little to do with her slight stature, her fluffy hair, or her big mousy eyes. Her tone was as gentle as a kindergarten teacher’s. She was engulfed in the shell of the OPA’s magic. Victim to law enforcement instead of Mohinder.

      “I don’t need your help to kill anyone,” Dana said.

      “Don’t you? You’re facing a huge monster this time.”

      “He’s just a serial killer.”

      “Just?” Nissa asked, eyebrows lifting.

      “Serial killers are nothing special. They’re people with mis-wired brains who repeatedly break the basest elements of our social contract. They’re deranged, sure, but they’re just the most determined sect of the vast array of humanity’s garbage. Nothing special.”

      A smile bloomed over Nissa’s face. “You aren’t even bothered by serial killers.” She shut her eyes, inhaled deeply. It was like she was smelling roses.

      “I don’t idolize them,” Dana said. “I don’t give them cutesy pet names and I’m not impressed by their antics. All I do is kill them.” She dropped those last words sharp as throwing knives, and she was rewarded by Nissa’s smile vanishing.

      Dana had killed the last serial killer, after all. She’d staked Mohinder as Nissa watched and left him crumbling to ash in her hands.

      Nissa’s eyes filled with hateful fire. It was so much more preferable to her loving smiles. “I’m going to help you kill this one nonetheless. You’re going to need it. You’ll thank me for it as you slit your wrists and bleed the last drops of your undeserving life onto the sizzling pavement.”

      “Why are you helping me with this serial-killing vampire if you want me dead? We can save a lot of time if we kill each other right here, right now.” She could barely hear Penny’s gasp of dismay. She didn’t look back.

      “I’m not going to let you die quickly. Your death will be prolonged until I feel satisfied that you’ve suffered as much as I have,” Nissa said. “You took away the only person who ever cared about me.”

      “Mohinder didn’t care about you. He liked having power over you.” Dana’s voice had gone all hoarse. “He saw that you could be a great vampire, and he wanted to own that power.”

      Nissa’s wide eyes got wider. “You don’t know anything about Mohinder.”

      “I hunted him for years. Does anyone know another person as well as when they’re locked in the battle of predator and prey?” Dana asked.

      “No,” Nissa said softly, “they don’t. And that’s why we’re hunting the new killer together. You owe me. I’m going to get the pleasure of his death from you.”

      “And then you think I’ll kill myself.” Slit her wrists, let the blood pour out under the hot judgment of sunlight. As if Dana would ever do such a thing.

      “I know you will,” Nissa whispered. “I know exactly how it’s going to happen. I’ll be there to kiss the breath from your lips as they grow cold one final time.”

      Chills rippled down Dana’s spine. “Bet you fifty bucks that I’m the one watching your last twitches.”

      “Fifty bucks.” Initially, Nissa’s chuckle was low and dangerously soft, knives traced through velvet. She was the villainess. Someone easy for Dana to hate. But the laugh quickly crumbled into something more nervously tittering, and she started to run her fingers through the split ends of her curls, as if she needed something to fidget with.

      She was afraid.

      “I don’t think I can take that bet,” Nissa said. “You’re the better killer, Dana. We both know that. You might kill me before you kill yourself.” A tremor ran through the words.

      Dana’s resolve cracked.

      Fuck.

      “You’re bent on helping me kill this guy, so maybe you can answer a few questions,” Dana said. “Is the killer called Il Castrato Senesino your fledgling?”

      “No. He also wasn’t one of Achlys’s.”

      “Mohinder’s?”

      Nissa’s hands curled all the more tightly around her own elbows. She’d been fidgeting with her hair too hard, and a few strands floated at her fingernails. “Not Mohinder’s.”

      “An outsider,” Dana said.

      “To the contrary. You know that I handled all travel visas until the OPA shut down the borders of Clark County. I know every single vampire to pass through. Nobody like Il Castrato Senesino has passed through.”

      “What’s he like?”

      “He dresses like Dracula and kills like Vlad the Impaler,” Nissa said. “He rips off his victims’ genitalia.”

      Damn the news. Damn their leaks of information that nobody should have had outside of law enforcement. Damn Cèsar Hawke—and damn Nissa Royal too. “Vlad the Impaler?” Dana prompted.

      “You know, the historical mass murderer. An ancient vampire who would spear his enemies, often through their rectums, vaginas, throats…”

      That wasn’t what Dana had been asking. Of course she was familiar with the historical figure. “Vlad the Impaler wasn’t a vampire. There were no vampires before Genesis.”

      “Whether or not Vlad the Impaler was bloodless, our new killer thinks that he was. You’re going to find that he idolizes him,” Nissa said. “Mimicry is, after all, the highest form of flattery. Isn’t it? I mimic the people I admire most too.”

      Dana felt cold even though the stuffy plastic tent had trapped all the desert’s heat against her skin. “Are you saying you’ve been mimicking Mohinder? Keeping people in glass cages?”

      “There’s someone I admire more than even my sire,” Nissa whispered.

      Her eyes punctured the veil of heat like needles into Dana’s skin.

      I didn’t learn this from the Fremont Slasher. I learned this from you.

      “Remember how good it felt to kill the draugr?” Nissa asked. “When you held my hand, helping me push the blade through the vampire’s ribs? I saved those bodies, you know. I kept the draugr for myself so I could remember.”

      That was so fucked up. “You killed the draugr with the same sword used to kill innocents.”

      “People you deem innocent,” Nissa said. “You might be the master of killing, but you’re not the master of morality. Why’d the draugr deserve to die? Why don’t the humans deserve to die? Don’t you think it’s all so arbitrary?”

      “I came here because you said that you had something for me. If I’d thought you were going to bore me to death—”

      “You’re looking for someone local who was made into a vampire recently,” Nissa interrupted. “Achlys and Mohinder were the only Paradisos vamps who could have made a new guy this strong, and they didn’t.”

      “There’s nowhere else venom could come from,” Dana said. “It’s not like vampires are all over the place outside Vegas. How’d they get venom into the city if it didn’t come from inside?”

      Nissa smiled faintly.

      She knew something. She knew something, and she wasn’t going to spill.

      Dana turned to stride back to the entrance portal. Penny was lingering behind the door, listening with a hand on the frame. Her other hand wasn’t visible. She had tucked away the gun intended to shoot Dana. So considerate of her.

      Nissa spoke again, voice all cold. “You’re going to be back here before you know it, and I’ll be waiting for you.”

      “Yeah you will,” Dana said. “You can wait here until the heat death of the universe for all I care. It’s not like you’re going out for a walk in the sun. But I am. I’m gonna go enjoy this nice summer day.”

      [image: ]

      The walk back to security felt even longer than the walk into Nissa’s cell. Penny was still awkwardly holding that gun, but she had one free for Dana to grab, lacing their fingers together.

      Penny didn’t speak as they walked together. She looked troubled by the visit to Nissa.

      Dana didn’t want to know why. Gods, she could barely handle her own moods right now. “It’s hot and I’m tired. Let’s go home.”

      “Um,” Penny said.

      “What?”

      “I’m just wondering…which home?”

      Dana frowned at her. “The penthouse?”

      “You gave it to me,” Penny said. “We’re separated.”

      “I’m human again.”

      “We didn’t separate because you turned into a vampire. We separated because there was no room for me in your life with all the space your vendetta occupies. And the condo is mine.”

      “You visited me in prison. You came here to help back me up against Nissa. I thought that you—”

      “I care about you, I do,” Penny said softly. “I have to think about myself. I still need space. Everything with Nissa and this killer, this Il Senesino—I don’t think anything’s changed with you.”

      How could she think nothing had changed when literally everything had changed? Death, rebirth…the city…

      Penny didn’t want Dana to go home.

      Dana dropped her wife’s hand. Forcefully. “I can’t believe you’re still upset about my ‘vendetta’ when, first of all, my vendetta did lead to killing the actual Fremont Slasher. And second of all, Count von Count is here to prove that vampires are exactly as bad as I think.”

      “They’re not all the same,” Penny said. “I seriously hoped that you’d have realized that when you vamped out. But no. I think you still see more of Nissa in your future than you see me. You’d rather kill her than walk away. And that’s why I need my space.”

      Why Dana still needed to keep her lawyer on retainer, too.

      “I can’t believe you still feel jealous of Nissa,” Dana said.

      Penny’s eyebrows crimped. “Shouldn’t I? You were nice to her in there. She’s obviously different for you.”

      Dana glared.

      Penny stared.

      Neither of them spoke.

      They had reached the end of the hall. It took a full minute for security staff on the other end to open the first door for them. Cèsar was waiting on the other side.

      “Look, Nissa didn’t get me under thrall,” Dana said. “Told you it’d be fine.”

      “Just because you’re not enthralled doesn’t mean everything’s fine,” he said cheerfully. “Want me to show you to your hotel room to freshen up before the next thing? Or is there somewhere else you want to stay while you’re in town?”

      Dana glanced at Penny, who wasn’t looking at her. “I’d rather work,” she said.

      Cèsar rubbed his hands together. “Great. Let’s work.”
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      Dana might not have been able to go home, but getting to the Hunting Lodge felt a lot like that. She strolled through those doors she hadn’t been confident she’d ever enter again, and…it was home. As much a home as a place without Penny inside of it could be.

      So many familiar smells washed over her when she butted the doors open. Gun oil, cheap coffee, the lemon cleaner that the secretary favored.

      Speaking of Chris, he ran over to Dana the instant she came through the door, looking as panicked as though the Hounds of Hell were on his heels. “Thank the gods you’re here,” he said. “I needed to talk to you away from the rest of the Hunting Club. It’s bad, Big D. It’s so bad.”

      She was immediately on high alert. “What happened? Did the OPA do something to you guys?”

      “Worse,” he said. “Brianna only buys decaf now, and she stopped movie nights. I couldn’t tell you at the taquería because she was there. But it’s true. She only buys decaf. We don’t watch movies. It is worse than Hell.” The last part came out all in a hurry, like he was afraid Brianna was Voldemort and would be summoned by talking about her.

      “Shit, that’s serious.”

      “You’re telling me! You haven’t been here drinking decaf!”

      “No, I’ve been in prison,” Dana said.

      “Bet they have the good stuff in prison,” Chris said, shooting a mutinous look through his square glasses at Brianna’s door. “Decaf. She’s a psychopath.”

      “I’ll fix that shit while I’m here,” Dana said.

      “You’re a saint, McIntyre.”

      She found Brianna in the workroom, drinking from a dainty mug that smelled like coffee, though it must have been the stink of lies. Because decaf wasn’t real coffee.

      Dana took the mug off the desk and dropped it in the trash.

      “What in the…?” Brianna spun her chair around. The monitor behind her showed news articles on the economic collapse of the city. “What’s wrong with you? That was my coffee.”

      “Decaf? For shame,” Dana said.

      Brianna’s eyes narrowed. “I see that Chris got to you.” She stooped to grab her cup out of the trash, shaking its now-empty shape at Dana. “I can’t believe I actually wrote a letter to Secretary Friederling requesting your release from prison.”

      “That was your mistake if you wanted to keep decaf in the pot,” Dana said. “Is this how your depression’s manifesting? Inflicting decaf on the office? Are you a sadist now?”

      “My depression?”

      “Over Anthony,” Dana said.

      “I will not have this conversation with you,” Brianna said.

      She shuffled off to refill her coffee cup.

      “Suit yourself,” Dana said to the door that swung shut behind her. “It’s your loss.”

      Alone in the computer room, Dana logged in to the system. She was surprised that her credentials still worked. Also surprising was the loading screen that came up had the OPA logo faded into the background. The OPA hadn’t taken over the business. They had gotten into the Hunting Club’s proprietary programs to switch the branding around.

      That was exactly the kind of petty, shallow bullshit Dana expected a sidhe to get up to. “Fuck these people,” she muttered.

      The stupid OPA logo didn’t go away, even when she started searching for non-Paradisos vampires who might be responsible for Il Castrato Senesino.

      The search came up with zilch. Nada. Absolutely nothing.

      Any vampires who lived in Clark County for the last half-decade had been Paradisos, and they had never allowed foreign master vampires to travel to the area. Achlys had been too smart to allow actual threats to enter her territory.

      Dickless’s existence was basically impossible.

      Brianna Dimaria shuffled back into the room with a brand new mug. Even though it was hot outside, she was wearing a light sweater that hung to her knees over baggy jeans and sandals. “Budge over. And stop looking so weepy if you’re not going to be honest about how you feel. It’s getting on my nerves.”

      Dana’s brow lowered over her eyes. “What did you say?”

      “You look weepy. Stop it.” Brianna hunkered down. “Even if Penny never forgives you, you’ll live on. You don’t need any one person to keep living.”

      Brianna thought that Dana was moody over Penny. Dana wasn’t. Really. Why would Dana care that the woman she’d dedicated her life to didn’t want her to come home?

      “I’m not thinking about Penny,” Dana said. “Sounds like you’re thinking about Anthony, though.”

      Brianna had never looked so old as she did now, with bruised bags under her eyes and deep lines on either side of her mouth. “I’ve been thinking about him a lot since he died.”

      “I always wondered about you two. You’re weirdly close.”

      “We were,” she said, toying with the handle of her mug. “He wasn’t interested in me the way I was interested in him, though. It never went anywhere.”

      “Why not?” Anthony had been an old guy, Brianna had been an old lady. Old people getting together made sense. Especially since they were both charter members of the Hunting Club.

      “He wasn’t interested in me in that way,” Brianna said. “I shouldn’t have cared so much, but before Genesis, we were partners. Kopis and aspis. We’d been magically bound for what was supposed to be our entire lives. The bond broke after Genesis, but just because we didn’t have that tie anymore didn’t change the fact that he saved my life. It meant something to me.”

      “Anthony saved lots of lives,” Dana said.

      “I know. I think it’s hard for heroes like him—like you—to realize what an impact you have on the victims. We need you so much. Or so it feels.” Brianna sucked in a breath, scrubbed at her nose, sat back in the chair. “Gods, he’s gone. I keep remembering and it hurts all over again.”

      Dana’s jaw clenched, her shoulder muscles screwed up so tight that it hurt. “Get over it. He was a hunter. Dying’s what we do.”

      “I know you’re crushed about Anthony too. You don’t have to say it.”

      “Don’t act like you—”

      “You’re gonna be fine.” Brianna’s hand rested on Dana’s arm. She was tanner than Dana, and her skin was looser. Dana didn’t remember Brianna’s skin having so little elasticity. She was around the same age Anthony had been, but so much less healthy. “It’s hard to breathe without Anthony now, but life is gonna go on, and one day you’ll wake up to find it’s easy to breathe.”

      Dana pulled her arm away from Brianna’s touch. Clenched her teeth so tightly that her jaw throbbed. Stared at the computer monitor.

      “I know you won’t ever want to talk about it, but I’ll still be here if you ever change completely as a human being,” Brianna said. “In the meantime, let’s talk about whatever information you got from Nissa. Penny told me she’s back in town again.”

      The change in topic felt like a lifeline tossed to Dana right when the ocean was about to suck her under. “Nissa said that Dickless turned into a vampire recently, but he wasn’t made by any local vampires. I’ve got no idea how that’s possible.”

      “She could be lying,” Brianna said.

      “She could be, but… Man, I don’t know. I don’t think she’d lie to me.”

      “If Nissa’s certain about her information, then she must know where the vampire venom came from.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. But Nissa’s not talking.” Dana started swiping through the files on the computer again, listless, dissatisfied. This was the kind of repetitive work that Penny would have enjoyed, had she been willing to help Dana. “Cèsar shouldn’t be trying to contain Nissa. He should kill her.”

      “I’m surprised you didn’t take a stake in to finish the job yourself.”

      “They confiscated mine.”

      “It’s never stopped you before,” Brianna said. “Something about Nissa appeals to you. It makes you want to keep her alive. Is it because she’s a Fremont Slasher survivor, like Penny?”

      Dana kept blindly paging through files. “When I was bloodless, Nissa and I killed these vampires together. The draugr.”

      “The ghost-vampires from Norway,” Brianna said. “Right?”

      “Yeah. And what’s weird about it…” She scratched her aching arm thoughtfully. “Nissa’s not scared of me. She doesn’t think it’s gross or strange, the things I do. She liked it.”

      “Sounds like she’s as fucked up as you,” Brianna said. Dana barely heard her.

      She was thinking about Nissa again. Dana had initially interpreted Nissa’s talk about the draugr as taunting, but what if it had been a clue?

      “Draugr,” Dana said aloud. “After I killed the draugr, Nissa disposed of the bodies. The Paradisos often killed their own. Their evidence disposal was so thorough that Charmaine never found proof they ever did it, but even vampires do leave remains. So where’d they go?”

      Brianna rolled her chair to another workstation. “Let’s see what the OPA has found while raiding Paradisos businesses.” Her fingers flew over the keyboard. “It appears dead vampires were stored in some place below Vampire Vegas.”

      Dana snorted. “What is this place? An ashtray?”

      “I don’t know. They haven’t logged many details yet. The OPA operatives are spread thin, so I’m sure they’ll get around to it…eventually.” Brianna stood up, grabbing her purse. “Luckily, Hunting Club associates who cooperated with Undersecretary Hawke have elevated security permissions. Want to go look at Vampire Vegas?”
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      The room underneath Vampire Vegas wasn’t an ashtray, but it did have a lot of urns. The remains of dead vampires were collected in an oversized, dimly lit closet. Mohinder had nailed a cross over the doorway—probably some hint of a sick sense of humor, since vampires were fabled to be repelled by crucifixes, yet few were actually hurt by them.

      It was a room more functional than glamorous, but there was a quiet elegance to its carved wooden shelves, the lone bench upholstered in velvet, and the candles dotting the floor. This was a place of mourning as much as any mortal cemetery.

      The urns had a thin layer of dust on them—only as much as they would collect after a few days without being cleaned. They had been well tended by the Paradisos.

      Dana slipped the lid off of one urn to peer inside. “Yep. Ashes. At least half a vampire in here.” And there were hundreds of other urns that looked like cheap coffee pots. Clean but inexpensive. Respectful but not reverent.

      Brianna and Dana weren’t the only OPA operatives at Vampire Vegas, but they were the only ones in that particular storage room. As the records had indicated, the OPA hadn’t worked their way this far into the sub-basements of Near Dark.

      It was amazing how few looks Dana had caught on the way down. There was plenty to keep the OPA agents busy: the human kennels, the vault-like rooms where vampires would have been prepared to wait out Vegas’s daylighting, even some torture equipment. Dana passed a broad variety of clever nightmares on her way down to the mortuary. This was one of the few rooms in Mohinder’s chamber of horrors that was unoccupied.

      “At least there’s tape on the door,” Brianna said. “The LVMPD has been marking doors like that when they clear an area. So Charmaine’s people have already been here, even if the undersecretary’s haven’t.”

      “The OPA’s double-checking everything the LVMPD does?”

      “The LVMPD has a habit of letting people run amok. The OPA’s keeping them on a short leash,” Brianna said with no small hint of bitterness.

      “Woof woof,” Dana said.

      Brianna lifted a jar off the shelf, angling it toward Dana. “Look at this.” There was a label on its underside. It had a short inventory, which Brianna read off. “Ashes. Bone fragments. Left fang. But there’s no name.”

      “Wonder if the Paradisos have records of who’s in what jar somewhere. Wonder if they even cared.”

      “Different inventories on some of the jars.” Brianna kept tipping them over to look at the undersides. She tipped one too far. The lid wasn’t sealed, so ash spilled over her hand. She grimaced and wiped it on the wall. “All of them say that the jars contain fangs, though. Do fangs not dissolve when vampires die?”

      In truth, Dana had never looked at the remains of vampires closely enough to know. Once they were staked, they weren’t her problem. “Vampires keep their venom in the roots of their fangs.”

      “So if you had fangs from an otherwise-ashed vampire, could you make fledglings?” Brianna asked.

      Dana glanced at the open door. A handful of black-suited OPA agents walked past, talking among themselves. They didn’t give Dana and Brianna a second look.

      By all appearances, none of them cared about the room where vampire remains were kept.

      “We could figure it out,” Dana said.

      She stuck her hand into one urn.

      Brianna covered her mouth, turning green. “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for fangs.” Dana wiggled her fingers through the ash, feeling around the pieces of bone.

      Brianna made a bottle of hand sanitizer appear and squirted a dollop onto her palm. She scrubbed where she’d touched the ash earlier. “We could take these to the Hunting Lodge and sift through them.”

      “Don’t need to. There’s no fang in that one.” Dana set it back on the shelf. She checked another jar, and again found nothing even though the inventory said there should have been three inside.

      In the third jar, Dana managed to hook her forefinger around something hard and yanked her hand out with an audible pop. Dana was holding part of a jaw. It looked like the left side, with a single fang.

      “Gods,” Brianna said. She scrubbed her hands harder.

      Dana inspected the fang closely. “It’s drained of venom. Nothing in the sac.”

      “Vampires do desiccate upon death.”

      “They do,” Dana said. “There’s a needle mark in here at the base of the tooth. Look. Someone extracted the venom.”

      Brianna was downright green. “What do we do now? Stab someone with the fang?”

      “No, we can’t test our theory about venom from dead vampires unless we find a fang with venom. We’re going to have to take all these back to the Hunting Lodge after all. Get Chris sifting.” Dana wiped the ash off her fingers onto her snug black jeans. “How many fangs are missing? How many are intact, but don’t have venom?”

      “Gods.” Brianna had started grinning. She was freaking out internally and doing a shitty job trying to hide it. “Which humans have had access to this room?”

      Dana glanced at the open door. More OPA agents were walking past. “Fuck me.”

      “I’m not thinking them.” Brianna tapped the tape on the door again.

      The one that said the LVMPD had already been in the room.

      [image: ]

      The last thing Dana wanted to do was supervise OPA agents collecting the urns from the mortuary in Vampire Vegas. But when she texted Cèsar for permission to leave, he said no.

      It rankled. Not just his refusal, but the fact he had an opportunity to refuse. Because he dictated Dana’s every motion now.

      She felt like the implant had burrowed into her marrow and was radiating pain all the way down to her fingertips.

      Dana spent a while standing back to watch the agents carefully pack urns into boxes, moving them to the Hunting Club’s van one shelf at a time. “You want the evidence, you manage the collection,” Cèsar had said. “We don’t have resources to spare.” In his esteem, her time was worth less than Cèsar’s.

      Fucking faerie douchebag.

      She couldn’t leave Near Dark. Within the next five minutes, that stupid implant would ping Cèsar, and he’d know she’d disobeyed him. But she could head upstairs, leaving the agents to handle all those dead vampires.

      Dana found herself in Vampire Vegas again.

      It was one of the last places she’d confronted Nissa Royal, and the only site of their real head-to-head conflict. The giant aquarium was still in shards across the dance floor. Glass sparkled at the bottom of the pool. Nobody had swept that up. The business was closed and the OPA didn’t care.

      Even though it had barely been weeks since Dana had hurled a sword through the aquarium and fallen into the burning flood, it felt like it had been another lifetime.

      Her senses had been sharper in that fight. Her reflexes faster. Her mind clearer.

      Dana had come back to life after Vampire Vegas, but she felt weaker than ever.

      Mohinder’s office overlooked the floor of the club. Like the glass-filled bubble pool, his room had not been cleaned out. It wouldn’t be touched until every inch of the kennel room had been examined under a microscope. That meant there was still all that sidhe blood soaking into the carpet, the desk messy with diagrams for the Hoover Dam, and all the decorations the Fremont Slasher had used to mark his personal space. Dana walked among them and tried to imagine what it meant. Mohinder’s plants were all potted in glass planters—a reference to the Slasher’s cages, or just an aesthetic? Was the stylized metal art on the wall reflective of the claws he’d used to cut up his victims? Did any of this mean anything?

      She stood in front of the window, looking down at the water-damaged club. A lot of the furniture imported from Hell had been exported again. Where it went, Dana didn’t know. But there was nothing preventing OPA agents from carrying boxes of urns on a straight line from the basement stairs to the door that glowed with blazing sunlight. They must have been close to finished with collecting evidence.

      The trash bin under Mohinder’s desk caught her eye. It had a lid, and it was taped closed.

      “Who tapes their trash closed?” Dana muttered, sitting in his chair.

      She pulled the bin out and peeled off the tape. Sunlight spilled over her hands as she popped the top off. She tilted the can so that she could see inside.

      Brilliant yellow sunlight fell upon hair.

      Curls of soft brown hair inside a perfectly clean trash bag.

      Dana’s fingers were shaking with anger as she reached a hand into the curls, feeling the texture. She knew it better than she knew her own hair. She was always cutting hers, bleaching it, stripping it. The texture was bad and ever changing. But this hair was soft enough that it could have stuffed pillows. Dana had mounded her fingers in it while writhing in ecstasy and stroked it out of her wife’s face on the nights where bad dreams woke her.

      This was Penny’s hair. The source of the curls that Mohinder had sent to Dana every year.

      She dropped the trashcan and stood, feeling so furious that she could have vomited.

      Dammit, she’d driven a stake through Mohinder’s heart. The Slasher was dead. He shouldn’t have the power to make her feel this angry anymore.

      The Fremont Slasher is gone.

      But there was another killer loose.

      Someone had been taking vampire fangs from Vampire Vegas and siring fledglings.

      Dana braced her hands against the window. She stared down at the line of OPA agents carrying evidence out of Near Dark again, this time with cold calculation turning her heart to ice.

      There was no record of the OPA working in that room, but that didn’t mean one of them hadn’t stolen the fangs.

      These people had access to everything. Evidence, the Hunting Lodge...

      Penny.

      Dana’s fingers flew over the phone as she raced downstairs. She shot a text message off to Cèsar the instant she had reception again. “I need to make sure my wife is okay. Going home.”

      He texted back immediately. “Agents are watching her condo. She’s fine.”

      Agents were watching Penny.

      That did nothing to reduce Dana’s sudden fear.

      One more text message. “I’m going. Don’t blow me up until I know she’s okay.”

      And then Dana was racing into sunlight, jumping into the Hunting Lodge’s van, and driving down the Strip with one pair of big brown eyes fixed in her mind.
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      It took a solid two minutes of pounding on Penny’s door to get a response. Two long minutes wherein Dana struggled not to fear the worst. She didn’t breathe until Penny cracked open the condo’s front door, one eye peering through over the safety chain. “Dana?”

      “Lemme in.”

      Penny shut the door, undid the chain, locks, and wards, and then opened it. Dana pushed through.

      The condo was emptier than she remembered since her stuff was still in storage at the Holy Nights Cathedral. A perfectly good place for it. It could stay there for all Dana cared, up until it all rotted away into nothing.

      She pushed the curtains aside with a knuckle to peer down at the street. A lone black SUV stood on the opposite curb. Agents surveilling Penny.

      Dana yanked the curtains shut.

      “What’s wrong?” Penny asked. She remained in the living room, wringing her hands, as Dana shut each window in turn.

      “You’re being watched by the OPA. Have any of them given you trouble? Acted weird?”

      “They’re all weird.”

      “You know what I mean,” Dana said.

      Penny tugged on her left horn. “They’ve been courteous and professional. Why?”

      “I’m worried one of them is the new killer. Dickless.”

      “Il Castrato Senesino, you mean,” she said.

      Dana would never, ever call him that. “I just got you back from the Slasher. I’m not giving anyone else a chance to get at you.”

      Penny’s shoulders drooped. “Honey, you got me back more than four years ago. This killer’s not out to get me. I don’t fit his profile. You know for a fact that I don’t have anything in my pants he’d wanna rip off.”

      “I know,” Dana said, even though it hadn’t even crossed her mind. She’d been too wrapped up in the fear of losing Penny again to think logically about Dickless. She leaned against the kitchen island, massaging her temples. “Fuck.”

      Penny wrapped her arm around Dana’s shoulders. “Of the two of us, only one is being predated by a vampire. I’m not the victim and the vampire isn’t this Dickless guy.”

      “Nissa’s not predating me,” Dana said. She tensed up, pushed her elbow between their bodies. “I’m not a victim!”

      “She’s in your head,” Penny said.

      Dana held her breath, waiting for the anger she expected. Anger followed her everywhere.

      This wasn’t anger making her guts roil. It wasn’t anger that made her want to embrace Penny as much as she wanted to push her away.

      “Are you sure you weren’t looking for an excuse to come to the condo?” Penny asked in that quiet, gentle voice that even Dana couldn’t get pissed over.

      “I wasn’t,” Dana said.

      Not on purpose.

      But now that she was here with the familiar sights and smells of home—even if most of her stuff was nowhere to be seen—Dana didn’t want to leave.

      Damn it, she never wanted to leave again.

      She grabbed Penny by the horns. “What if I promise to fill out the paperwork Charmaine gave me?” Dana asked. “The employment paperwork. Which would get me hired into the LVMPD.”

      “Oh.” And then Penny realized what she meant. “Oh.” She’d been advocating for Dana to get a job with the LVMPD. It would be more stable and more legitimate than working with the Hunting Club. Most of all, it would give Dana something to think about other than her alleged vampire obsession.

      It wasn’t an obsession. It was a completely worthy prejudice.

      But Dana would give it up if it meant getting to come home every night. “Don’t get too excited about the idea,” Dana said gruffly. “Charmaine hasn’t guaranteed me a job. Mayor Hekekia might veto my employment, what with my record. But I’ll apply.”

      “If they offer a job to you, will you take it?” Penny asked.

      Dana wrinkled her nose. “Yeah.”

      Her unconvincing answer made Penny’s expression melt into something embarrassingly similar to gratitude. “You really do want things to work out with the two of us.”

      Penny kissed her.

      She clutched Dana’s face in both hands, holding her so tightly that Dana thought her creaking skull might shatter into pieces. And what a great way that would have been to die. Her brains spilled like Anthony’s, pouring onto the carpet of the condo she shared with a wife. At least she’d go out in ecstasy. She’d go out while held in Penny’s powerful arms.

      Dana could think of no better death.

      “I’m going to move back in,” Dana said, shoving Penny’s shirt up. Her tongue lapped a line between her pectoral muscles, traced to a nipple. She pinched it gently between her teeth.

      “Dana,” Penny said. The utterance could have meant anything. Don’t stop, Dana. Or, We can’t talk while having sex, Dana.

      Whatever.

      Dana was pushing her against the counter, yanking on Penny’s shorts until the elastic waistband snapped and they puddled around her feet. She dug her fingers into the muscles of her glutes. She raked her nails down Penny’s thighs and left golden lines on green flesh.

      “Dana,” Penny said again.

      This time, the tone was more warning.

      Dana stopped. She was on one knee, staring up at the pouch of Penny’s belly to her small breasts and the double chin she got when looking down. She looked like a towering goddess.

      She was alive and the Fremont Slasher wasn’t.

      There was no reason for Dana to fear anymore.

      Nissa is in your head.

      “What?” Dana asked, her mouth dry, tongue too clumsy.

      “We have to talk more if you want to move back in,” Penny said. Her fingers trailed through Dana’s spiked hair, sending tingles down her spine. “If you’re willing to apply for the LVMPD, I’ll believe you’re contrite. I will. We can talk about this rationally.”

      “Great.” Dana wrapped a fist around the side of Penny’s underwear. “Do you want to talk right now?”

      Penny hesitated. “Well…” She finally broke into a tiny smile. “Talking is the last thing I want to do.”

      “Same here.”

      Dana yanked.

      The underwear snapped off.

      And then Dana’s mouth was occupied by things so much more interesting than talking.

      She let her tongue do all the communication. She lapped lines along Penny’s labia, dipped the tip inside of her, tasted the honey that flowed from within this boulder of a woman.

      Dana would never be able to tell Penny that she was still afraid for her.

      There was no tangible threat left. Maybe there had never been a tangible threat. Mohinder had only kept that basket so he’d have material for taunting Dana, and even that game had been meaningless to him in the end. He’d been kicking anthills, in his own words.

      So what specter had Dana been chasing all these years?

      Why did she feel like she was suffocating whenever she couldn’t embrace her wife?

      Dana suckled and licked and stroked, and she hoped Penny would take it as a helpless apology. She wanted Penny to know the things she could never say—all of them—and this was the only way to let her know.

      When she climaxed, Penny’s thighs locked around Dana’s head hard enough to crush her. She felt the moans vibrating through the muscle. She dug her fingers into Penny’s thighs and hung on tight, making sure she didn’t fall.

      And she wasn’t done, even when Penny collapsed bonelessly to the kitchen floor. Dana crawled over her so that they could kiss, her lips sticky-sweet, her tongue warm.

      “I know you’re sorry,” Penny whispered breathlessly. “And it’s okay.”

      Dana couldn’t even thank her with words.

      So she kept thanking her with her body instead.

      Enough time passed that her phone began vibrating in her pants pocket. The jeans had been abandoned by the refrigerator at that point. Dana and Penny had ended up moving to carpet, leaving behind a trail of denim, cotton, and elastic.

      Penny was a trembling heap, and she couldn’t seem to stop grinning.

      “You need to answer the phone before Cèsar blows your head up,” she said, kissing Dana as deeply as she could with those big thick tusks of hers.

      “He can blow me up,” Dana said. She rolled onto her back beside Penny, and the orc snuggled against her shoulder. “My life’s complete now.”

      Penny giggled. Dana gazed down at her with simultaneous hunger and satisfaction, now that her wife was completely naked. Penny had well-developed pecs that gave her the impression of bigger breasts—not fatty tissue or implants, but rock-solid muscle. Her chest, shoulders, and back were a thing of wonder, too.

      Those were the only muscular parts on Penny. She didn’t have visible abs, but rather a curved belly, the cutest hip rolls, and thighs that were even thicker than Dana’s. Her hair was darker, thicker, and curlier below her navel than it was on her head.

      She hadn’t thought she’d get to see Penny like that again.

      “What will you do without a vendetta against vampires?” Penny asked.

      Dana frowned. “What do you mean?”

      “You got the Fremont Slasher. You’re going to get Dickless, and you’ll get Nissa too.”

      “So much confidence in me,” she murmured, nuzzling Penny’s temple. “That kind of bullshit is why I love you.”

      “I’m serious. I know you’re going to get them, so I wonder what happens next. Especially since the city’s gonna be daylighted. No vampires.”

      Dana pulled away.

      She hadn’t thought about the implications of a daylighting.

      “I’ll quit, if you want,” Dana said. “Stop fighting preternaturals. Maybe I’ll be a traffic cop.”

      Penny giggled. “Yeah right. You’re a hero, Dana, through and through. I think when you get rid of these enemies, you’ll find another worthy cause.”

      “You think, or you hope?”

      “You wouldn’t know what to do with yourself if you weren’t drenched in war.”

      Her phone rang again, saving Dana from having to think of a response.

      Dana groaned and crawled over to look at her device. “It’s not Cèsar. It’s Charmaine. My head is safe from getting exploded by OPA implants if I ignore it.”

      “You better answer it anyway,” Penny said.

      Dana reached up to set her phone on the counter, and then pounced on Penny. They kissed as it continued ringing. It rang and rang until Penny wiggled a hand between them, resting her fingers on Dana’s mouth.

      “Answer the phone, McIntyre,” Penny said.

      “No. Stop trying to distract me.”

      “If you’re serious about joining the LVMPD, you have to answer that.”

      Dana groaned and answered the phone. “McIntyre here.” She dropped back down to straddle Penny’s hips and traced a finger along her collarbone, right where she was most ticklish. The orc tried to muffle her giggle behind a thick green forearm.

      “What the hell have you been doing, McIntyre?” Charmaine asked, sounding irate.

      Dana didn’t attempt to be quiet about kissing Penny’s throat. “I’ll give you three guesses and the first two don’t count,” she mumbled into the phone.

      “Right. Get clothes on and come to the Luxor 2.”

      “In how much of a hurry am I getting dressed?” Dana’s hand slid between Penny’s legs. “Like…next hour? Next two hours?”

      “Try five minutes,” Charmaine said. “Il Castrato Senesino has struck again. And this time, he’s made more than twenty vampires.”
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      “How the fuck did this happen?” Dana stared around at the pavilion outside the Luxor 2, struck by the number of bodies she was facing down, and exactly how brutal it was.

      She’d seen brutal. For fuck’s sake, Dana had performed brutal.

      This was something else entirely.

      The Luxor 2 had little in common with its predecessor, which had been destroyed in a demon attack before Genesis. Dana had seen pictures of the original Luxor: a black-glass replica of a Giza pyramid projecting a light beam into the clouds. It had been impressive for a pre-Genesis casino. They’d managed to capture a little bit of magic while designing that attraction.

      The builders of Luxor 2 had literal magic on their side. It had two pyramids, one inverted atop the other so that their points touched in the middle. The upper half rotated slowly. The light wasn’t projected from Luxor 2’s apex, but from the magical eye suspended over the roof.

      Dana wasn’t going into either level of Luxor 2 today. She was going to a courtyard that was a modern interpretation of the Valley of the Kings. Statues posed against pillars gazed down at a multi-tiered stair. Perimeter torches flared with flames of a dozen colors, spewing diamond sparkles into the hazy night sky. Fountains crisscrossed the pavilion’s center. There was even a pond surrounded by reeds, dotted by lilies, and buzzing with magical simulacra of Nile fauna.

      Today the pond and the fountains were running red. “I am getting some serious First Plague vibes,” Lina said, shooting a smile at Dana as she hurried after an OPA agent carrying evidence bags. “If you see frogs and locusts, run.”

      Dana laughed. It was the only laugh to be heard for miles.

      Il Castrato Senesino had embedded twenty wooden poles into the ground, and then impaled twenty humans on them.

      The stakes had been implanted deeply into the concrete, ensuring the wood could support full body weight. A lot of the impalements were sloppy, lopsided, and the stakes still stood firm.

      Dana didn’t believe the janky skewerings were incompetence. After all, at this point, Dickless had gotten several opportunities to practice. He wasn’t clumsy in attempting to wrestle bodies onto the points. He must have already known how to shift the different orifices over the tips of the wooden stakes in order to let their body weight and gravity combine to finish the job.

      The killer had been trying to handle far too many victims all at once. That was the real problem.

      He’d fucked up the house with the twelve inhabitants, yet still shot for the moon with his next murder.

      Dickless may not have had a dick, but he had ambition.

      “You taking notes?” Dana asked, two fingers to her ear.

      “Yes ma’am,” Chris said. “From both you and Lina. She’s quiet now, so you’ve got all my attention.”

      “Good. There are twenty stakes and twenty victims on them. All are male.” She strolled around the scene, watching from beyond the bustling group of agents surveying it. “I think they’re all bloodless. Most of them are still moving.”

      “Do vampires feel pain?” he asked.

      Dana remembered stepping into sunlight, and how it had felt like taking a swan dive into a pot filled with water. “Oh yeah.”

      “Are people getting the victims down?”

      At the moment, the OPA was too busy cataloguing the scene to remove vampires. Getting them out of there wouldn’t make them heal. Leaving them in place wouldn’t make them deader. For now, they were evidence, not patients.

      Dana was surprised Chris couldn’t hear the moaning over her headset.

      “You don’t want an answer,” Dana said. “Twelve of the stakes are splintered. Looks like Dickless was tossing victims into the poles before he actually skewered them. Also, there are a lot of bloody handprints on the walls through here. Looks like injured people had been trying to escape.”

      “Same people on the spikes?”

      “I don’t think so. There’s some women around on the ground too. The women aren’t moving.” Dana snapped a few shots for their files and sent them to Chris. “Got the pics?”

      “Yes, and I’ve attached them to the file,” he said. “I’ll start on warrant paperwork ASAP.”

      Dana was getting a headache. “Don’t bother. No warrants against vamps right now. I’ll let you know if I see anything else that needs to go in the log; you can grab a cup of coffee for now.”

      “Caffeinated coffee, no less,” he said. “Thanks, Big D.”

      “What can I say? I live to right wrongs and triumph over evil.” She pressed the button on her headset to turn it off.

      Without a Hunting Club associate in her ear, there was no distraction from the wailing. The creaks of wooden stakes under two hundred pounds of load. The splashing fountains.

      Why had nobody turned the fountains off?

      Dana stepped up to the edge of the pool. There was so much blood in the water that it was nearly opaque black, but she saw pale forms at the bottom.

      More female victims slaughtered to feed the men on the stakes.

      “That was longer than five minutes.” Charmaine came to stand beside Dana, her mouth bowed into a severe frown.

      Dana clawed her way out of the depths of her thoughts, forcing herself to focus on the police chief. Charmaine was dressed ultra-plain. Her suit and shoes were tan, and she wore no makeup. She looked like she hadn’t been sleeping either.

      “I actually showed up in damn good time, thank you very much. You just didn’t see me. I’ve been here a while wondering how this happened,” Dana said.

      “Well, McIntyre, it’s sort of like barbecuing with skewers,” Charmaine deadpanned. She lifted her hands, fingers pinched, and mimicked jamming cubed veggies onto a skewer. Or meat cubes, maybe. Probably meat cubes.

      “That’s not what I mean, smart ass. How did the guy get twenty people impaled in such a public place without getting caught?”

      Her eyes were pinched at the edges, her mouth a tight line. “What makes you think he didn’t get caught?”

      [image: ]

      Dana could have gone her entire life without seeing what it looked like when a guy got a giant wooden stake up his ass. She’d done plenty of staking before, but never through someone’s asshole.

      It turned out that there was a world of difference between the faces someone made when their heart got impaled and when their nethers got impaled.

      Now she knew what it looked like. Luxor 2’s outdoor security cameras were super high resolution, so she got to see every single scream, every missed punch, every contorted face.

      “They must have spent a fortune on their security,” Dana said as Officer Wilson progressed the video frame by frame. It had recorded at over sixty frames per second. Reduced to quarter speed, they had a great view of blood spray misting over concrete and dripping down the inner thigh of one victim.

      “I wish I could have cameras this good at the precinct,” Charmaine said. She wasn’t actually looking at the monitors anymore. Watching them once was more than enough. “I’m going to tell Undersecretary Hawke you’re here, McIntyre. We need a confab.”

      She disappeared around the open door of the van.

      The LVMPD’s presence was minimal compared to that of the OPA, but they’d still brought a big van filled with tech to assist the investigation. It had enough monitors mounted in the rear that every one of Luxor 2’s cameras could play at once, surrounding Dana in murder from all angles. She felt like the proverbial fly on the wall, multifaceted eyes and all.

      “Start the video over from seventeen minutes after the hour,” Dana said. “Half speed.”

      “No problem.” Officer Wilson hit a few buttons.

      Dana watched the murders unfold again.

      The sudden eruption of violence in an otherwise relaxed courtyard, centralized near the fountains.

      The confusion as people tried to figure out who was screaming.

      The chaos when everyone ran.

      And then Il Castrato Senesino catching them, one by one.

      Dana watched the way that the vampire flowed through the night with dread lodged in her throat. He was fast enough that even sixty FPS wasn’t enough to catch every movement, which made his progress hard to follow. The cameras showed the wounds after the fact but not the initial infliction.

      “Fucking insane,” she said as Dickless impaled his first victim on one of those big wooden stakes.

      Officer Wilson practically exploded. “Right? Oh my gods, what the fuck?”

      “You took the words right from my mouth,” Cèsar said, stepping behind the doors with them. “Let me tell you, I’ve been to literal Hell before, and some of the stuff back there didn’t compete with this. That says a lot.”

      “Didn’t demons used to dice up human slaves for kebabs?” Dana asked.

      “Sure, but they didn’t roast people whole like this most of the time,” Cèsar said. “And even the parts that looked like humans weren’t still half alive and twitching. Not that I’m a fan of dead bodies in any format, mind you. But I’ve developed a hierarchy of most acceptable cadaver types. The best kind of body is one that doesn’t look like a body.”

      “I get why Secretary Friederling likes you,” Dana said. “You’re both so fucked in the head.”

      “He’d take that as a compliment.”

      A flash of movement on the video caught her attention. “Roll that back, Wilson.”

      Il Senesino had incapacitated most of his victims simultaneously by sweeping through the courtyard like cheesecloth blown on the wind. It was less than thirty seconds from quiet to blood everywhere.

      Then the stakes, those huge-ass poles, came out of seemingly nowhere. Even on the second watch, Dana wasn’t sure where he got them.

      “They look like sharpened two-by-fours,” Cèsar said. “He must have carried them to Luxor 2 and had them waiting nearby. Has anyone managed to figure out where he stashed them yet?”

      “No sir,” Officer Wilson said.

      Wherever the wood came from, it was off-screen, and Dana couldn’t tell exactly where he went to retrieve it.

      Il Senesino was fast.

      Dana wondered if she used to be a faster vampire than him.

      On the video, the killer grabbed a young girl. Cèsar cringed away from the monitors. “Stop rolling through that, Wilson.”

      The officer paused the video.

      This kind of mass damage was staggering, and there was no way they could give Dickless a chance to attack again. He’d started out killing one at a time. Then a dozen. Now twenty plus. What was next? Dana wasn’t willing to find out.

      “Why haven’t you daylighted Vegas yet?” she asked. Before she’d been sent to prison, Cèsar had made it clear that the OPA was going to do two things: cut off the Hunting Club’s vigilante license, and light up Vegas for six months so vampires couldn’t survive within its borders.

      “It takes ages to set up the ritual,” Cèsar said. “It’s not easy planting the idols we need, or even determining the locations around the city. We’re working on it.”

      Working on it wasn’t good enough. “What’s the soonest you can have this place in perpetual daylight?”

      He scratched his chin. “Thirty-six hours.”

      Dana glared at the screen, jaw tight. She could still remember Dickless driving a young man mouth-first onto a stake.

      Thirty-six hours wasn’t fast enough.

      In a stroke of fortunate timing, Officer Wilson had paused the footage so that one monitor showed a clear shot of their perpetrator. Dickless’s skin was painted and plasticky. The vee of his hairline was so distinct that it could have been done in greasepaint, like from a Halloween store. And that cape looked like it was a ten-dollar piece of fabric with a cardboard collar.

      “He looks like Dracula. He really, seriously looks like Dracula. Why?” Dana paced from side to side, spanning the width of the van. “That’s weird.”

      “Not necessarily,” Cèsar said. “Like Nissa Royal said, he’s got some serious idolatry going on, plus insecurity. Bad mix.”

      “Wait. You were listening to my talk with Nissa?”

      “You’re surprised?”

      “Do you think she’d tell me anything sensitive when she knows we’re not alone? And don’t try to argue that point. She knows. She’s a fucking psychic vampire.”

      “It’s a matter of policy,” Cèsar said.

      “Smear your policy on the end of a wooden stake and then shove it up your asshole,” Dana said.

      “Not until you buy me dinner,” he said, fishing around in his jacket’s inner pockets. He pulled out a plastic card. “If you want to talk to Nissa alone, fine. I’ll shove policy up my ass so you can have a private chat. But you should remember who’s responsible for you while you’re out of jail, and what’s at risk if you piss me off.”

      Dana took the card from him. They were OPA credentials that identified her as an employee with high-security access, and they’d used her mugshot for the photo. “For the last time, I’m not your fucking employee.”

      “Not yet,” he said, and he tossed her a pair of keys to an OPA vehicle. “But in thirty-six hours, the case will be closed because we’ve daylighted Vegas. And then you’re signing a contract or going back to prison.” He sparkled when he smirked. “Have a good talk with Nissa.”
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      This time, Dana let an OPA agent watch her back as she entered the tent to talk to Nissa. She didn’t like relying on a stranger for her safety, but it was better than exposing Penny to Nissa again. Or anyone from the Hunting Club, for that matter. Let the OPA and their shallow sidhe fucks absorb the danger.

      Nissa sat in the column of darkness in the center of the tent, hands resting on her knees, eyes closed. She looked meditative. “What did he do this time?” If she hadn’t started talking, Dana would have almost thought she was one of those creepy magical hologram ads. She was that still.

      “Look at this.” Dana held out a tablet at arm’s length, screen facing Nissa.

      The vampire’s eyes opened slowly. The reflection of the security video from Luxor 2 made her irises burn bright.

      Dana didn’t need to see what Il Senesino had done again. The sounds were bad enough. The screaming, the squishing.

      Nissa’s calmly puzzled expression was somehow worse. “It’s nice watching it like this. This way I can see a vampire at work without being distracted by those feelings.”

      “Yeah, it’s awful having to feel emotions. Totally the worst part about mass murder.” Dana tossed the tablet at Nissa. “What do you see in the video?”

      Nissa watched it to the end. Then she swiped to play it again. When it finished a second time, she started it a third. “Military training. Il Castrato Senesino is ex-military.”

      That was what the bartender had said. “How would you know that?”

      “My dad was Army.” Nissa nibbled on one of her knuckles, still transfixed by the video. “That looks like a strange breed of vampire. What is he?”

      “You tell me what he is. He was made by the venom from the Paradisos’s mortuary.”

      A shiver rocked through Nissa. “So it works. Post-mortem conception. We’d theorized, but…”

      “Dickless wouldn’t exist if you and the Paradisos weren’t hanging on to keepsakes. There are proper ways to dispose of the ashes. Procedures.”

      “Procedures?” Nissa asked. “You sound like Cèsar.” She said his name with easy familiarity, and she referenced a conversation that she couldn’t have overheard.

      Dana resisted the urge to take a step back. “Get out of my head, Nissa. You don’t wanna be in there.”

      “Because then I’ll see how much you miss being a vampire?” Nissa asked. “Are you faster than Il Castrato Senesino? We’ll never know. It’s disappointing.”

      “We have to catch this guy before he kills again. If you give me something to help catch him, I’ll make sure you’re given synth blood before you starve.”

      Nissa’s knuckles went white on the tablet. “Do you think they’ll try to starve me?”

      A quiver of fear again. That tremor that made it hard for Dana to hate her.

      Gods, she sounded like Penny when she talked like that.

      “Give me info. Help me catch him. You won’t starve,” Dana said.

      Nissa rubbed her upper arms like she was cold. She couldn’t be cold. It must have been a nervous tic. “I didn’t just issue or deny visas, you know. I researched preternatural breeds applying to visit so our security teams could be ready for them.”

      Now that was something that could be helpful. “Can you figure out what he is?”

      “I’ll do better than that,” Nissa said. “I’ll tell you some fundamentals about vampires you’d have learned if you were in a murder. For instance—did you know that vampires have attributes specific to their bloodlines?”

      “Yes.” Dana had noted how sire and fledgling shared fang shape.

      “Did you know that it’s theoretically possible to mix bloodlines?” Nissa asked.

      Dana got cold. “How?”

      “Multiple sires. You’ll never come across two masters who cooperate enough to change the same person, but if you did, the resulting vampire would have attributes of both.” Nissa shut the tablet off. Finally, the screaming stopped. “We had at least a dozen different breeds of vampire visit the area. A few strong enough to sire other vampires.”

      “Fuck me sideways in a pickup truck,” Dana said. “Nobody’s going to know how to fight Dickless based on bloodline because he’s a mixed blood. Because of what you did. Gods. I’m going to fucking kill you.”

      Nissa shook her head slowly. “Remember, this doesn’t end with me gone. It ends with you killing yourself. But Il Castrato Senesino goes first. I know one way you can definitely kill him regardless of bloodline.” Her smile split into a fang-baring grin. “You need Garlic Shots.”

      [image: ]

      Dana’s new OPA badge gave her access to more than their makeshift prison. It also meant she could get into the precinct after hours, even when there was no secretary in attendance. The OPA had upgraded the locks hoping to keep people out. Instead, they’d given Dana access.

      She slipped into Charmaine’s office through the hallway, avoiding the bullpen where officers would be working. The OPA badge opened her door too. Dana hoped that Cèsar’s tracking implant wouldn’t be precise enough to show him that she was snooping.

      There was nobody in Charmaine’s office. Moonlight shone in bars across the wall, cut into pieces by her horizontal blinds, and Dana stood by the wall for a minute to let her eyes adjust to the dimness. She tried not to remember how quickly her eyes had adapted to darkness as a vampire.

      She’d put out the word that she needed Garlic Shots. Lincoln Marshall had made them before; there was a narrow chance he could do it again. But Lincoln must have been gallivanting elsewhere with the Holy Nights Cathedral. He hadn’t responded.

      Dana couldn’t sleep yet. She needed to find Dickless to be able to use Garlic Shots if she did get them. She plopped into the chair and logged onto Charmaine’s computer. “Which of you fuckholes stole the venom?” She opened the list of people who worked for the LVMPD.

      It would be a man—it was usually men. Ninety percent of serial killers were male. One of Dana’s favorite tidbits to trot out when she was feeling particularly misandristic.

      Ninety percent chance of accuracy was good. Dana would put money on that any day.

      So she narrowed it down to men first, and then people who would have had access to the Vampire Vegas scene. It still left hundreds of personnel throughout Clark County. She drummed her fingers on the desk. How else to narrow it? Dana couldn’t filter by history of military service. Nor could she search by height and weight.

      “The fourth precinct,” she muttered. The first fledgling had been found behind that cop bar—the one frequented by people who worked at the fourth precinct.

      The list went from hundreds to dozens.

      Dana had no patience to look through them individually, even in such fewer quantities. She punched up the number to the Hunting Lodge.

      “Hunting Lodge, Chris here,” the secretary said with his usual mindless cheer.

      “Hey Chris, it’s McIntyre. I need Penny to whip together some code for me. I need to do smarter searches of LVMPD personnel information. I’m on their system, I can get Penny in.”

      “She’s not here, and neither is Dionne,” Chris said. “I’ve got time to take a whack at it, though.”

      Penny hadn’t gone to work? Dana momentarily entertained fantasies of the orc stretched out in bed wearing something strappy and leather and minimalistic.

      Then she realized what Chris had said.

      “Wait, you can code?” Dana asked.

      “Um, yes, I’m the software engineer,” Chris said.

      Fuck. She’d always thought he was their secretary. He was so good about answering the phone. “All right, I’ll shoot a remote link to you. Be discreet about it? I’m getting tossed back into prison if the OPA catches me, and you know what happens if I go to prison again.”

      “Decaf,” Chris said in a dramatic, gloomy tone. “I’ll ring you back soon. Watch your ass.”

      “Happily.” Dana hung up and shot a link to Chris, which left nothing for her to do except sit back and watch him navigate the database remotely. He’d taken Charmaine’s computer over completely.

      He clicked around for a moment, then opened some kind of compiler. He typed quickly. It wouldn’t take him long to code what Dana needed.

      The door eased open and Charmaine stepped in.

      Dana suddenly recalled getting caught stealing food as a kid. She’d loved beef jerky, but her adoptive mother refused to buy it (“Too many nitrates! Not good for a pretty little growing girl!”), so she’d stolen the Hunting Lodge’s jerky supply whenever she visited. Technically, the jerky had belonged to Abram—still a member at the time. And Anthony had walked into the office pantry to discover Dana eating all of it. She’d been a teenager, so when Anthony sat her down for a stern talking-to, she’d still burned with embarrassment rather than giving him the middle finger.

      The middle finger was more her style now, but she couldn’t deploy it against Charmaine.

      Hence the burning shame akin to being caught red-handed with jerky.

      “Oh hey, Chief,” Dana said casually, propping her ankles up on the desk. “What a coincidence, running into you here.”

      Charmaine frowned. “This is about as much a coincidence as an assassination. Do you think we don’t have alarms?”

      “Why would alarms go off when I’m using OPA credentials to enter facilities where I’m authorized?” Dana flashed it at Charmaine.

      “You’re assuming that only the OPA would set alarms for this space. It was my office—I have my alarms too. I assume you’re doing something Cèsar won’t like, so you better have a good explanation for me right now, or I’m turning your ass over to him.”

      “You’d turn me over?” Dana asked, batting her eyelashes at Charmaine. “But I’m so cute.”

      The chief gave her a stony stare. “The last time I violated Cèsar’s confidence, Anthony ended up dead.”

      A low blow.

      Dana could go lower.

      “Actually, it was Anthony’s confidence you violated by calling the OPA in,” Dana said.

      Charmaine’s mouth twitched. “Brianna said you’d do this. She said you would try to pick fights with everyone as a response to the grief.”

      “Brianna’s a loud-mouthed know-it-all.”

      The chief leaned over the back of the chair so she could see over Dana’s shoulder. “And you are…letting ghosts use my computer? Why is the cursor moving even though your hand’s not on the mouse?”

      “I’m trying to do a smart search of your database,” Dana said. “If I find what I think I’m gonna find, I’ll tell you and Cèsar immediately. Just didn’t want you panicking if my suspicions aren’t right.”

      “What are those suspicions, exactly?”

      Dana’s phone rang. She answered it.

      “All done,” Chris said. “Click the last icon and enter whatever parameters you want to search by. It’ll look through every field for every record.”

      “Thanks.” Dana hung up. She clicked the icon Chris added to the screen and entered the height/weight she suspected for Il Senesino. “I think Dickless works for you.”

      Charmaine paled, which only made her golden eyes seem to glow brighter. “What? How?”

      “He’s a vampire that got recently sired, but not by any masters from this region. And someone stole vampire venom from a room that only the LVMPD accessed,” Dana said. “In related news, two plus two is four, four plus four is eight, and you’ve got a psychopath on your payroll.”

      The search finished. It came up with five employees who fit the vague measurements of Il Senesino.

      “If you had to rank these people from least psychopathic to the most, who’d be on top?” Dana asked.

      “I couldn’t,” she said. “We have psychological screening, and…” She trailed off, then bent closer to the screen again.

      “Did a name pop out?”

      “Officer Jeffreys,” Charmaine said.

      The name brought to mind the memory of a square, boring-looking man with a bushy mustache. Dana clicked on his name to bring up his file. His photo was exactly as boring and average as her memory of him. Would he look like Dracula if he painted his face?

      “Albert’s been on leave for a couple of weeks,” Charmaine said. “His leave should have ended last week, in fact. He called in to extend it. Said he’s sick.”

      Dana popped out of the office chair, gesturing for Charmaine to take it instead. “Pull up the logs for who’s checked in at Near Dark. Who specifically has been on the scene, and at what specific times?”

      “Albert fell sick prior to the raid on Near Dark. He wasn’t working at that time,” Charmaine said.

      But she ran the search.

      With the help of Chris’s new script, it took barely a moment to find one particular name amongst the hundreds of employees who’d checked in on the site.

      The same day that the OPA had raided Vampire Vegas, Albert Jeffreys had checked in to the crime scene.

      “But this is Albert,” Charmaine said. “He’s one of the only people around here that I do trust.” Her mood seemed to sink lower with each word until she was slumped over at the end. She glared at Jeffreys’s file with resolve. Anger. Her hands curled around the edge of the desk until the wood creaked from her lupine strength.

      Dana had already transferred Officer Jeffreys’s file onto her phone so that she could read through it. She stopped swiping through at his education history. “He was a College of Southern Nevada graduate in 2024.”

      “Yes, Officer Jeffreys was a criminal justice major,” Charmaine said.

      “Except that there was no CSN class of 2024,” Dana said. “That was when the daimarachnids tore the place down to the foundation. Don’t you remember it?”

      “I’ve never heard of this incident.”

      “You probably did. Only CSN administrators know this was a demon attack rather than a fire. Students that year had to go to UNLV, though. And they all got UNLV diplomas in 2024.”

      A growl rippled out of Charmaine’s chest. “Which means that Albert definitely didn’t graduate from CSN that year. What else did we miss when hiring him?”

      Dana was already skimming through the files again. “I can’t find the psychologist who cleared him for work. Dr. Furlow?”

      “He died a couple of years back,” Charmaine said. “December 2030, if I remember correctly. We canceled the Christmas party because of him.”

      “Albert Jeffreys’s psych eval was in December 2030.”

      Their eyes met.

      “Gods fucking damn it all to Hell and a half,” Charmaine said.

      Dana held a hand out. “Swear Jar.”

      The chief gave her a five-dollar bill.

      “Let’s tell the undersecretary we’re going to Albert Jeffreys’s address,” Dana said.
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      Officer Albert Jeffreys lived in an apartment well off the Strip, far enough from the precinct that his morning commute must have taken close to an hour with traffic.

      “It’s so cozy,” Cèsar said when they pulled up. He actually looked misty eyed. “It reminds me of my first eighteen apartments. Oh, look at the rats!”

      “Eighteen apartments?” Dana asked. She couldn’t believe that this pretty boy in his custom Italian suits would have ever lived in an apartment building like Officer Jeffreys’s, especially one with visible rats on arrival. Dana had to stomp through a pile of Corona bottles to even get to the stairs.

      “Swear to the gods, we pay our employees better than this,” Charmaine muttered. She was at the back of a cluster of agents proceeding toward the suspect’s apartment. She was positioned well behind their many magical shields, which seemed ridiculous, considering how much damage a coyote shifter could absorb.

      “Doesn’t matter how much money you have when you’re bad at spending it,” Cèsar said.

      They’d reached Officer Jeffreys’s apartment. Dana drew the stake, taking a step forward to push through the agents.

      Cèsar caught her shoulder. “Agents first.”

      “Like at the casino, when letting agents go first meant we almost missed a victim?” Dana asked.

      “Women and their elephant memories. That was hours ago. Forgive, forget, let my guys do their job.”

      They opened Albert Jeffreys’s door with a battering ram of glittering diamond, which materialized in an agent’s hand. Magic. It was better even than Dana’s stake.

      She stepped back so that the agents could pour in.

      “This is a perk of being upper management,” Cèsar said. “I used to be the guy kicking down doors and running in like a duck target at a shooting range. Now I let the underlings do it. I get to stand back and watch them do the hard work. Ahh.”

      “Lower pay, higher risk of mortality.” Dana was grinning the way Brianna did. Maybe she was going as crazy as Brianna too.

      “You’ve got that backwards. Higher pay, lower risk of mortality. That’s the way it goes. I’m too valuable to risk. You work for the OPA permanently, you’ll get to be valuable too. It’s a hell of a lot better than prison.”

      Dana somehow doubted that.

      An agent stuck her head out. “It’s clear, sir.”

      Charmaine was first of “upper management” through the door.

      Officer Jeffreys’s apartment was exactly what Dana expected: cluttered, dark, smelly. He hadn’t seemed like a cluttered, dark, and smelly guy at the precinct. His desk was spotless. But nothing about his presentation for the cops had been authentic. Not his diploma, his psych eval, or his cleanliness.

      He also wasn’t Il Castrato Senesino.

      “Fuck me,” Dana said.

      The sidhe agents were standing in a circle around a puddle of blood. Officer Albert Jeffreys’s body was in the middle of it, a needle jammed under his chin.

      It looked like he’d been rotting for days.

      [image: ]

      Murderer or not, Jeffreys was a filthy man. Mold grew in his sinks. An agent had the refrigerator open but the light was off. No power. Jeffreys had been storing blood bags in there anyway. Some were synth, but most were Ziplocs, and Dana suspected those hadn’t come from willing donors.

      “He’s got a roommate.” Charmaine shined her flashlight on the wall, highlighting a shot of Jeffreys with his arm around an equally square, boring woman. She had the same hair color. Given a mustache, they’d look like the same person.

      “Sister?” Dana asked.

      “There was no sister in the files,” Charmaine said. “Jesus Christ, I took this guy to lunch so many times and I didn’t know anything.”

      Cèsar found a light switch and flipped it. Suddenly there was light.

      “Oh, look, a wall of psychosis,” Cèsar said. The biggest, emptiest wall of the living room to tape news articles printed off the computer. They were connected by pins and red thread. “I love it when killers do this. Makes it so easy to figure out exactly how batshit they are.”

      Dana was glaring at the picture of Jeffreys and his sister.

      She didn’t fit the profile.

      Just the fact that she was a woman didn’t fit the profile. They’d been operating under the assumption that the castrations were a reaction to impotence, and that didn’t fit.

      Dana had been so certain. Jeffreys had been perfect for the crime.

      Yet here was his body, exsanguinated on the floor of his trash heap of an apartment.

      “You’re the resident vampire expert, McIntyre,” Cèsar said. “Take a look around the apartment. Deduce Il Castrato Senesino’s next move. Make all the paperwork involved in borrowing you from prison worthwhile.”

      Dana might have been the vampire expert, but she wasn’t a serial killer expert. Everything she saw around the apartment looked like normal psychotic human being stuff. Only psychos kept a jar of toenails in the bathroom—and Albert Jeffreys’s sister.

      “There’s mail addressed to Freddie Bloom here,” said Officer Wilson. He wore gloves as he shuffled through a pile of envelopes on the kitchen table, which he appeared to have found between a jug of white vinegar and a moldy cake dish.

      “Freddie Bloom, Freddie Bloom,” Cèsar said. “That name’s almost good enough to be sidhe.”

      Sidhe, but not vampire.

      Dana glared at Jeffreys’s mustached body.

      “It’s not right,” she muttered.

      Charmaine plucked a business card for a therapist off of the Wall of Crazy. “Dr. Blumenthal. Jeffreys or Bloom was getting psych help.”

      “Must have been the worst therapist ever, but hey, it gives us someone to talk to for information.” Cèsar was inching toward the front door. He’d lost interest in the scene now that it turned out there was a body but no culprit.

      “I’ll see about getting an appointment,” Charmaine said.

      Dana crouched beside the body. There were no visible wounds on Jeffreys aside from the needle insertion point. The syringe was still hanging there.

      He’d died in his underwear, rolled halfway onto his side. She didn’t have to touch him to know that there weren’t any stake marks. If his sister, Freddie, had killed him, then she’d done it before developing a penchant for impalement.

      “Gloves,” Dana said, holding out a hand.

      Officer Wilson delivered a pair. She put them on before turning the syringe so that she could see inside. A tiny bit of red sludge was smeared at the bottom.

      “Any guesses what that is?” Charmaine asked. She waved over a tech to collect it.

      “Vampire venom,” Dana said.

      “An early victim of Dickless, then.”

      Dana didn’t reply. That didn’t feel right, but she couldn’t say why.

      Cèsar had moved back to look into the bedroom, and Dana followed him. The undersecretary stopped in the doorway, blocking it with his broad shoulders.

      “Move,” Dana said.

      “You don’t want to see this,” he said.

      “I’ll be the judge of that.” Dana wedged into the bedroom to look at its pair of lumpy mattresses, brown-stained sheets, and broken lamp. Jeffreys and Bloom had been sleeping on twin beds on opposite walls, like children forced to share space.

      Turned out that Cèsar was right. Dana didn’t want to see the bedroom.

      Pages from books had been ripped out and taped to this wall, much like in the front room. The bedroom was overpowered by the number of news articles flapping gently in the complex’s central air conditioning, though.

      Dana’s face scowled back at her from at least a dozen of those news articles.

      She knew that she hit the papers sometimes, but avoided reading the articles. Dickless had been so invested in news about Dana that they went to buy the hard copies—something that only the oldest of the old and collectors did. Same way that vinyl still circulated.

      “Please don’t tell me they’ve cut my face out and taped it on any naked women,” Dana said.

      “I don’t think it’s the sex she wants.” Cèsar ripped a page off the wall. It was a think-piece from The Atlantic analyzing how a mere human like Dana could take down vampires. The author’s conclusion at the end had been highlighted in pink. It boiled down to saying Dana was simply stronger than vampires in every way but physical. Mentally, socially, in her advanced training.

      That article had been published a few weeks before Dana got eaten by Achlys, and written the year prior. She’d forgotten about the interview she’d given the author by the time it was published.

      Someone had written “WRONG” in big letters over it in permanent marker.

      Cèsar waved his hand toward one side of the wall. “These articles are from before you got changed.” He waved his other hand at the opposite side. “These are from after.” There were no articles about Dana on the right. They were all about Mohinder, Nissa, and the evolving Paradisos. “On the bright side, McIntyre, I don’t think this killer is out to get you.”

      “You kidding? All the ladies want me. Can’t resist me.” Because Dana seriously needed another lady-vampire obsessing over her.

      “Naw, we’ve gotta look at this another way. She’s fixated on getting strong. That’s why she stole venom and started dressing up like Count Chocula.”

      “The strongest of all the vampires ever,” Dana said.

      “I like his cereal,” Cèsar said.

      The desk was as cluttered as the kitchen table, but one thing caught her eye. “Weird. Look at this.” Dana lifted a book from amid the crumpled gum wrappers.

      “That’s Lucian Wilder’s book on werewolf hunting, isn’t it?” Cèsar took it out of her hand, glanced over his shoulder at Charmaine. She was distracted talking to the agents in the living room. “Let’s not tell the chief what we found. Shifters get touchy about the Wilder legacy of mayhem, slaughter, and skinning.”

      “Yeah they do. That book’s been out of print since Genesis, and the Alpha made sure it’s illegal to reprint.”

      “Well, this one’s dated 2015, so she must have gotten a last copy somehow. Bloom must have been a collector.” Cèsar shifted other books on his desk around with a knuckle. “Old annotated copy of Hume’s Almanac, Vampyr: A Guide, copies of The Prophecies of Flynn—you want to talk about weird, creepy books? That’s a whole series of creepy books.”

      Someone had been annotating some of the older books. They were yellowed, crumpled, and torn. The spines had gone soft from how many times they’d been opened and closed. The top one was called A History of Vlad the Impaler. The one underneath…

      “Countess Báthory?” Charmaine asked, peering over Dana’s shoulder. She’d caught up to them. “Who’s that?”

      “The Blood Countess was in sixteenth-century Hungary. She was caught taking baths in the blood of virgins lured from a nearby village,” Dana said. “She thought it would keep her young.”

      “I’d rather inject copious amounts of botulism into my face,” Cèsar said.

      The police chief flipped through the book on Countess Báthory. Dana didn’t need the refresher; she’d studied history as part of her adolescent training, and her memories of the Blood Countess’s crimes were as clear as Il Castrato Senesino’s.

      This information must have been new to Charmaine. She looked increasingly grave as she flipped through the book. “If Freddie Bloom was studying Vlad the Impaler to learn how to skewer people, then what’s she going to do after reading about this countess?”

      “Ideally, she’ll follow Báthory’s example and rot in a cell until the day she dies,” Cèsar said. “But not if we stand around talking all day. Hey!” He raised his voice as he approached the agents in the next room. “Round up the evidence! Everything you see in here? That’s evidence!”

      “I trusted Officer Jeffreys,” Charmaine said, standing back beside Dana. “If you’d asked me yesterday who I’d want to back me up on a deep dive into the Nether Worlds, I’d have put him near the top of the list.” She stared helplessly around his apartment, frustration trembling in her fingers. “It took too long for me to realize he was gone. I should have been checking on him.”

      “Best thing to do when you feel betrayed? Punch shit,” Dana said. “It’s what I do.”

      “I don’t feel betrayed. I can’t believe I didn’t see this. I’m disappointed in myself, shocked, angry… I should have known.” Charmaine raked a hand through her hair, tipping her head back to gaze at the ceiling. “I’m thinking of quitting.”

      “You quit, I quit.”

      Charmaine flung her hands in the air. “I got this job in the first place for arresting the Fremont Slasher. And he was never the Slasher. I worked with Jeffreys for years without realizing his information was bogus. And Anthony…”

      “We all make mistakes,” Dana said.

      “You don’t.”

      “The fuck I don’t. Hey, you missed something twice. Twice across a career. Doesn’t mean you’re not good—and the city needs you now more than ever. You got it? Don’t mention quitting again or I’ll make a coyote skin rug out of you.”

      Charmaine snorted. “I don’t know why I’m venting to you. You know I hold you in high esteem, McIntyre, but not in the feelings department.”

      “You’re talking to me for the same reason I’m talking to you. Because neither of us can talk to Anthony anymore.” Dana almost couldn’t get the last words out.

      The police chief cleared her throat. “Hey, Cèsar! Time’s wasting. Next move?”

      “Well, we have to look for something like this.” Cèsar crossed the tide of techs and agents to show them diagrams taken from the Wall of Crazy. “Freddie Bloom was designing a shower.”

      “How’s a giant cage hanging over a bathtub work as a shower?” Charmaine asked, tilting her head to study the diagram from another angle.

      Dana remembered engravings of that particular device. “Person goes in the cage. Psychopath goes in the bath. He stabs whoever’s in the cage and stands under the blood spray.”

      Charmaine looked like she was halfway between disgusted and pensive and didn’t know which one to chase. She picked pensive. “Freddie Bloom might have a trade background. Someone who can plan and build elaborate cages like this has a background.”

      “Was Freddie Bloom in the military?” Dana asked.

      “We’re searching for information about her, but her background check will probably come up with as much legitimate information as Officer Jeffreys’s.”

      “If Bloom doesn’t have a military background, she’s not the killer.”

      “Don’t get cocky. You don’t know that.” Charmaine picked up another photograph, her golden eyes fixed on it with breathtaking fury. “I think we know where we can find all about Bloom and her brother. Who they really were.” She turned the frame so that Dana could see it.

      The picture showed a younger Albert Jeffreys standing next to a much older woman with the same nose, the same eyes. She looked like Freddie Bloom plus thirty years.

      “Il Castrato Senesino has a mommy,” Cèsar said. “That’s nice.”

      “Look at the L&Ps in the background,” Charmaine said. L&Ps was a local convenience store chain. “That’s a few blocks east of here. She might be local. I’ll see if I can find her. We’ve gotta pin this fucker down now, before we lose more people like…” She trailed off, gazing at Jeffreys’s body. A photographer was taking shots of him from every angle now. The flash made his skin flare bright each time.

      The chief blew out the front door.

      Dana checked her watch. “How long before daylighting protocol kicks in?”

      “About thirty hours,” Cèsar said.

      One day.

      Thirty hours too many.
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      It turned out that Albert Jeffreys’s last known address was near the L&Ps from the photo. His name was still on the deed to the property, but the electricity bill was sent to a woman named Joni Harris—a sixty-three year old who lived alone. She had been arrested for drug possession once. The photo on file matched Jeffreys’s picture.

      Dana and Charmaine arrived at sunrise.

      The home was a tiny stucco house with a clay-colored roof and a dirt yard dotted by foxtail tufts. A shoebox-sized swamp cooler was jammed where a window used to be, held in place by copious amounts of tape and plywood. The door’s screen hung ajar, crooked, disconnected from its upper hinge.

      When Dana opened the squeaking gate, a Chihuahua’s head thrust through the dog flap. It yapped frantically at them, teeth bared.

      “I’m not going near that thing,” Dana said. “Just FYI.”

      “It weighs less than a toaster,” Charmaine said.

      “I got bitten by a Bichon Frise when I was seven. Those tiny teeth hurt.”

      Charmaine shook her head. “Dana McIntyre, legendary vampire slayer.” Her eyebrows twitched into a scowl. “I hate small dogs.” She whirled and snarled, baring her human teeth at the Chihuahua.

      The dog yelped. It disappeared inside.

      “Much better,” Dana said, climbing the stairs.

      Charmaine pounded a fist on the doorframe. “Mrs. Harris? Mrs. Harris, are you home?”

      The responding silence was filled with the rushing of cars over the freeway, the Chihuahua barking somewhere deep in the house, and the rattle of the swamp cooler.

      Charmaine pounded harder. “Mrs. Harris!”

      “Hey look, the door is open,” Dana said.

      “No it’s not. What do you—?”

      Dana leaned back and lashed out with one boot. She shattered the jamb.

      “Damn it, McIntyre,” Charmaine said.

      Dana shoved into the house. All its windows were boarded internally—a fact that she hadn’t been able to tell from outside. It made the tiny one-bedroom house hot and close.

      “It reeks of dog shit,” Dana groaned, stepping aside so that Charmaine could enter as well. They tested the light switch. It didn’t turn anything on.

      “It smells like a lot of things, and dog shit is the least offensive of them.” Charmaine’s sense of smell was much better than Dana’s. She was probably picking up all kinds of details about Mrs. Harris’s life that Dana was happy not to know about.

      Just being able to see inside the house was bad enough. Its sagging brown couch had accumulated a good fifty years of tar from cigarette smoking. It had been nudged aside recently, exposing a slice of white paint where everything else was stained yellow. The peeling linoleum was edged in dirt that had blown in from outside.

      A woman stood in the doorway to the kitchen. Dana hadn’t heard her coming.

      “Mrs. Harris?” Charmaine asked. She grabbed the badge on her belt. “I’m the chief of the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department, Charmaine Villanueva. Your door was open.”

      “You have no right to be on my property,” Mrs. Harris said without lifting her head. What remained of her patchy hair was stringy, hanging limp over her sagging shoulders. “This is my home. You need a warrant.”

      “We thought someone was being murdered in here,” Dana said. “You know, with all the screeching.” The Chihuahua sounded like he’d been locked in a bathroom, but he was still going.

      “That’s Conan,” Mrs. Harris said. “Conan is not probable cause.”

      “I have questions about your kids,” Charmaine said.

      Mrs. Harris’s hands clutched the collar of her shirt. The chest had “Nama-Gonna-Stay At Home” encircled by tacky-ass fake mandalas around it. It looked slightly more recent than the couch, but only slightly. The hems at the armpits had torn over time to expose the stretched lines of her sagging side-boob.

      “Brian? Or Shelley?” Mrs. Harris asked.

      “Brian and Shelley Harris? Those are the names of your children?”

      The old woman nodded after a moment’s hesitation. “They came out of me. Yeah. Too old to call them children now.”

      “Let’s talk outside,” Charmaine said.

      Getting out of that stench sounded like a great idea to Dana, but Mrs. Harris puffed up at the suggestion. “I’m not going anywhere with you.”

      “I’m allergic to cigarette smoke and dog shit.” Dana faked a cough. “The wall stains alone are sending me into anaphylactic shock.”

      “That is from incense,” Mrs. Harris said, pointing at the wall. “It’s part of my religion, you ignorant assholes! You can’t discriminate against my religion! It might be legal to imprison witches with filthy shifters, but this is still America, goddess damn it all, and—and I don’t talk to Brian anymore! If you want help with him, you’ll have to look somewhere else!”

      “Do you think Brian is someone the police would need help against?” Charmaine asked.

      Mrs. Harris grabbed sunglasses off a shelf before shuffling into the living room. She crammed them onto her face, hiding her eyes, and wedged herself against the wall by the end of the couch. “He was a disturbed man.”

      “Was?” Dana asked. “When was the last time you spoke to your son?”

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I don’t remember. Get out of my house.”

      “Do your children get along with each other? Do you think they’d ever be likely to hurt one another?”

      “I told you to get out of my house!” Mrs. Harris clung to the neck of her shirt tighter, like it was a security blanket.

      “We can have this talk here or at the precinct. It’s your choice,” Charmaine said. “Your kids appear to have falsified their backgrounds, and we need to know their histories.”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t know about what happened to him at school. How he hurt her.”

      “What did Brian do to Shelley?” Charmaine asked.

      Mrs. Harris laughed. “What didn’t he do? He was sadistic. Killing her pet rabbit, pushing her into walls, sticking her with thumb tacks when she slept… Brian deserved it when Shelley messed with him. It’s all in the files—I know it is.”

      Charmaine didn’t look visibly disturbed. Killing pet rabbits wasn’t much when compared to the kinds of crime scenes they’d been working. “What did Shelley do to Brian in retaliation?”

      “He was always cruel to her,” Mrs. Harris said. “I kept telling him to stop, so he had it coming.”

      Charmaine repeated herself. “What did Shelley do to Brian?”

      “Both of them went through treatment,” Mrs. Harris said. “They were cleared to live in society. I didn’t even raise them—they were in foster homes. You can’t blame me for anything.”

      “Yes. I know. We’re just here to talk.”

      “I can see the truth in you,” Mrs. Harris said, shaking her pointer finger at them both. “I know what you’re thinking. That losing Brian’s manhood made him more aggressive, more violent. It’s not true. Men are only improved when those hormones are taken away from them. He’d have been even better if Shelley had fixed him before puberty struck!”

      Dana’s hand went to the stake on her belt. This lady was a complete creepshow. “You’re telling me that Brian Harris lost his ‘manhood’? As in his genitalia? And this fixed him?”

      “Those were her words, not mine,” Mrs. Harris said. “I did my best to make Brian all better afterward. It’s not my fault he’s…” Her jaw trembled. She forced herself to let go of her shirt, and the cloth was all wrinkled where she’d been holding it.

      Charmaine was wound up so tight that she practically hummed. Her eyes glinted in the darkness. “Are you aware your son has been found dead?”

      Mrs. Harris slid onto the arm of the couch. Her fingernails dug into the arm. It was like she was trying to retreat as far into the darkness in the back of the room as possible. “I didn’t know.” But she didn’t seem surprised, and she certainly didn’t look grieving.

      She was lying. Mrs. Harris had seen at least one of her kids—and recently.

      Alarm bells rang out in Dana’s mind. “Take the sunglasses off.”

      “I’m hungover. I don’t wanna,” she snapped.

      Dana released the stake from her belt, swinging it behind her so that it was hidden.

      The chief approached Mrs. Harris slowly. “We’re going to need you to come down to the station to discuss this.”

      “No!” She slammed her back into the corner. Even then, she kept trying to get further away, digging her feet into the couch for traction. “It’s not my fault!” A tear tracked down her cheek, sliding out from underneath the frame of the sunglasses. “He was wrong the minute he came out with that shit between his legs!”

      “Take the glasses off right now and put your hands behind your head,” Dana said.

      Mrs. Harris seemed to snap. “You want my glasses off? Fine! I’ll take them off!”

      “No sudden movements,” Charmaine began to say.

      But the woman had already taken off her sunglasses and thrown them so hard that they whipped Dana’s head backward. Her skull struck drywall.

      She staggered with a groan, touching her throbbing head. Her fingers got bloody. The woman’s sunglasses had cut Dana.

      Mrs. Harris’s irises were crimson.

      With a shriek, she tore her shirt open from the neck to the hem, exposing those sagging tube-sock breasts. There was a line of impalement marks running from her collarbone to her navel. One of Dickless’s victims left to walk.

      The smell of blood in the air was too much for a new vampire.

      She was on Dana within instants.

      Mrs. Harris’s head snapped back, jaw opening wide to expose short, pointed teeth. Dana didn’t know what kind of vampire she was. It didn’t even matter. She was about to tear Dana’s throat out.

      Then Charmaine appeared behind her.

      She hurled the vampire off of Dana.

      When Mrs. Harris hit the wall, she exploded into ash.

      Charmaine reeled away. “What the…?”

      Dust showered to the floor. Dana’s stake landed at the center of it all, thumping across the carpet and coming to a stop at her toes.

      She had brought the stake up when Mrs. Harris jumped. The vampire had staked herself.

      And now their only contact who knew Albert Jeffreys before he’d been Albert Jeffreys was ash.

      “You know,” Dana said, propped up on her elbows on the smoke-stained carpet, “this week has been total shit.”

      Charmaine took out her phone and looked at the screen. Anger clouded her features. “It gets worse.”

      Dana’s phone buzzed too.

      She’d gotten a text from Cèsar—presumably the same one that Charmaine had.

      “Alarms at Tonopah detention center. Nissa Royal missing.”
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      Nissa’s prison rose from the desert, a line of white on a field of black. From a distance, it looked like a daylit greenhouse built on a dried lakebed. As they grew nearer, Dana could make out the faint glimmer of warding magic, barbed wire, outlines of men with guns—features that belonged on no greenhouse.

      Dana’s phone rang and Charmaine handed it to her.

      “The number’s unknown,” said the chief.

      With the phone pressed between her ear and shoulder, Dana whipped around an outcropping to take a shortcut closer to the prison. “McIntyre here,” Dana said.

      “It’s Lincoln. I looked for Garlic Shots.”

      “And?”

      “I don’t have the right stuff. The Hardwicks aren’t sharing, either. They can’t afford to donate again,” Lincoln said.

      Dana clenched her teeth. She drove over a pile of sagebrush and it felt like her skull was gonna shake out of her head. “I’ll take whatever you’ve got of the Garlic Shots short of unobtainium.” Maybe the apotropaics alone would shrivel Freddie Bloom into a helpless raisin.

      “I can drop it off at the Hunting Lodge before sunrise if you—”

      “Good, do that,” she said, and she turned off the phone. Not a courteous way to speak to her spiritual leader. But she’d reached the prison, and she could hear the alarms.

      The shadowy men inside the prison were running. It was never a good sign when OPA agents got moving like that.

      “Fuck,” Dana swore.

      “Go find Nissa,” Charmaine said. “I’ll get right to the security station.”

      “Roger.” Dust exploded in front of Dana’s car when she braked hard, leaping out to badge through the gate. She was a few long strides from the door, where she didn’t need a badge to get inside; someone had torn the plastic open, leaving a ragged hole in both wall and ward.

      Dana stopped short inside of the entryway. All that semitransparent plastic was splattered with blood. The harsh UV lights meant that the blood was bright, violent red. Even the scuffed dirt was soaked with it.

      “What happened?” Dana asked, grabbing an agent by his arm when he tried to head for the security checkpoint.

      He looked at her without seeing. His panic made the world behind him swirl, breaking through the OPA glamour that otherwise concealed his sidhe magic. “We have to check the perimeter!” he said, shoving Dana aside to burst through the doors. The plastic flapped behind him.

      Her heart flopped. “Fuck,” she said again.

      Nobody stopped Dana when she raced through door after door. They were too busy trying to help their compatriots escape—carrying the wounded over their shoulders, applying pressure to bullet wounds while they moved.

      Bullet wounds. Not teeth marks.

      Maybe Nissa hadn’t escaped.

      Dana only had the luxury of thinking like that for a few seconds. She raced down the long hallway to Nissa’s cell and flung aside the plastic sheets that formed the door.

      Nissa was not in the center ring of darkness. In fact, there was no center ring of darkness. The entire room was only half-lit. It was still bright enough that it should have kept Nissa from wandering—unless she had help.

      Like the blank-eyed OPA agents aiming a bunch of guns at Dana.

      Thralls.

      Dana flung herself back into the hallway a heartbeat before they opened fire.

      Bullets chewed through the plastic. Holes opened over her head, each of them the size of her fist or smaller.

      Dana rolled and kept rolling. Bullets peppered the ground where she’d been lying as they adjusted their aim to compensate. They could only make out her silhouette in the hallway once she was on the other side of the plastic, just as she’d only been able to see silhouettes when she approached.

      The torn plastic let hot desert air blow in. Dana squirmed through it, crawling out into darkness.

      She swept her gaze over the lakebed. Even with the moonlight, it was too dark to tell if anyone was running into the distance.

      Nissa was long gone.

      Dana raced around the perimeter of the prison tent, getting behind the enthralled OPA agents. They’d lost track of her, brains numbed by Nissa’s psychic power.

      That meant that they weren’t ready for Dana when her hands punched through the tent, tearing plastic as she grabbed two agents by the shoulders and slammed their heads together. Skull against skull sounded like striking hollow coconuts.

      She kicked aside the tangle of plastic sheeting to break through. The thralls turned slowly. She ripped a gun out of the hands of one agent. Dana aimed low, squeezed the trigger, and swept wide. Bullets bit into the legs of enthralled agents.

      They weren’t so numbed by thrall that they couldn’t scream from the pain.

      Dana kicked the guns away from them as they fell. It was enough to disarm the humans, but one of them was sidhe. They couldn’t be disarmed of their most powerful weapon.

      She flung a hand toward Dana. Sidhe magic zipped through the air, turning it to electricity. Cold wind blasted into Dana’s chest. Her feet tore free of the ground.

      Dana lost track of gravity, lost track of the tent. Light and darkness flipped end over end.

      It wasn’t until she hit lakebed that she realized she’d been thrown meters from the tent.

      A gunshot rang out.

      Dana flinched.

      But she didn’t feel any pain.

      Pushing herself onto all fours, she looked up to see the sidhe agent facedown in the dirt and Undersecretary Hawke holstering a Desert Eagle.

      “Sorry, Colleen,” he said.

      Dana got to her feet. She was hurting in all sorts of places where she’d forgotten that she could even feel pain. Vampires didn’t hurt like this. “Did you just kill one of your own agents?”

      Cèsar grabbed Dana’s arm when she staggered over, helping her keep on her feet. “I just shot her a little bit.” By which he meant he’d shot her in the back. The shoulder blade, to be precise.

      “That looks a half-inch away from being fatal,” Dana said.

      “If she were human, it would be fatal,” Cèsar said. “But the faerie folk are sturdier than you’d think, and these aren’t iron bullets. Hey! Cleanup crew!” He waved at headlights approaching from the opposite side of the lakebed.

      “Did you run into Charmaine?”

      “Yep. Already sent her back to the city. She had no business being out here anyway.”

      “You don’t think an escaped convict is the police chief’s business?”

      “Nope,” Cèsar said. “So we’ve got a little bit of a problem, McIntyre.”

      “Little? Nissa Royal is a little problem?”

      “We know she won’t have gone far. After all, didn’t she escape for you? She better have escaped for you. I paid you fifty bucks over that.”

      Dana shook her head slowly. As much as she cherished her hard-won money, she didn’t think Nissa had left to look for Dana. Nissa would have intercepted her on the way. Or she’d still be at the prison. “She’s up to something else.”

      “Well, wherever she went, she better plan on getting out of the area in the next eighteen hours,” Cèsar said. “Once we light this city up, any vampires left on its streets are ash.”

      Dana kneeled next to the sidhe agent—Colleen—and helped turn her over. She was beautiful, as all sidhe were, and already beginning to stir. When her eyes opened to focus on Dana, the light within her irises made it look like she contained hollow galaxies. “Dana,” Colleen said. Her voice was as vacant as her gaze.

      Dana muttered a few choice swear words. “Nissa.”

      “What?” Cèsar asked, putting a hand on his gun.

      “She knows who I am so she’s still under thrall,” Dana said. She sat Colleen up. “I’m gonna bet you have a message for me.”

      The way that Colleen hunched her shoulders made her look a lot like Nissa. “I changed my mind about the series of events. I want to kill Il Castrato Senesino together,” Colleen said to Dana. “One more kill as a team, like old times.”

      “There are no old times, you fucking stalker,” Dana said.

      “Find Il Castrato Senesino for me,” Colleen said. “I’ll meet you once it’s time for him to die.”

      “Where? Where will we meet?” Dana asked.

      “You’ll find me,” Colleen said. “You’ll have no choice but to find me.” The instant the last word came out, she slumped, falling back to the ground. Message over.

      “I hope that message made more sense to you,” Cèsar said.

      Unfortunately, it did.

      Dana was on her feet, lurching toward the car she’d parked by the entrance.

      “There’s only one place Nissa could go where I’d have to follow her,” Dana called over her shoulder.

      And she needed to get there first.

      [image: ]

      Dana slammed through the door to the penthouse she shared with Penny an hour later.

      One long, agonizing hour of driving at top speed into Las Vegas. It was the fastest Dana had crossed that much space on four wheels before.

      It wasn’t fast enough.

      The penthouse was dark. It was empty.

      “Penny!” Dana shouted, pushing into the bathroom, the bedroom, the armory. She knew she wouldn’t find her wife there. She could feel the emptiness in the air from the moment she’d entered the city.

      OPA agents spilled throughout the penthouse, searching behind furniture and generally violating the McIntyres’ private space. As if Penny would be hiding in the pantry.

      Dana remembered how it had felt when she’d first realized that the Fremont Slasher had taken her wife, four years earlier. It was one of those unforgettable moments. Sort of like seeing Anthony’s brains spilled over the rubble, or like watching that video of Albert Jeffreys impaling people in front of Luxor 2.

      Penny and Dana had argued the night that she was taken. They argued a lot, even back in those days. The fastest way through such an argument was usually to give one another space, so they’d taken turns going for walks without each other, getting a little air.

      Penny had gone walking on Fremont Street.

      Later, she’d admitted that she’d only gone there for a walk because she’d known it would drive Dana crazy. Fremont Street had already been a known hunting ground for Mohinder. They hadn’t had a victim profile at the time, but they’d known women weren’t safe there.

      Even so, Penny had thought she could survive anything, and the risk had been worth it to teach Dana a lesson.

      After a few minutes downtown alone, Penny had gotten over their fight. She’d texted Dana to ask her to meet at a restaurant there.

      When Dana had arrived, Penny’s table had been empty.

      There had been blood in a nearby alley.

      Orc blood.

      It was distinctive, orc blood. A strange inhuman hue that looked like an oil slick at night. It smelled like fires burning in the belly of the Earth.

      When Dana found that blood, she’d felt like she was falling into a bottomless pit. Tumbling for eternity seemed like it’d be worse than death. At least there was an abrupt ending to that. A splat, a squish, oblivion.

      But Dana fell and kept falling when Penny disappeared the first time.

      “McIntyre? McIntyre, respond!” Cèsar’s voice was more demanding than usual, and also quieter. Dana had begrudgingly put on one of those earpieces when she headed back into town so that the undersecretary could keep communicating with her.

      “I need you to put out an APB for Penny McIntyre right now,” Dana said. “Nissa Royal has taken my wife.”
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      There had been OPA agents watching the penthouse to ensure Penny’s safety. They were found sitting in the van where they had been performing surveillance, staring blank-eyed at the street ahead. They didn’t fight when Cèsar ordered them rounded up, and they sat quietly in an interview room at the precinct once herded there.

      Charmaine braced her elbow against the glass of the two-sided mirror, staring into the yellow-tinged brick room. It was enchanted to contain sidhe and shifters, just in case Nissa had given them further orders. They didn’t look to be going anywhere. “How many thralls does she have now?”

      “Dunno,” Dana said. She couldn’t seem to get out more words than that. She couldn’t manage an educated guess, either. Or an uneducated guess.

      She paced the room from end to end, imagining that the soles of her studded boots could punch earthquakes into the planet’s crust. Stomp on one end, mountain on the other. A mountain that would skewer Nissa Royal.

      Dana should have tried so much harder to kill her.

      “Nissa’s got the same time limit as Freddie Bloom,” Charmaine said. “Fifteen hours until the daylighting. She won’t be alive this time tomorrow.”

      “Penny might not be alive either,” Dana snarled.

      Slam.

      She’d punched the wall without thinking about it. The bricks hadn’t been impressed. Her knuckles were bleeding. The pain hadn’t struck yet—she had barely felt the impact—but Dana suspected she’d soon discover a broken bone in her hand.

      Charmaine took her phone out, pressed a button. “Send Edie Ashe to the precinct,” she muttered into the microphone. She hung up. “We don’t have the resources to find two vampires in fifteen hours. But if you find Bloom, you’ll get Royal too. We have to keep the teams on Bloom.”

      “Fuck Bloom. She can kill every last person in the city for all I care!”

      This time, Dana’s lashing fist shot for the window.

      Charmaine caught her hand before it could strike glass.

      The force of it didn’t even make the police chief blink. A shifter was exponentially stronger than Dana, and being clutched in her fingers was like being held by steel. “Remember how we found the business card in Albert Jeffreys’s apartment?” Charmaine asked quietly. “I couldn’t get the therapist on the phone, so I sent a unit to his office.”

      “Don’t tell me,” Dana said. She pulled her fist free. Shook out her aching knuckles. “The therapist is dead.”

      “Skewered. Bloom tried to change him into a vampire, but the therapist didn’t survive.”

      Dana’s rebirthed anger came from nowhere, and so did the crash. She hadn’t consciously thrown a stapler at the door. There was suddenly glass everywhere and Dana’s skin was hot with fury and the chief’s gun was drawn.

      Even now, the thralls didn’t react.

      Charmaine kept the gun trained on the floor. “Take a deep breath and tell me what sin that stapler committed against you.”

      “Nissa has Penny,” Dana said. “She has my fucking wife.”

      She holstered her gun. “I know.”

      “Every minute that Dickless runs circles around us is a minute that Penny relives her worst nightmare!”

      And it was all Dana’s fault.

      “Breathe,” Charmaine said. “Come on, girl. Breathe.”

      The words were a knife slicing through the bitter haze of Dana’s anger.

      She inhaled, exhaled.

      Charmaine closed the blinds over the hole in the door’s window. “The good news is that Bloom didn’t destroy the therapist’s files. She trashed the personal server, but not the paper backups in the basement.”

      “Paper records.” Dana snorted.

      “Frankly, I’d be a happier person if I didn’t know the story of the Harris family.” Charmaine picked up the stapler, set it on the table. “As we’ve learned, Albert Jeffreys’s birth name was Brian Harris, and he has a sister named Shelley. Genesis didn’t touch them. Their stepfather came back sidhe. He left the family for the sidhe courts, Mrs. Harris lost herself to substance abuse, and the kids entered foster care.”

      “Did growing up in the system hurt their feelings? Turn Baby Girl psycho? Boo-fucking-hoo,” Dana said. “Thousands of people grew up in foster homes because of Genesis and didn’t turn into serial killers.”

      “Well, it gets worse,” Charmaine said. “Bloom didn’t just abuse Jeffreys. She turned him into a total eunuch. It seems like he was her first victim. Jeffreys was sixteen, so he went into the military immediately. Bloom went through years of therapy and graduated with honors. Never hurt anyone again—not on record.”

      “Wait. Jeffreys went into the military? Where’d Bloom get military training?”

      “We can’t prove that the killer has it,” Charmaine reminded her. “And if you’re implicating Jeffreys…”

      His cold corpse flashed through Dana’s mind.

      “I can’t shake the feeling I’m missing something,” Dana said. “Don’t know what. But I do know one thing: I need another Garlic Shot. Mine were confiscated by the OPA, so they’ve gotta be around. Call Cèsar, tell him I need a vial or two.” One for Dickless, one for Nissa.

      “The same law forbidding warrants against vampires forbids giving out Garlic Shots,” Charmaine said.

      “But the government does have the samples taken from me? I knew it.”

      “They’re trying to produce more. I heard that Secretary Friederling forged a pact with the Hardwicks that means he’s got access to unobtainium from them, but—”

      “Then get unobtainium!” Dana said. Lincoln was bringing her the rest of the Garlic Shots; she could surely synthesize a cure in the next fifteen hours. “I don’t care about laws. I don’t care if the government’s waffling over the legal future of vampires. I don’t care. The only thing that matters is Penny.”

      Her hand had found its way to the stapler again.

      Charmaine grabbed her wrist before she could throw it again.

      “Look, I can’t guarantee Garlic Shots,” the chief said. “But I can get you something as good.”

      [image: ]

      It was different strolling through the gates of Southern Desert Correctional Center as an OPA representative rather than as a black-bagged arrestee. It didn’t feel much different, though. Having all those guns trained on her as she walked through the barbed wire, the shouts of the prisoners, the rattling of bars shaken in preternaturally strong fists.

      A detainee spit at her. Dana flicked it off her shoulder. Three meters apart, and he’d still managed to hit her. Might have been impressive if it weren’t so disgusting. “Just so you know,” she said, “when I get the serial killer with a fetish for castration, I’m sending him to your cell.”

      “The fuck you will, bitch,” said Nunziatina from the adjacent cell. She was a Paradisos vampire who’d been detained at the same time as Dana. “I hope Il Castrato fucks you up! He’s gonna rip off your clit-dick, you ugly dyke!”

      Dana slammed her palm against the bars of Nunziatina’s door, baring her teeth.

      The vampire jerked back.

      “Ha, you blinked first,” Dana said.

      Nunziatina lunged, but Dana was far enough away that her arms swiped pointlessly centimeters away. She tried to get at Dana, though. She tried hard.

      “Don’t make me come back here and slap you in the face with my clit-dick,” Dana said. In truth, she did not have a clit-dick. Her clit was the daintiest part of her. She’d have slapped people with it if she could have, though.

      Fantasies of clit-slapping people followed her through the vampire wing. All the Paradisos had things to say to Dana. None of those things were nice. She didn’t have two fucks to rub together over it.

      She ended up in the shifter wing—an area where the bars were made of silver and the guards were equipped with silver-laced batons. Charmaine’s referral sent her all the way to the back, where doors were solid and she had to slide a slot open to look inside the cell.

      Tormid sat on the edge of a mattress Dana knew from memory to be hard as wood. He was writing in a notebook spread across his thighs, using a cheap pen with a chewed end. His hair looked pee-colored in the lighting. The raven shifter didn’t seem to have been showering much in prison.

      He stood when he realized Dana was watching. It was like watching a tripod unfold, he was so lanky. He stepped up to the window. “So,” he said, his eyes raking her up and down, registering her OPA-issue clothes, “I didn’t expect to see you on that side of the bars, McIntyre.”

      “Wouldn’t have expected to be here,” she said.

      “I’m unsurprised. Fate seems to favor you, whether it’s pulling out a deus ex machina to win against your foes or escaping prison. I’m not nearly that lucky.”

      “Yeah, you’re in a shit place right now, huh? But looks like you’re adjusting to prison life,” she said. “Me? I spent my whole tenure in prison bruised purple.”

      He gave a dismissive wave. “Shifter healing.”

      She grinned. “But the striped uniform suits you. And you look cozy in this cell, too.”

      “It’s not worse than a sewer,” Tormid said. “Chief Villanueva upgraded my living quarters. Not as good as Achlys’s condo, but what is?”

      “The prison’s great compared to sewers,” Dana said. “So great that you maybe don’t want to get out? Because I’ve got this deal here…” She waved a manila envelope at him. “If you don’t wanna see it, I don’t mind.”

      His hands curled over the rim of the slot, eyes narrowing as he mulled her words. “Do I have to work for the OPA after my release too?”

      “The leniency they’re offering does put you on the payroll.” Charmaine hadn’t been able to negotiate a deal for Tormid as generous as the one Dana got. He was signing his life away in a heartbeat. But at least a life with the OPA was more scenic than a life in prison. “For now, you’d be working for me. I need unobtainium, Tormid. I know you’ve got hookups for all kinds of chemicals in Las Vegas that I don’t. Can you get it for me?”

      “I don’t know,” Tormid said warily. “Last time we worked together, I got arrested.”

      “Fine.” Dana turned to leave.

      “Wait!”

      She stopped. Turned around. Tormid had reached a hand through the slot, so she gave him the envelope.

      He opened the flap and read the offer.

      “I can’t guarantee lifelong loyalty to the OPA,” he said. “This is bullshit.”

      “It’s true that guaranteeing lifelong loyalty is a lot easier in prison. I’ll give you that.”

      Tormid folded his arms. He wasn’t an overly muscular man—most of the strength in shifters was preternatural rather than structural—but his shoulders were wide enough that it looked like he was going to make seams pop.

      His gaze swept over his uncomfortable, windowless room.

      Resolve weighed heavily on his features.

      “I can get what you need,” Tormid said. “The question’s why. We took down Mohinder, so I can only think this is about Nissa Royal, who should also be in prison.”

      “It’s about the serial killer. But yeah…it’s also about Nissa. She got out. And she’s got my wife.”

      “I’ll help you.” Just like that.

      “You hate prison that much?” Dana asked.

      “I lost a woman I loved, McIntyre,” he said. “I won’t do this for you, but for your wife. She doesn’t deserve to die because she fell in love with someone like us.”
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      Tormid navigated the sewers like he’d been born in them. “I’d been here before meeting Achlys too,” he explained as he ducked underneath a dripping pipe. Dana noticed it coming too late. Something suspiciously brown splattered her shoulder. “It wasn’t good to be a shifter in the world right after Genesis, so this was the safest place for the likes of us.”

      “Sure you’re not being melodramatic? Shifters are the most privileged of preternatural races.” Most people who came back from Genesis changed had been turned into shifters of one flavor or another. It had instantly rendered the werewolf Alpha in Northgate a political figure with more clout than the president.

      “We also have some of the most restrictive, punishing laws applied to us.” Tormid clambered over ductwork and edged around a crumbled segment of path. “If you don’t submit to the Alpha’s will, you have to spend full and new moons in a safe house. Safe houses are terrible. The ones in Las Vegas are the worst in the nation.”

      “You could have submitted to the Alpha.” Rylie Gresham was a good person. Dana knew—she’d spent summers at the werewolf sanctuary, getting mothered by the Alpha while her actual adoptive mother was enjoying solo time.

      Tormid scowled. “Why should I lock myself in some filthy safe house when a raven shifter isn’t as aggressive as a werewolf? I’m not going to hurt anyone on the moons. The only person at risk of getting hurt is me—the only avian shifter in a vault of werewolves. I’d get torn apart for nothing.”

      Dana missed her step on the crumbling path. Her boot plunged into the sludgy sewer waters below. She yanked herself out immediately, but it was too late—she’d already gotten feces caught on a buckle.

      She groaned and shook it off. “So you seriously think sewers are better than a state safe house?”

      “If I have to stew in shit, I’m going to choose the shit I stew in,” Tormid said. “You call it fucked. I call it American.”

      When they turned a corner, they reached a downward slope leading to the overflow basins. The extra drainage was seldom used in such a dry area, but it was currently moist from the summer’s thunderstorms. Mildew had grown quickly. Dana still had to trudge through an inch of water that smelled like rotten eggs to keep following Tormid.

      The water wasn’t deep enough to keep the sewer’s worse residents away. They’d built a tent city in the lightless lower reservoir, and Tormid was heading toward them at full steam.

      “This is the shit you want?” Dana muttered at Tormid, knowing he’d be able to hear with his sensitive ears.

      The reservoir’s inhabitants only had camping lanterns for light, and the dimness meant everybody looked colorless, sickly, dying. The shredded polyester tents were even worse. Their long black shadows looked like screaming faces that had witnessed too much suffering.

      Dana had seen what the Nether Worlds looked like a couple times, so she knew that this was a far cry from Hell, but it still looked wretched.

      “It might look bad to you, but it’s home for a lot of us. Home and freedom.” He led Dana through the paths between tents. They were crammed tight. Most of the occupants sat in the unzipped doorways, kept warm by patchy blankets. Some argued in the darkness between canvas and moldy walls.

      A couple in a lean-to looked up at Dana when she passed. The camping lantern caught their irises. One person had hazel eyes, and the other a murky shade of blue, like sapphires ground into the dirt.

      “Those are humans,” Dana said. She’d never have expected to find human homeless amid the preternaturals in the deep.

      “Humans can’t get jobs in a vampire city,” Tormid said.

      “It’s not a vampire city anymore!”

      “And there aren’t jobs, either,” he said. “There’s also not much by way of a social safety net for mundanes. Shifters can always use safe houses instead of being homeless—but where do the mundanes go? It’s a mean country, McIntyre. Everyone suffers.”

      Chills ran down Dana’s spine.

      Being down in that reservoir reminded her of discovering Mohinder’s well, where he’d stashed his prisoners in cages. Except that there were no visible cages now. The only thing keeping people so deep in the darkness was the fact that they had nowhere else to go.

      Society had forgotten these people somehow.

      Dana had forgotten them.

      She was half tempted to stop, turn around, drag everyone to the surface. Anywhere but here.

      Behind the first couple hundred tents, structures became more formal. Salvaged PVC and rubber from tires stacked to form walls. A lot of them were wrapped with barbed wire and spray-painted in metallic colors. It was starting to look more and more like Hell.

      “This is all new,” Tormid said. “They’re hoping some of it’ll last the next time it rains.”

      “Morons,” Dana said.

      “Optimists,” he said.

      Tormid knocked on a corrugated metal door, which had been affixed to its pipe frame with bungee cords. He didn’t wait before yanking it open and going inside.

      It was a small space. If it had been ten by ten, Dana would have been shocked. There was no insulation, no floor except trash bags cut into sheets and duct taped together. The only occupant was a stocky, tired vampire who didn’t look like an optimist.

      He stretched out on a saggy tarp hammock, his butt brushing the puddle underneath him. The relaxed position was contrasted by the intensity in his expression, the stiffness of his arms. “Wait,” he said without looking toward them. He was fixated on vials clutched in each hand. He poured luminescent green sludge from one to the other.

      “Howell’s an apothecary,” Tormid explained to Dana, crouching next to the hammock with his elbows on his knees. He was too tall to stand upright under the corrugated ceiling. “He’s got connections in the black market you wouldn’t believe.”

      “This is the black market.” Howell stuck his tongue out the holes made by missing teeth as he concentrated. The last of the drops slid into the receiving vial. He fumbled for a cork, plugged it into the filled vial, and sighed.

      He set everything into a case on the ground and locked it.

      Howell looked Dana over with dull red eyes. He must have fed on human blood at some point to fully transition, but he’d obviously been living on synth ever since. Fake blood kept the bloodless going, sure. But only barely.

      “You’re a McIntyre,” he said, fumbling a vaping rig out of his pocket. He took a deep inhale and blew out sparkling blue plumes of vapor. “I’m not helping you.”

      “Lethe, Howell,” Tormid said. “We want lethe. Old lethe. Pre-Genesis.”

      Dana seized him by the shoulder. “What are you doing?”

      Tormid waved her off. “Trust me.”

      “I’m literally never going to trust you,” she said.

      “Lethe,” Tormid said. “Old lethe. I know you’ve got it, Howell.” He slapped Dana’s hand off of his shoulder. Even a casual strike from a shifter felt like getting hit by a car.

      “I know what you wanna do with it,” Howell said. “You want to make more Garlic Shots.”

      Dana had no clue how he even knew about that. But obviously he did, so… “Lethe’s not an ingredient in Garlic Shots.”

      “The formula leaked from an OPA employee, and there’s been copycats going around,” Howell admitted. “Most of the apotropaics used in the formula are common. It’s not too hard to mix up a batch.”

      “Except for the unobtainium,” Dana said.

      He waffled visibly, shoulders lifting to his ears. “Well, you know, unobtainium originally comes from the ethereal realms.”

      “It does?” Dana looked to Tormid for verification, but he looked as confused as she did.

      “They say it was extracted from the river Mnemosyne,” he said. “Unobtainium is a byproduct of producing lethe. All the fun parts go into the drug. Unobtainium is what’s left behind—just a tiny bit for every few tons of lethe produced, but it’s there.”

      “Unobtainium’s a mineral. I saw one place it was mined. How’s this simultaneously a byproduct of a pre-Genesis river and also a rock?”

      “The gods did a lot of strange things in Genesis,” Howell said. “They put things in weird places.”

      Dana fingered the triadist rune on her necklace. “I know.”

      “Then you can understand that this is one of the weird things they did, Miss McIntyre.”

      “No Miss,” she said. “Just McIntyre. So this unobtainium byproduct—it’s the same as what gets mined?”

      He grimaced. “I’ve heard about two assassinations against vampires by Garlic Shot already. And I know they subbed old lethe for unobtainium. I’m not going to make it for you. Garlic Shots are too dangerous.”

      Dana seized him by the collar, slamming him into the concrete sewer wall backing his shack.

      He exploded into tears. “Don’t hurt me, please don’t—”

      “Normally I’d be happy to beat Garlic Shots out of you,” she growled into his face. “I’d have a lot of fun testing your limits on torture.”

      Tears streaked his cheeks. His whole body shook.

      “McIntyre…” Tormid said slowly.

      She pointed at him. “Mouth shut. I took you out of prison and I can put you back as fast.”

      “You’re not going to get anything like this,” Tormid said.

      “I know.” Dana dropped the apothecary, and he was still such a mess that he hit his knees in the puddle. Couldn’t keep standing upright. “I don’t have time to torture you, like I said.” She pulled a wad of sweaty cash out of her pocket. “These are hundred-dollar bills. Look.” She spread them out so that he could see.

      The apothecary had gone suddenly quiet, no longer sobbing or shaking. His wide eyes were affixed on the money. His tongue darted out to wet his lips, but there was no saliva to offer moisture. It looked like he hadn’t had blood in a long time.

      “Twenty-five thousand dollars,” Dana said. “I don’t even need you to put the Garlic Shot together. Give me pre-Genesis lethe.”

      Howell was silent as he considered the offer. There was plenty to hear when he wasn’t speaking. Dana could make out a conversation to their left, and hear distant screams echoing up and down the tunnel. There was no privacy in the city under the city. No privacy, no light, no life.

      “I’m poor,” Howell finally said. “I don’t have a lot. I just…I don’t want you to think that I’m okay with this.”

      “I don’t care if you are,” she said.

      He kept talking to himself. “It’s not my fault I can’t afford synth and the benefits system isn’t paying out for any vampires associated with the Paradisos anymore. Things happened. This would change my life.”

      “Save the whining. I’m asking you for lethe, not your moralizing.” Dana stuffed the fistful of money down his shirt.

      He scrambled away on hands and knees. “I’ll be right back.” As soon as he cleared the doorway, he ran down the narrow aisle, splashing through a stream. Dana watched him go. He obviously hadn’t been imbued with vampire speed. If he tried to run off with her money, she’d be able to catch him.

      Howell vanished into shadow.

      Across the way, there was a tent where an unidentified demon sat. He looked like a gangly teenage boy with horns. He wore a hoodie, jeans with holes in them, oversized boots. He had rigged an old Gameboy Advance up to a battery and was trying to play it with the light from a Bic.

      To their left, the conversation had escalated to an argument. It sounded like the guy had spent his girlfriend’s food money on lethe. She was hungry and pissed—a bad combination.

      Elsewhere, people were screaming again.

      The worst sound was all the laughing kids. They sounded to be in the next row over, and their running and shouting would have sounded normal in a sunlit suburb too. They were growing up like this. Their whole lives would grow from the seeds planted here.

      Forgotten.

      “Howell will be back,” Tormid said, drawing her attention back to him inside the shack.

      Dana folded her arms. “He better.”

      “You’re going to be back too,” Tormid said. “Here, I mean. When you finish Nissa. You’re going to come back to help these people.”

      Her mouth opened so she could argue with him.

      But she didn’t have an argument ready.

      Penny’s voice echoed in the back of her mind. You’re a hero, Dana, through and through. I think when you get rid of these enemies, you’ll find another worthy cause.

      Howell returned, holding a small metal Thermos. “Here you go.”

      “Great.” Dana yanked it from his hands, untwisted the lid. Lethe glowed a dull blue at the bottom. “Let’s go, Tormid. It’s time to kill some vampires.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Dana slammed into the Hunting Lodge. Chris leaped to his feet, spilling coffee across his not-secretary’s desk. “Ow!” he hissed. He stepped back as hot coffee drizzled to the floor. “You okay? What’s wrong?”

      She didn’t even pause. She blew right past his desk, carrying the thermos to the workroom in back.

      Brianna was in the midst of a frenetic energy storm in the workroom, buzzing from computer to computer, table to shelf, trash-filled corner to Bunsen burners.

      “Did Lincoln’s delivery get here?” Dana asked, sweeping all the papers off of one table.

      “Hey! I was using those!” Brianna started scooping them off the floor immediately, moving so much faster than Dana had ever seen. “The box from Lincoln’s over there.” She pointed.

      Dana grabbed it and began pulling together the chemistry equipment she’d need to formulate black-market Garlic Shots. “Get out of the room. I need this whole space.”

      “You don’t tell me what to do, and I need the space too,” Brianna said. “I’m looking into community groups who can pull the city back together. And no, it’s not going to help you with Dickless, but someone has to do it, so don’t give me any guff!”

      “No guff today,” Dana said. “You can stay. Keep out of my way.”

      Brianna shot a suspicious look at her. “You’re not mad I’m not helping with Dickless?”

      The fact Brianna wasn’t calling him by that absurd name the media had given him was endearing enough on its own. But after Dana had seen how so many citizens were living underneath the city, she wasn’t exactly going to tell Brianna not to help folks, either. She was right. Someone had to save the parts of the city that had nothing to do with vampires.

      “No,” Dana said curtly.

      A raven alighted on her workroom’s windowsill, ruffling its feathers. It was bigger than any mortal bird. Almost as big as a werewolf. The raven tapped his beak against the glass gently, like he was knocking.

      “Oh holy Jesus,” Brianna said. “Who’s that?”

      “Tormid,” Dana said. “He was out talking to contacts.”

      She relaxed slightly. They’d worked with his shifter pack once, which meant he was as good as a friend of the Hunting Club. “I thought he was in prison.”

      “He was.” Dana turned to the window to see that Tormid was still waiting. “Get a mouth and start talking.”

      He began shifting back into his human form. His talons changed first, so he released the moonstone charm from the grip of his claws quickly. It bounced across the floor.

      Feathers fell from his flesh, pooling around his feet. They exposed the naked body of a long and lean man with the build of a swimmer. A very tall swimmer. Dana wasn’t used to having to look up at people, even most men, but she had to look up at Tormid even once his pieces fell into human shape.

      “Wow,” Brianna said. She wasn’t awed by the transformation.

      “Pervert,” Dana said. She scooped Hunting Club-branded polo and sweats out of a box by the table and tossed them at Tormid’s half-bird body.

      The beak retreated into a mouth, and he began talking. “The sewers have cleared out of all the vampires, right?” He yanked the polo over his head. When he popped out of the neck hole, his blond hair stuck straight up in the back. Its hem left his navel exposed like a midriff.

      “Aside from Howell and Dickless, yeah, the vampires are gone from the city,” Dana said. “The smart ones, anyway.”

      “Do you think stupid vampires would try to dig a tunnel to the basement of Vampire Vegas?”

      She poured lethe into one vial, and set the rest of the ingredients for a Garlic Shot to boiling on a burner. “That’s pretty fucking stupid.”

      “It would give them access to everything that Mohinder left behind,” Tormid said. “Don’t know why anyone but a vampire would do that, though.”

      Dana’s hands slowed. “You’re saying you went looking for information, and instead you found someone digging a tunnel under Vampire Vegas. Next you’re gonna tell me they’re using spoons, prison-breakout style.”

      “Whatever they’re operating is better than spoons. They’ve gotten all up under the plumbing for the nightclub. I don’t know if he got into the storage rooms. As soon as I realized where the tunnels led, I came back here.”

      “Wonder what Dickless is doing with the pipes,” Dana said, dumping the lethe into the simmering Garlic Shot. “They can’t have any iron or silver.”

      “I don’t think Dickless cares about killing shifters or sidhe. Our killer has only gone after human men so far,” Brianna said. She dumped the papers from the floor onto a separate table, giving Dana all the space she needed.

      “But he must care about getting attention. Why else would he be creating fledglings and letting them run free? Not to mention his perverse tableaus are the biggest cry for attention I’ve ever heard of,” Tormid said.

      “I’ll ask Dickless about motivations before I start stabbing.” She moved away from the table to let the Garlic Shots finish, and she grabbed Buffy from the shelf. There was still ash caking the exposed mechanisms on the side of the hydraulic staking machine. Mohinder’s ash. “You wanna come, Brianna?”

      “No thanks,” she said. “I drank a bunch of that new coffee got and it gave me the jitters. I’d shoot myself in the foot on accident.”

      “You’re scared,” Dana said.

      “That too,” Brianna said.

      The computer bleeped.

      Even though Dana didn’t use the Hunting Lodge’s computers often, she recognized the sounds they made. There was an incoming message.

      Dana was walking toward it when its monitor lit up. The icon for a video chat was blinking.

      It was a private line—the video chat network that Dana and Penny only used personally, between the two of them.

      Dana wasn’t stupid enough to hope.

      “Get out of the room,” she said. “Both of you.”

      Brianna heard the deathly seriousness in her voice and knew better than to argue this time. She dropped the binder she was still holding, grabbed her mug, and headed for the door.

      Tormid scoffed. “You’re not the boss, you can’t—”

      “Out,” Brianna said. She grabbed his arm and pulled him out.

      The computer pinged again.

      Dana clicked the icon.

      Nissa’s face appeared in the chat window, lit so dimly that only her face hovered in the center of a field of velvety black.

      “Hi Dana,” Nissa said.

      She sank into the computer chair. “Where’s Penny? I swear to the gods, if you—“

      “She’s here with me. Do you want to see her?” Nissa’s hand extended to fill the camera’s view, momentarily blotting it out. The speakers made strange shuffling noises from dry vampire skin rasping over the microphone.

      Then her hand moved, and Dana could see another dim form in the darkness. A tall, rectangular shape of shiny glass.

      A glass box.

      Nissa shifted the camera until Dana could see through the glass. It was lit so dimly that she could barely make out the shape of a woman curled up in the back.

      Penny wasn’t moving.

      Before Dana could distinguish any detail, the camera swiveled again to reveal Nissa’s face. “She’s not dead, if you’re worried,” Nissa said.

      Panic surged inside of Dana. “You want me dead? Fine. I will kill myself on camera if you let her go. Right now.”

      “No way. I’m not making it that easy on either of you,” Nissa said. “Besides, you don’t want to die until Il Castrato Senesino is gone. Even if dying saves Penny. Isn’t that right?”

      Dana clenched her jaw.

      Her lack of response got Nissa smiling unpleasantly again.

      The vampire rapped her fist on the glass of Penny’s cage. “Hear that? Dana should be swearing up and down that she’d die for you. But she still wants to kill vampires more than she wants to be with you.” Nissa swung the camera around so Dana could see Penny again.

      Penny’s eyes caught the light from the camera, flashing briefly. She looked like she was crying.

      “Penny!” Dana shouted.

      Nissa had already swung the camera back around. “I’ve been plumbing the depths of Penny’s mind. Did you know she thinks that you don’t love her? I’ve been in your mind too, so I know the truth. Should I tell Penny?”

      “I know where the serial killer’s hiding,” Dana said through gritted teeth. It felt like her molars were going to crack into pieces. “I’m going to go kill him. Tonight.”

      “If you kill him without me, then it doesn’t count for anything,” Nissa said. “Tell me where to meet you. We’ll do this together.”

      “And what, leave Penny alone in her worst nightmare?”

      “Somehow I don’t think I’m offering her any comfort by being here,” Nissa said.

      Dana’s jaw was going to break. Her whole body was going to break and explode into a thousand pieces.

      She was going to kill Nissa Royal.

      “Meet me in the sewers underneath Vampire Vegas,” Dana said. “We’ll find the killer in the tunnels together.”

      “It’s a date,” Nissa said.

      [image: ]

      Dana didn’t have time for worship while Penny was still missing. But there was nothing else she could do while the Garlic Shot was brewing. Her only alternative to prayer was going mindless with worry.

      Luckily, the Holy Nights Cathedral had reappeared at the end of the Strip.

      She must have been kneeling in one of the pews at Holy Nights Cathedral for a good fifteen minutes before someone settled next to her, the cotton of his robes sighing as they folded around him. Brother Marshall propped his elbows on the bar, bowed his head to his knuckles.

      “Hey McIntyre,” Lincoln said. It was weirdly reassuring to see him back in his robes again. That mixed accent and the faint smile didn’t sit right without the monk regalia.

      “Took you long enough.” Fifteen minutes of quiet prayer had made the time pass, but she was grateful to be distracted. “I figured you’d be on me the instant I walked through your doors.”

      “I’ve got a life,” he said.

      “Considering how long you’ve been squatting in Las Vegas, I didn’t think you did.”

      He shrugged. “All us believers, we make promises to the big guys. The pantheon. You’ve got your promises to them, and I’ve got mine.”

      “You saying you promised the gods to keep an eye on me?”

      “I’d be surprised if I was the only one who did,” Lincoln said.

      “Fuck that. I don’t need babysitters.” But hearing that the gods were looking after Dana was even more reassuring than seeing Lincoln in his triadist monk garb. This was right. This faith, this community, this holy site. When Dana knelt before the mural of her gods, she could believe that Penny might be okay. “Thanks for the apotropaics. The Garlic Shots are brewing, and Dickless dies tonight.”

      “Good. Then why are you here? I heard what happened to Penny. I’d expect you to be out there punching people.”

      “The punching’s next. I need help before that. The monks, you guys all do meditation. It helps you block the sidhe from your minds.” The brothers who lived at the cathedral paid many visits to the Middle Worlds. They were mostly mundanes, so they’d developed mental discipline to protect themselves from the aura. “I need you to teach me how to keep someone out of my head. Nissa Royal can read emotions and minds and memories, so there’s no way for me to surprise her if she crawls into my skull.”

      “I can’t teach you protective meditation unless you’ve got a few free months,” Lincoln said.

      “But there’s gotta be a way,” she said.

      “Surrender to the gods. That’s all I’ve got for you.”

      “That’s stupid.”

      “Have faith,” he said.

      She rolled her eyes. He had a way of saying those words like having faith was the simplest, easiest thing a person could do. But it wasn’t. For fuck’s sake, it was the hardest thing Dana had ever done. Trying to follow the path the gods had laid out sometimes felt like getting lost in a forest on a pitch-black night.

      “How can I have faith when they let Penny get taken?” Dana asked.

      “Do you trust them?” Lincoln asked.

      Dana glared up at the mural, the triadist charm hot between the palms of her hands.

      She remembered the white fingers of God stroking through her hair. The light of death she had approached. The feeling of being held in someone’s arms, warm and safe and loved.

      “Yes,” she said. “I trust them. But this is Penny, Linc. I can handle whatever they throw at me. Penny—”

      “She’s strong. If you can’t have faith the gods will keep her safe, then you should have faith in Penny. Have faith in the process. Have faith in your instincts.”

      Dana swallowed hard around the lump in her throat. “I’m scared, Linc.” Words that she tried to never say. Her father had never been scared.

      Lincoln’s face softened. He rested a hand on Dana’s shoulder. “I’m going to leave now.”

      “Now? Why?”

      “You don’t need me here anymore. You’re not a vampire so you don’t need the crypt. You’re past whatever I can offer you in training. And you don’t need these hallowed walls or fonts of holy water or group prayer to connect with the gods.”

      Now that Dana had uncorked her feelings, the fear was only climbing. “I don’t have Penny back yet. You can’t go.”

      “You’re going to find her and tell her what you just told me, and everything’s gonna be fine.” He patted her back once, let his hand fall away.

      “I need your faith,” Dana said.

      “Faith isn’t faith unless you keep reaching for it when it’s nowhere to be found,” Lincoln said. His smile was easy and good-natured. “I’m not going anywhere right this second. I’ve got a few more hours before I have to run. So do you.”

      “I don’t even have a few minutes,” Dana said.

      “The gods will make time. Pray with me.” He folded his hands, bowed his head over his knuckles.

      Dana wanted to rage at him. Fear so quickly careened into anger, like tumbling off the peak of a mountain into some dark valley.

      But Lincoln’s face was so calm, and the gods were watching them from that mural.

      He had faith.

      She needed to find hers.

      Dana folded her hands. “Listen to me, you jack fucks,” she said, glaring up through her grown-too-long mohawk at the mural. “If anything happens to Penny, I’m blaming you. I’m going to follow you into the Infinite and stab you both.”

      Lincoln shook beside her. It took Dana a moment to realize he was laughing.

      “I’m not joking,” she said.

      “I know, kid,” he said. “I know.”

      The doors to Holy Nights Cathedral opened and Charmaine entered with Tormid. The chief always looked more cop than preternatural, but with a raven shifter at her side, Dana could see the beast in Charmaine for once. Even wearing a ballistic jacket. Even carrying a police sidearm.

      She stopped at the end of the pew. “Cèsar’s approved of your plan to go after Il Castrato Senesino with Nissa,” Charmaine said. “He’s moving teams in to support the operation. They’ll stay a half-kilometer radius from the meeting point so that they’re never in thrall range.”

      It also meant that the OPA wasn’t actually going to be backing Dana up. They wouldn’t be able to move fast enough to save her if and when things went wrong.

      “That’s a lot of trust he’s putting in me,” Dana said, hauling herself to her feet.

      “I told him to give you that trust,” Charmaine said. “I’m staking every last bit of professional clout I’ve got on your ability to take these vampires down.”

      Dana thrust her hand out. “Thanks.”

      Charmaine shook it. “I know you won’t make me regret this.” She pulled Dana closer, grip tightening on her knuckles. “Tormid told me that you somehow made a Garlic Shot.”

      “I can’t confirm or deny that,” Dana said. She literally couldn’t. She’d used lethe, which had barely any traces of unobtainium in the best-case scenario. She had no clue if it would actually kill a hybrid like Dickless.

      “I’m not out to get you. Don’t want to confiscate it or anything. But if you have it…” Charmaine’s grip was starting to hurt. “Promise you’ll offer it to Freddie Bloom. If she agrees to be cured, then I’ll make sure the DA offers some leniency. Psych care instead of OPA detention.”

      “It’ll kill her. I survived the Garlic Shot because the gods helped me.”

      “Maybe,” she said. “Maybe. It’s a risk. But Jeffreys was a monster as a child, and he hurt her. Bloom deserves a chance.”

      Dana surprised herself by saying, “I agree.”

      “I keep thinking that I should have known that Jeffreys was lying all along, and I didn’t. If we’d done something about him years ago, then maybe Bloom wouldn’t be killing now. So if Bloom agrees to attempt a cure…” The chief finally released Dana’s hand. “I don’t know. Then maybe it’s a sign I’m not as bad at this life as I fear.”

      “You’re not.” Dana reflexively reached out to hug Charmaine. She’d never hugged Charmaine before, and the chief seemed so shocked that she went stiff all over.

      Then Charmaine patted her back. That was more like it. An awkward bro-hug.

      When Dana stepped back, Charmaine squeezed her hand. “I’ll offer,” Dana said. “No guarantees past that.”

      She left the Holy Nights Cathedral with Tormid. He wasn’t going to come with her to face Dickless—nobody was getting that close to Nissa Royal. The last thing Dana needed was to fight against an enthralled Tormid. But he was going to guide her to the juncture.

      Dana paused by the car, hands on the roof, and tipped her face back to absorb the fading sunlight.

      Four hours until daylighting.

      This might have been the last time Dana felt non-magical sun for the next six months.

      “I haven’t thanked you for getting me out of prison,” Tormid said, hanging out on the other side of the car. “Charmaine and I were talking. She’s got the hookups for the silver cure. She’s arranging to get more for my packmates. Not all of us got arrested, you see, and this is gonna help people who don’t obey the Alpha. It’s gonna help a lot.”

      “You’re welcome,” Dana said.

      “I owe you. I don’t like owing someone like you.” He surveyed her in the burning daylight, the shadows on his face the deep purple of raven feathers in moonlight. “I know how you can defeat Nissa Royal tonight.”

      Dana’s skin went cold. “How?”

      And Tormid told her.
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      The holes underneath Vampire Vegas’s plumbing might as well have been dug out with spoons. Huge spoons. Dickless looked to have punched through sewer walls using vampire strength, and the remaining concrete was so heavily cracked that it was on the verge of collapse.

      Standing at the first of the holes, Dana could look through hundreds of meters of sewer until the tunnel disappeared into darkness.

      Dickless was at the other end.

      Dana’s scalp crawled as she felt a presence brushing over her mind.

      I’m not far, Nissa’s voice whispered. I’m zeroing in on you now. Wait right there.

      “Don’t tell me what to do,” Dana said into the nothingness. She didn’t care if Nissa could hear her or not. She didn’t care about anything. The Garlic Shot in her pocket felt like it weighed a thousand pounds, but that was fine, too.

      Dana was good at being drunk. Not as good as she used to be, since she’d started getting days-long hangovers as she approached thirty, but good. The only way you got good at something was by doing it a lot, and gods, Dana had done it a lot. She knew how to stand tall when it felt like the ground was slipping under her feet. She knew how to focus when every fiber of her being wanted to let go. She knew how to keep her eyes fixed on one point, even when her eyes and mind were wandering.

      She’d drunk on her way down to the sewers—alcohol, amongst other things. Now the walls were unfolding around her. The ground was sliding. The tunnel looked infinite.

      Dana focused through her intoxication.

      For Penny, she focused hard.

      Dana felt cold deep inside, in the dark places caged by bone where light wouldn’t touch until she was autopsied on a steel slab. She was wobbling on the precipice of destiny. She was digging in her heels, claiming that this was the end, the fight to end all fights.

      She tuned out the activity she heard elsewhere in the sewers. Now that she’d seen the tent city in the reservoir, she heard faint shuffling and imagined corrugated doors, patchy blankets, camping lanterns fighting to penetrate thousand-pound darkness. The dripping wasn’t sewage, but blood shivering at the fingertips of fresh corpses. She wasn’t alone. In fact, she had more company in the sewers than on the surface.

      There were demons waiting, and vampires.

      Dickless wasn’t far.

      And Nissa Royal had found her.

      “You made it.” Nissa slipped out of the shadows, coming from the same direction as the sounds from below. Her hair had been collected under silver mesh, trapping all but a couple of curls. The empire-waisted shirt trailed behind her, fading into shadow, slipping against the walls.

      The sight of her turned cold to heat.

      Nissa was a slight woman, but her size wouldn’t have mattered when she abducted Penny. Vampires didn’t have the same strength limits as the living. Dana couldn’t help but imagine Nissa reaching up to grab Penny by the shoulders…by the throat…

      Dragging her down into darkness…

      That infinitely dark tunnel that served as a one-way road to Dickless’s lair…

      I didn’t learn this from the Fremont Slasher. I learned this from you.

      “Keep your distance,” Dana said, lifting her miniature crossbow. It was strapped to her forearm. Not a tool she commonly used to fight vampires, since it could only be loaded with a single bolt at a time, but it meant that she could theoretically kill a vampire from a distance.

      “I won’t enthrall you,” Nissa said, hanging back by the wall.  “You’re going to kill yourself by choice. Just like you’re going to cooperate with me now by choice.”

      “It’s not free will when you’ve got my wife captive.”

      “You could choose to let her die. There is always a choice.” Nissa sagged as though she felt weakened by emotion. “I don’t want it to be like this between us.”

      Dana wasn’t going to get into a conversation about whatever Nissa considered to be “us.”

      “Have you given Penny water?” Dana asked. “Is she safe? Comfortable?”

      “She’s had plenty to drink. She’s safe, but far from comfortable.” Nissa stepped around Dana. She wasn’t using super-speed, but it was still so hard to track her around the room. “She’ll be more comfortable once we can get back to her.”

      Dana rubbed her aching arm. “Okay. We’ll fight this guy together. But if you use psychic powers on me, I’ll put this stake between your eyes.”

      Are you afraid I’m going to read your mind? Nissa asked, her crimson eyes lanterns in the darkness. Is there something you don’t want me to know?

      The triadist rune hung as heavily on Dana’s chest as the Garlic Shot in her pocket.

      Lincoln had told her to have faith.

      She looked Nissa full in the eyes, and she said, “I’m an open book.”

      “Then let’s meet Il Castrato Senesino,” Nissa said.

      “He’s that way.” Dana pointed her free hand up the stairs.

      Nissa started walking without looking back.

      After a moment, Dana followed.

      [image: ]

      The tunnel looked bad at the beginning. It got worse as they progressed through it. Dickless seemed to have lost strength for punching big holes, so they grew smaller near Vampire Vegas. Smaller, crumblier, darker. There was barely enough lighting for Dana to watch Nissa’s back as they walked single-file through the sewers.

      Nissa’s spine was indicated by a slender valley in the shirt she wore. Her heart was on the other side of that spine. The crossbow was tight around Dana’s wrist.

      “Did you get the Garlic Shots from the OPA?” Nissa asked as she stepped carefully over a broken piece of wall. She wouldn’t even see the bolt coming.

      “I’ve got it,” she said. “I just didn’t get it from the OPA. I found another source.”

      Worry flicked through Nissa’s eyes. “There’s no other source. Nobody else has the ingredients, the recipe—”

      “Surprise,” Dana said. “They do. It leaked. It’s everywhere now.”

      “I’m going to have to get control of the supply,” Nissa said. It had the sound of thinking aloud, trying to wrap her mind around how she could lock down a drug that killed vampires. Dana wasn’t the only person thinking about the next mission while heading in to get murdered by the current one.

      “You can’t control it,” Dana said, scrubbing a fist over her eyes. Focus was so fucking hard like this. She was so intoxicated. “Pandora’s box is open. The cure’s out there. You can keep vampires safe from it about as much as you can keep them safe from trees.”

      She meant that to be a taunt to shake Nissa up, but the vampire laughed. “You’re happy about it,” Nissa said. “Typical Dana.” As if they were such good friends, sharing old jokes.

      The tunnel led to a heavy locked door. It punched through the wall immediately to the left, giving them access to a set of stairs.

      Dana stopped moving. Nissa got ten feet up before realizing she no longer had company. “What?” Her mouth formed the word, her eyebrows pinched with concern, her hands went to her hips. She was spinning—or Dana was spinning, floating on the cocktail she’d imbibed before this fight.

      Nissa’s hands were small. Almost dainty. Those same hands had grabbed Penny, shoved her into a glass cage.

      Dana was dizzy with the hatred, flooded with drugs that turned her mind to fog.

      “The lights,” Dana said. “They go out ten feet above us.” The stairs were impenetrably dark after that. She took out a flashlight, held it in her free hand. She wasn’t going to obstruct the crossbow.

      By that light, they reached the top of the stairs. It leveled out into an old hallway that looked like it predated Genesis. Lights with actual filaments instead of LEDs. Exposed electrical wiring. Concrete crumbling into dust.

      They were getting close to Dickless’s hideout.

      “Who is Il Castrato Senesino, anyway?” Nissa asked. Her presence slipped through Dana’s mind like Penny’s curls gliding through her sweatband when she first put it on. “You must know by now.”

      “The cops think it’s Freddie Bloom,” Dana said.

      Nissa’s mind nudged her. The triadist charm burned.

      “Do you think it’s Freddie Bloom?” Nissa asked. “Let’s find out.” Nissa tugged on Dana’s elbow, pulling her down low so that she could look through a crack in the wall.

      The chamber on the other side was cavernous—a basin, Dana thought, based on the big drain in the middle and the elaborate ductwork crisscrossing the ceiling.

      Her mental orientation to Las Vegas geography was good, even when they’d gotten turned around and around in the whirlpool labyrinth of the sewers. “We’re under the Bellagio fountains,” Dana whispered.

      Dickless hadn’t been trying to get into Mohinder’s club after all. Dana had to angle herself lower to see why.

      The room beyond was a basin lit by candles. There must have been thousands of them set around the edges of the floor—a bold choice for a full-blooded, flammable vampire.

      It was hard to see in the darkness, but the cages that Dickless designed appeared somehow suspended within the fountain’s piping. There were also funnels, extra PVC tubing, and simple gears. Everything except the gears—which looked like bicycle chains, as far as she could tell—made perfect sense to Dana.

      Dickless had built the blood showers. Not a single cage intended to hold a single vampire, but a dozen cages, with a dozen fledglings. Maybe more.

      All the pipes led to a single nozzle above a claw-footed bathtub. She couldn’t imagine how Dickless would have gotten it down there. Someone must have seen a vampire dragging a bathtub all the way through the sewers.

      Extra candles clustered around the bath, and around an antique vanity with a big cracked mirror. The only thing it was missing was a toilet; else Dickless would have made a very nice creepy bathroom.

      “There are vampires inside those cages,” Nissa murmured, eyes wide with wonder. The flames inside of the basin reflected off the sclera so that they glowed red. “They’re so afraid. The victims…they’re still conscious in those cages, and they’re afraid.” Her luminous-fleshed face turned toward Dana slowly, too slowly, too quickly, folding over to repeat the turn a dozen times. “Tell me, Dana, what’s our next step in hunting him? How do you approach killing someone so much stronger than you?”

      Dana took the vial out of her pocket. It had barely any fluid inside—a centimeter, maybe, of her makeshift Garlic Shot. It was bluer than usual from the lethe substitution for unobtainium. “It’ll kill any vampire. Even one with multiple sires. Even Dickless.”

      Echoing footsteps rattled through the tunnel.

      Nissa reacted by tensing, so the sound must have been real—not something that Dana was imagining with her impaired senses.

      Candle flames flickered within the basin, stirred by movement. The dancing shadows stretched long.

      A cloaked figure appeared.

      The enormity of the flimsy black cape made it impossible to tell if the figure was male or female. The stiff collar hid the jawline, too. All Dana saw was the sweep of the Halloween cape as the newcomer approached the vanity.

      Dickless stopped in front of the mirror. A crack split the reflection into pieces.

      A sturdy hand tipped by fake black nails picked up pots of makeup. Sponges swiped purple greasepaint down a nose, smeared it over cheekbones, across the upper lip. Dickless really looked like the Muppet vampire that Dana used to watch as a kid.

      It would have been hilarious in any other situation.

      “To hit with the crossbow, I’m going to have to get close to Dickless. Within ten meters,” Dana whispered.

      “That close, he could kill you in a heartbeat. I can help you.”

      “I don’t even want you near me, much less helping.”

      “You don’t get to dictate the terms of this.” Nissa’s fingers traced a line up Dana’s wrist, slipping in between the leather straps of the crossbow. “When Il Castrato Senesino dies, we do it together.”

      Dana’s jaw clenched tight. “Wait here. You’ll know when to jump in.”

      She slipped down the hall to a metal door. Its lock had been broken off, so it swung open easily when she pushed.

      The hinges groaned loudly.

      It scraped through her mind, a metal rake against the thick plates of her skull, filling her vision with sparkling black dust.

      Smell washed over her. The candles were chai-spice scented, like they’d been picked up on clearance after the last Halloween. It did nothing to conceal the smell of sludgy vampire blood.

      Dickless turned from the mirror.

      Dana’s vision was so unreliable, she wasn’t sure if she was seeing a wide puppet mouth or if she was imagining Count von Count. She still couldn’t make out the shape of the figure. Couldn’t even see the face.

      “It’s you,” said Dickless. “I thought it would be.”

      She kept her arms loose at her sides as she approached. “Do you know me?”

      “Uh, yeah.” That voice…

      Dana nearly tripped over the bathtub. She hadn’t realized she was getting that close.

      When her knee bumped the edge, she caught herself on its other side, leaving her momentarily suspended over it.

      There was a dead woman at the bottom, stewing in her own decomposed human remains. The tub was filled with a soup of fat, skin, and hair. She’d moved beyond the initial bloat to waft putrefaction from the bursting pustules in her bruised flesh.

      Even with the rot, Dana recognized that face from older photos.

      “Fuck,” she said.

      It was Freddie Bloom.

      Dickless was only twelve, maybe fifteen meters away now. Dana suddenly found it easy to focus on his face. The wide froggy mouth. The sagging eyes. The shape of facial hair plastered with greasepaint.

      It was Albert Jeffreys—also known as Brian Harris, also known as Il Castrato Senesino, and best known as Dickless.

      “I fucking knew it!” Dana said, pumping her fist.
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      Officer Albert Jeffreys had the decency to look embarrassed being caught shirtless, wearing a cape, and painting himself like a cartoon vampire by candlelight. So he wasn’t a complete loss.

      Except that he should have been dead.

      Like, permanently dead.

      She’d found his body in the apartment. That was the entire reason that they’d ruled him out as the killer. A huge mistake, clearly. “Draugr venom,” Dana said. “You stole draugr venom from Near Dark and used it on yourself.”

      That was why he was painting himself like that. The unpainted portions of his skin were even whiter than they should have been on a vampire—not just pale, but colorless and translucent.

      “You found me, McIntyre!” Jeffreys’s draugr form was skinnier than his human one, and he had a belt cinched tightly around loose black pants to hold them up. His chest was sunken. His hair looked like strands of algae floating on the surface of a tepid pond.

      “I found you twice,” she said. “First your body, and now…” This crazy-looking Count von Count motherfucker, who was keeping his dead sister in the bathtub, no big deal.

      “Everything you told me about them before is true. Draugr are different from most vampires. They’re substantiated spirits of the deceased, rather than reanimated bodies,” Jeffreys said. “They’re special, so I wanted a piece of it for myself.”

      She moved deeper into the room, keeping close to the edge where she had a few extra millimeters of distance between herself and Jeffreys. It meant she was standing directly underneath the mass of the pipework. There were vampires right over her head, lying on a grid of metal, moaning in quiet misery.

      A drop of room-temperature blood, sludgy and black, plopped onto her shoulder.

      “Good for you, picking the draugr venom.” Dana tried to flick the blood off. It smeared down her bicep instead. “It means I’ve got practice killing your type.”

      “What?” Now he looked more surprised than embarrassed. “Why would you come after me? I’ve only been killing vampires.”

      “After you made them into vampires first,” she said.

      Jeffreys set the makeup pots down. “But you’re a McIntyre. ‘Kill all vampires.’ You should be my biggest fan.” A psychopath and an idiot. He set the brush down and patted his pockets. “Do you have a light? I don’t want to get close to the candles.”

      “Sure.” Dana moved as deliberately as he did, taking care to show that she wasn’t aggressive. Not yet. She pulled out her Zippo and tossed it to him.

      He lit a blunt. It was as thick as his thumb at the end, and long as his hand.

      “Good stuff?” she asked.

      “Yeah. Want a taste?” He offered it to her.

      “Still don’t. Never did. My body’s a temple and I’m not wallpapering it with tar.”

      “Beer’s worse,” Jeffreys said.

      “Only a bad guy would have that attitude,” Dana said.

      “Bad guy?” He stepped toward her. Dana didn’t move, but she must have tensed, or shown some other type of discomfort that only a vampire was capable of picking up. He only took the one step.

      “I saw the injuries on your mother,” Dana said.

      “And you’re going to blame them on me?”

      “Did you inflict them?”

      “She hurt me first. Both of them did. They made me do this!” He flung his hand out, and Dana tensed for an attack that didn’t come. He was using her dad’s lighter to point at the bathtub, as if Dana might have forgotten that it was filled with Sister Soup.

      “They made you, huh?” Dana asked.

      “It’s not my fault I was born broken,” Jeffreys said. He rubbed a hand down his face tiredly, smearing black greasepaint over the purple. “It’s not my fault I was born…like…” His hand wandered down his chest, sliding over the concave plane of his furred belly. He cupped his crotch.

      Dana didn’t bother trying to hide her cringe.

      “My mom only wanted girls,” he said. “Shelley thought it’d make Mom happy if I…if I didn’t…” He wrestled with words, and ultimately lost. His jaw clapped shut.

      “I’m not here to be your therapist. I don’t care why you turned into a killer.”

      “All these guys deserved what I’ve done.” Jeffreys nodded up at the cages. As soon as he glanced at them, the groaning intensified. As comical as he looked, he managed to evoke real fear in his victims. “I only went after criminals. Rapists. Men.”

      “Okay, stop,” she said. “Take your last smoke and give my lighter back.”

      He lobbed the lighter at Dana, and she caught it in a fist. “Last smoke,” he echoed. “So that’s how it’s gonna be.” Jeffreys lifted the blunt to his lips, inhaled deeply. He held on to it. Blew out smoke. The sticky smell of cannabis clung to the vanilla candles. “I’m not surprised. The student always surpasses the master someday.”

      Her eyebrow lifted. “I’m the master?”

      “You taught me everything I know about hunting vampires. It was special, getting to work with you. All the other cops looked up to you like you’re some kind of idol, but we had something special.”

      They had worked all of three cases together, and never closely.

      Dana wondered if Nissa would see the parallels between this idiot and her own behavior.

      “I’ve never wanted to be idolized,” Dana said, loudly enough that she hoped all surviving vampires would hear the words. “I’ve been doing my job. And, to be clear, the only thing between us right now is disgust and a wooden stake.”

      “Okay.” He took another drag. “Okay.” He tossed the blunt onto the same stool as the makeup palette.

      And then he moved.

      She didn’t even see him crossing the space between them. She felt a brush on her hips and knew that those were his fingers, even though there was no rational way for him to have gotten that far, that quickly.

      Dana dropped to the floor, sliding through his hands like a bar of soap squeezed too hard in the shower. She rolled between his legs, got to her feet, lifted the crossbow.

      Twisting her hand discharged the bolt. The snapping string grazed leather.

      Wood thumped into Jeffreys’s chest.

      It penetrated deep, just right of his breastbone. He looked down at the fresh blood that oozed around the edges. Maybe she hit his heart, maybe she didn’t. The bolt didn’t ash him either way.

      His hands were steel against her ribcage. He lifted her up, up, jumping high. Dana was off the ground.

      Her back slammed into the pipe work underneath Vampire Vegas.

      The impact bowed the metal. It splintered, crumpled. Didn’t break. Dana grabbed a rung with both hands to try to hang on, and her feet dangled twenty feet above hard concrete and a soup-filled bathtub. It was so much easier for Jeffreys, ephemeral as he was. He was hanging on to Dana with one arm and seemed to weigh nothing.

      “Do you like them?” he asked, gazing up at her with vampire eyes and Count von Count’s purple face. He must have meant the victims in the cages around them. He’d shoved Dana up between two victims who had already been punctured a few times, allowing them to drizzle into the tub.

      Then she realized that she wasn’t between cages.

      She was inside a cage.

      “Oh fuck,” Dana said.

      Jeffreys grabbed a lever, presumably to shut the door on the cage. Dana would be contained. She’d be right above that damn tub, right where he could shower in her blood.

      That couldn’t happen.

      Dana let go.

      She fell, and Jeffreys dangled from the lever while she plummeted for the barest blink of time.

      Dana hoped momentum could carry her away from the tub.

      Instead, her hip banged into the side of the tub. Her shoulder scraped the nozzle. And her knees—oh gods, her knees were sinking into the muck, the slurry of decaying fat and blood and bone shards that had yet to deteriorate.

      Dana flung herself over the side onto the ground. Vomit flooded her mouth without warning, and it didn’t seem to matter when she accidentally spit it out onto a boot. Bile was better than all the fat.

      Bare feet slammed into her back. She flattened to the floor, spattered in barf and blood.

      Jeffreys had landed on her.

      She twisted to throw him off, but the instant she got to her feet, he slammed her into the tub again.

      Dana bowed backward, the balls of her feet digging into the ground, teeth gritted.

      “You’re weaker than me,” Jeffreys said, delighted. He wasn’t straining to hold her at all. He pushed gently, and her head bent backward. Her shirt’s hem dangled millimeters from Freddie Bloom’s crushed body. “From the moment you got attacked by Achlys, I started to think you were weaker, and you are.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” she growled, trying to breathe as little as possible, trying not to inhale Bloom’s putrefaction.

      “You can’t tell me that you don’t think about turning into a vampire again,” he said. “It’d be easy. I’ve got the venom in me now.” His lips peeled back, and his teeth were a mess. All of them were sharp from the front teeth back to the rearmost molars. They were different lengths—some jagged, some pointy. “I could change you back.”

      She locked her elbows to make it harder to push her back. “If I could get you a cure, you wouldn’t want to take it—would you?”

      Jeffreys laughed with a toss of his head. It was probably meant to sound like a villainous laugh. Somehow, the fact that his laugh was so normal made it more menacing.

      She’d laughed with this guy before. Gone to drinks at the bar the cops liked with him.

      He was just some guy.

      Then she remembered the part where he was “just some guy” who liked to rip dicks off, and she suddenly stopped feeling bad.

      Dana threw all her weight against him and twisted.

      Jeffreys wasn’t a good vampire. He didn’t have anything close to the speed Dana had when she’d been undead, so he didn’t react in time to get away from her.

      She tossed him against the tub.

      He slipped down along a gear, hand flying out to seize the attached cable.

      When he yanked, all those weird bicycle chains amidst the cages started spinning.

      Which was how Dana discovered they were not, in fact, bicycle chains at all. They were flails made of barbed wire. And once they began spinning, they only went faster and faster, lashing the flesh of the vampires within the cages.

      Dana never would have expected to flinch in sympathy at a vampire’s pain, but she’d have to be a true monster not to react to the screams. The sounds of tearing flesh. The spattering of blood drizzling into basins, rushing down pipes, and then dripping into the tub behind Dana.

      “Fuck!” She leaped away.

      Jeffreys hauled himself up on the edge of the tub. He gazed in wonder at the faucet dribbling blood over his sister’s desiccated face.

      Dana usually only saw expressions like that on the faces of orphans on Christmas fucking morning.

      “I’ll let you watch this,” he told Dana over his shoulder. “After everything you taught me, you deserve it.”

      And he ripped his pants off.
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      When she’d learned of Jeffreys’s childhood mutilation, Dana hadn’t been able to resist imagining what remained of his genitals. She had come to the conclusion that his condition couldn’t be too bad. How much damage could a witch kid do, even if she was a huge piece-of-shit bully?

      Turned out that witch kids could do a lot of damage.

      The only thing hanging between his thighs was scar tissue. Maybe that used to be some of his balls, but now it looked like white fleshy raisins. The place his dick should have been was even worse. Whoever had stitched him together hadn’t been careful about it, and it would have taken a topographical map to navigate all those crevices.

      She scrambled back on all fours, like a crab. “Get the fuck away from me!”

      But Jeffreys wasn’t moving in on Dana. He was throwing a leg over the side of the tub, and then the other leg. He slid directly under the dripping faucet, positioning himself over his sister, crab-like, until he could lower himself deliberately into the sludge.

      His head fell back on the edge. A drop at a time, blood slapped his face and slid down his body.

      If Dana hadn’t already barfed, she’d have been barfing again.

      “Get out of the tub,” she said slowly, quietly, forcefully. “Get out of the fucking tub right now.”

      He rubbed the blood on his face, down his chest, between his legs. “I’m going to be healed, McIntyre. I’m going to be strong.”

      “You’re going to fit in an ashtray!”

      “No! I’m going to be strong!” There was a hint of desperation to the claim. More than a hint. Jeffreys stared down at himself and saw he wasn’t growing his dick back. Wrath scrabbled over his face. “I need more blood. There’s a way to do this. I need more blood.”

      He yanked on the cable behind the tub again.

      The barbed flails spun faster. The screams intensified, and something spattered onto Dana’s shoulder. She looked down to see a shred of skin.

      She hurled herself at the cable and grabbed it.

      This occurred to her as a bad idea, but only after she earned blazing red friction burns along the insides of her palms.

      Dana screamed and gripped it tighter. Jammed the heel of her boot into the gear. The machinery clanked to a halt as metal bit into the rubber.

      The flails went limp.

      Jeffreys got to his feet. Blood pasted his hair to his scalp, made the purple greasepaint run, created rivers of black down his concave chest and the mangled white webbing of scar tissue. “They’re just vampires,” he said.

      Dana wouldn’t have expected to disagree with that statement. Ever.

      She also wouldn’t have expected her jeans to be soaked with rotten body fat from a serial killer’s sister in a bathtub, so life was full of surprises these days.

      “Get on your knees,” Dana said, leveling the reloaded crossbow. “If you don’t fight this slaying, I won’t tell anyone what I saw here. You’ll be remembered as…” She glanced around the room. “Slightly less of a douchebag than you really are.”

      He didn’t seem to be listening. He was slicking the blood all over his body again, scrubbing it on his thighs. It didn’t cause any changes. He looked exactly the same as before, except more disgusting. “Why won’t I heal?” he roared, his whole body shaking so hard that blood flicked off of him. “I’m a vampire! I’m not weak anymore!”

      It turned out that an angry draugr could billow into the form of an icy cloud, seeming to swell. That stringy hair faded to crystalline nothingness. His face sucked in, like he was the one rotting.

      Dickless was still dickless, and he wasn’t happy about it.

      He rounded on Dana with fire in his eyes. He ripped the first wooden bolt out of his chest. More blood poured out of him, mingling with the blood and rot that already caked his skin.

      “You told me I’d be better once I was a vampire!” Jeffreys lunged at her with the bolt.

      Movement blurred in the corner of Dana’s vision.

      Nissa grabbed Jeffreys from behind, wrapping her arms around his bloody chest to hold him in place. Jeffreys roared ineffectually.

      “Took you long enough,” Dana snarled.

      Nissa’s mouth twitched into a smile. “It was fun watching.”

      She suplexed Jeffreys.

      Had draugr required bones to remain animate, he’d have died from the way his neck snapped. Instead he could only collapse into a pile of greasepaint and Bloom’s blood.

      Nissa beamed at Dana. “I think I might have—”

      “You ugly cunts!” Jeffreys had swirled into an upright position again, and oh boy did he look pissed.

      “Wait a second,” Nissa said. “Someone’s interrupting us.”

      She turned her crimson gaze on Jeffreys.

      The texture of the air changed. The victims in the cages went silent. The drip-drip-drip of blood slowed.

      “Stop,” Nissa said.

      Jeffreys stopped.

      He froze in midair, hands uplifted, mouth open to expose his jagged teeth. He wasn’t a master vampire like Nissa. He could rip dicks off of all the fledglings he wanted, but he didn’t stand a chance against her psychic powers.

      Dana braced her hands on her knees, fighting to catch her breath. At least one of the fluids dripping from her hairline was sweat. “That’s…that’s cheating, Nissa.” There was something so anticlimactic about that one word ending this. Stop.

      “Forget about him. None of this is about him.” Nissa waved a dismissive hand at Jeffreys. His lips were shivering with tension, but that was the only thing that moved.

      Nissa reached for Dana’s hip, like she was going to push the hem of her shirt up for access to the soft skin under her arm. Instead, her fingers went down, and she extracted a handful of bolts from the quiver at her thigh.

      “The first bolt didn’t kill him,” Dana said.

      “I know,” Nissa said. She turned back to Jeffreys. “Lay down, arms and legs spread.” And he did. He lay down among the blood and trembled silently. Rendered impotent again. One by one, Nissa punched the crossbow bolts through Jeffreys’s body and into the concrete, pinning him down. “There. Now what do we do?”

      Dana stood back, unsure if that nasty crawling feeling was from her sodden jeans or the sense of dread. “Huh?”

      “We’re killing him together so you can get Penny back,” Nissa said.

      It had seemed like a straightforward request earlier. Dana would have killed anything to save Penny, and killing a vampire was easiest of all.

      At the time, she’d felt nothing more complex than desperation.

      Now, she felt pity. A multihued emotion.

      “I should turn him in to the OPA,” Dana said. “Let them get information out of him before he dies.” She pulled out the vial of Garlic Shot as she spoke, twisting a needle onto its tip.

      Nissa’s hand wrapped around Dana’s so that they cradled the syringe together. “That’s not the deal,” she said. “I want you to kill him now.”

      This vampire had taken Penny. She didn’t deserve to have one gods-damned thing she wanted.

      Even if what she wanted and what Dana wanted happened to align.

      Dana did want to kill Jeffreys.

      She’d never seen anything as wretched as this limp, shriveled man, forever chasing some masculine power that remained eternally beyond his reach. He’d slaughtered to get closer to it. Tortured people. Ruined lives and took away the choices of others. All so that he could feel better about exactly how weak he was.

      Killing Jeffreys wasn’t doing Nissa a favor. It was a mercy.

      “Would it be so bad if you were doing me a favor?” Nissa whispered. She’d let herself into Dana’s mind again, and Dana barely even noticed.

      Jeffreys struggled on the ground between them. The stakes kept him effortlessly pinned.

      Dana’s free hand went to the triadist charm dangling from her throat. Nissa guided the syringe toward Dickless, aiming its point above his hairy navel.

      “Show me how to kill,” Nissa said. “One more time. One last time before your final murder.”

      “The OPA wants him for questioning,” Dana said.

      Nissa’s mind slipped through Dana’s like the first breezes of autumn. Are you really Cèsar Hawke’s dog, carrying prey back to him like that? Woof woof, Dana.

      Dana jabbed the needle into Jeffreys.

      She pressed the plunger.

      Albert Jeffreys’s eyes widened and his mouth opened in a silent cry. The stretching skin made his paint flake. He may have been Muppet purple on the surface, but underneath he was a dry, papery bloodless.

      Jeffreys suddenly stopped fighting. His limbs went limp.

      His body shriveled to nothing.

      The whole time that he was dying—and in the same way that Achlys had died—Nissa stared at Dana. Her red eyes remained fixed upon her as though she’d never seen anything more interesting than Dana’s face.

      Nissa said, “You wanted to use that Garlic Shot on me. Now it’s gone.”

      “I’ll find another way to kill you,” Dana said.

      Nissa shivered.

      Jeffreys flaked to dust.

      Dana looked down at the syringe still in her palm, lying crosswise from the pad of her thumb to the pad of her pinky. It looked small in comparison to her hands. The same strong, sturdy hands she’d always had. She’d killed a lot of vampires with those hands.

      She’d been gripping the triadist charm so hard that its shape had imprinted on one of her palms.

      “Now for the rest of them,” Dana said, closing her fist on the mark. The vampire captives had gone quiet during the fight, but now the most recently injured were beginning to stir again.

      Nissa’s eyes smoldered. “You want to kill them because they’re vampires.”

      “Because if these mutant abominations are unleashed on the world, it’ll be like facing dozens of Albert Jeffreys,” Dana said. She set her shoulders. “And because they’re vampires.”

      “No good vampire but an ashed one,” Nissa said.

      It only took a moment to locate the lever that lowered the vampire victims’ cages. Dana pulled a couple ropes, dropped the metal grids onto the cement next to the soup-filled bathtub.

      She glanced around the room, searching for ideas—or at least a bucket.

      Dana spotted a hose. It hung on a crank wheel, and when Dana grabbed the nozzle, she found that it extended easily. She dragged it over to the bathtub of blood. She sprayed it out, blasting the vampires’ sludgy black fluids onto the floor. And then she filled it with water.

      “Give the vial back to me,” Dana said, and Nissa obeyed. There were only a few CC’s remaining inside. It was enough. It would have to be enough.

      She poured the rest into the tub.

      Nissa stepped up to the nearest cage. It had two vampires inside, indistinguishable due to the flayed flesh. They were too weak to fight. They didn’t even react when she opened the door.

      She said, “All of them?”

      “All of them,” Dana said.

      One by one, they opened the remaining cages. Dana took the vampires’ hands. Nissa took their feet. They dragged the bodies to the tub and threw them inside with Freddie Bloom. It was a deep tub, and the body had been squashed enough that there was plenty of room to submerge each vampire as the last turned to ash.

      Within the hour, Dana stood calf-deep in vampire dust and sludge from the bathtub. She was breathing hard, her arms too tired to lift the crossbow even though it weighed only a few ounces.

      It was done. There were no more vampires to drown in Garlic Shots.

      Nobody except Nissa.

      Dana’s fingers moved on instinct, cuffing Nissa’s arms. Nissa was startled. She tripped into Dana, and both of them hit the tub. The blood sloshed at the impact.

      Nissa looked up at Dana, question in her eyes. Even without being psychic, Dana knew what Nissa was wondering. Is it time? Are you going to kill me?

      They were both willing and ready. Suspended on a thread of violence.

      Nissa lifted her hand. Her fingertips hovered over the curve of Dana’s cheeks, brushing the fine peach fuzz that had been regrowing ever since she came back to life. It was thicker on the underside of her jaw, back toward her ear, and Dana kinda thought Nissa was trying to pet her.

      Then her thumb skimmed over Dana’s lips, and she tasted copper. Nissa was smearing Jeffreys’s blood on Dana’s face.

      Dana twitched back. “Don’t touch me.” She couldn’t manage to put as much heat behind it as usual. She felt so tired. It was orgiastic succor, the drained and satisfied feeling that came after climax, and she didn’t want to move.

      Nissa licked the blood off of her thumb. “I forgive you,” she said. “For curing yourself…I forgive you.”

      Dana’s scalp prickled. “It had nothing to do with you.”

      Noises echoed up the sewers, and Nissa’s head snapped around, her gaze fixing on the doors into the chamber. “What is that?”

      “Tormid,” Dana said. “He’s bringing in the OPA to clean up.”

      “Clean up what? Me?”

      If Dana stayed there with Nissa much longer, the answer would be yes whether they liked it or not.

      But Penny was still out there.

      “Let’s go,” Dana said. “I held up my end. It’s your turn.”

      Nissa laced her fingers with Dana’s. “Happily.”
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      Moving at vampire speed while mortal was a completely different experience than when she was a vampire.

      Dana was barely aware of the world surrounding her. Time didn’t slow to let her experience the glisten of water moving at quarter-speed. She couldn’t make instantaneous decisions, couldn’t move swiftly enough to change the flow of a battle.

      Instead, it felt like being in a car accident.

      There was nothing to support her back, her neck. She slammed forward, backward, left, right. Her shoulders smacked into doorways. The walls blurred until she couldn’t make out which part of the sewers she was in, much less tell if anyone was following them.

      She was helpless in the locked arms of Nissa Royal.

      Almost as soon as Nissa snapped into motion, she snapped out of it again, releasing Dana simultaneously.

      Dana spilled onto the ground at her feet. The momentum carried her a couple meters before she got onto hands and knees again. “Fuck!”

      Nissa ran past her at a more normal pace. “The OPA is right behind us!”

      Dana held her breath, tried to hear. She could make out faint shouts. The OPA would catch up within thirty seconds. If Dana delayed Nissa long enough, then Cèsar and Charmaine could catch them. She could change her mind. There was still time.

      “We have to move!” Nissa snapped. “Come on!”

      The shouts were getting closer.

      Are you really Cèsar Hawke’s dog?

      Dana turned away from the sounds that the OPA made, plunging into the shadows with Nissa. She willingly followed the vampire further away from the scene of their crime.

      Closer to Penny.

      They rounded a corner, and Nissa stopped so suddenly that Dana slammed into her back. A handful of OPA agents stood in the sewer. They obviously hadn’t been expecting to intercept Nissa coming from that direction because shock had turned those trained personnel into statues.

      Nissa bared her fangs. “Agents!”

      Dana grabbed her hand. The vampire turned a wide-eyed stare at Dana, mouth going slack so that her lips slid over her teeth.

      “Jump,” Dana said. She wrapped her other arm around Nissa’s neck.

      Nissa jumped.

      They were right below an access hatch, and a vampire jumping with preternatural strength propelled them hard enough to burst through it. Nissa sheltered Dana from the majority of the impact and it was still enough to make her head swim.

      At the top, they landed hard in a tangle of limbs. Dana shoved Nissa away and got onto her knees to look around. She was shocked to be greeted by the sight of piled boxes, steel shelves, and produce tagged with QR codes. They weren’t in the sewer anymore. They’d reached one of Vampire Vegas’s sub-basements.

      The OPA shouted underneath them.

      “Follow me,” Nissa said.

      Dana had to wipe blood off of her watch face before she could tell the time. There were maybe two hours before the daylighting protocol kicked in, killing all the vampires in the area. Including the one vampire who knew where Penny was caged.

      “I’ll follow you,” Dana said. “But move fast.”
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      Dana wasn’t surprised when Nissa dragged her to the wax museum. It had been shuttered after the fight against Achlys in its Red Carpet Room, since the damage to the attractions was too expensive for even the Paradisos to replace immediately. A few of the boards over the front door were loose. Nissa pushed them aside so Dana could step in.

      The door to the office behind the Red Carpet Room was locked and covered in yellow warning tape. Nissa slid a key into the lock and twisted it. Tumblers clicked. “She’s on the other side. I want you to go inside and release your wife.”

      “Just like that? Walk in, let her go?” Dana asked. “You gonna stop me when I try to leave?”

      Nissa folded her arms to wait.

      There was a trick to this. No doubt in Dana’s mind. But she strode toward the door, wrenched it open, and headed for the one glass cage in the back. It looked like it had been taken from Mohinder’s old hideout. Its base had left muddy smears from being pushed across the floor, and the inside was fogged with condensation.

      There was no lock on the box. Dana found the latch and wrenched it open.

      Penny spilled out.

      She was unconscious—eyes closed, arms limp at her sides—and as filthy as she’d been while in the Fremont Slasher’s captivity. How’d she gotten so disgusting while at the wax museum? Nissa had held her less than a day.

      Dana glanced back at the vampire, who was still standing calmly in the doorway. Nissa’s form blocked off the moonlight coming through the office window, so it was hard to see anything. “What did you do to her?” Dana asked, pressing her fingertips to Penny’s throat. Her skin felt cool. “You said you wouldn’t hurt her if I cooperated!”

      “Is that what I said?” Nissa asked.

      Dana couldn’t find a pulse. She shifted her fingers, kept looking for a heartbeat.

      Penny was alive. She had to be alive.

      The orc’s skin was slimy with a fluid of indeterminate color, impossible to distinguish in the darkness. It smelled awful. Like the inside of a rotting corpse.

      A chill settled over Dana as she realized where all this slime had come from.

      “Fuck,” she whispered.

      Penny’s eyes flew open to focus on Dana.

      Her irises were red.

      [image: ]

      Orcs were scary beasts. Each one was at least two hundred centimeters tall and packed a hundred kilos of muscle. Dana had thought several times that Penny was among the most intimidating people she’d ever seen, even though Penny was not herself an intimidating person.

      An orc turned into a vampire was much worse.

      When Penny’s eyes opened, there was nothing familiar in her eyes except hunger. The same hunger Dana had suffered after Nissa fed her blood to turn her full vampire.

      Penny’s hands shot out. She grabbed Dana with the strength she used to swing hammers.

      Dana had never been thrown against a wall by a vampire without making any effort to fight back, but that was what she did now. She hit the wall like a ragdoll. Her body reeled with pain.

      Penny’s mouth opened wide, exposing fangs.

      “Off! Down!” Nissa was suddenly between them, pushing Penny back toward the glass cage. She wrenched Dana out of the hole with super-speed and slammed the door.

      “Gods,” Dana said, staring at the door. It shook in its frame as Penny struck it.

      Nissa had turned Penny into a vampire.

      Penny was dead.

      Dana turned on Nissa slowly, shocked by how empty she felt. Not angry anymore. Not hateful. Just…empty. “You said you’d let Penny go.”

      “I also said you’re going to kill yourself. And I’m right, aren’t I?” Nissa asked. “It’s the only thing you can think about now. Your hatred of vampires—your wife becoming a vampire. You’ll have to kill her to adhere to your code. And then…”

      Nissa traced her finger over Dana’s throat, creating an invisible line. Dana imagined blood spurting from the path it swished.

      Penny was still hammering the door. In order for her to be mindlessly violent, Nissa must have drained her blood, leaving Penny as addled as any of Il Senesino’s victims.

      She’d come back to her senses with enough blood.

      But she’d still be a vampire.

      One of the bloodless damned to spend her life wandering the Earth looking for her next two-legged meal.

      “Don’t tell me you’ll be able to live with yourself once you’ve killed Penny,” Nissa said. Her voice cracked and a brilliant-red tear slithered down her cheek. It looked black in the darkness. “You still hate vampires, and you’ll kill Penny. Then yourself.”

      Nissa reached into a pocket, and she pulled out a jangling set of metal claws.

      “You can borrow these to do it,” she said. “They’re still sharp.”

      Dana’s emptiness was threatening to transform into anguish. Penny was striking the door harder. She’d break through before she got her senses back at this rate, and Dana would have no choice but to react.

      “You don’t know me,” Dana said again, grabbing Nissa’s wrist roughly. The metal claws jangled.

      Nissa’s luminous eyes gazed with burning satisfaction, hate, and…something a lot softer than that.

      “Turn me into a vampire again,” Dana said. “You said you forgave me. You wish I hadn’t been cured. So I don’t think you want me to kill myself—you want to keep me around. Turn me back into a vampire.”

      “But…” Nissa swayed on her feet, leaning against Dana’s chest as though she needed help to stand. “You killed Mohinder. You hate vampires!”

      “I can’t turn Penny back. She’s no longer a blood virgin, and there’s no more cure. But…” She grabbed Nissa by the shoulders, gazing down at her. “Nissa, I can’t kill Penny. Just like I can’t kill you.”

      “Gods,” Nissa murmured.

      There was no air left in the room. Dana was suffocating. Falling into the bottomless pit.

      “Change me,” Dana said. “Keep us both.”

      Nissa was trembling.

      Dana had been right. She knew exactly what Nissa wanted.

      The vampire pressed against Dana’s mind, jamming a fist deep into the folds and curves, surely seeking whether or not Dana could be serious. The triadist charm was heavy on Dana’s clavicle. She was engulfed in the white light of the gods—not meditating the way Lincoln did, but protected.

      There was no way to keep Nissa from seeing some of the truth: the enormity of Dana’s love for Penny, and even the enormous, frustrating feelings Dana had for Nissa.

      Dana jerked the neck of her shirt down to expose her throat. She dropped to her knees to make it easier for the shorter vampire to access. “You’ll be the sire to Penny and me.”

      Nissa’s fingers slid into Mohinder’s claws one by one. She flexed her hand so that the metal chimed gently. “You mean it, don’t you?” Cold claws brushed over Dana’s cheek. The door behind them shook. “You…see me.”

      Nissa moved at vampire speed again, rejuvenated. Her claws flashed. Bright pain flared on Dana’s throat. Warm blood spilled over her chest.

      The vampire sank down, cradling Dana’s head in one hand, and she drank.

      Dana was consumed by the pain.

      She’d never willingly exposed her throat—or any other body part—to allow a vampire to drink from her. The idea was on par with going scuba diving in a Port-a-Potty. But now she surrendered, and she paid for it in agony.

      Nissa’s teeth slid into the exposed slit of her throat. Her tongue traced up the inside of it, as if memorizing the shape of Dana’s muscles, the tendons, the blood vessels. There was so much blood. So much more than Dana had thought there’d be when she planned this. And she’d thought there would be a lot.

      As Nissa drained blood, the pain receded.

      She felt suddenly chilly, but not unpleasantly so. Dana was submerged in the cold of a crisp autumn day. Pleasure washed over her brain, the same way that she felt kicking through piles of dried leaves. It was nighttime, but the kind of nights that came around the holidays, where everything went quiet in the falling snow and fairy lights twinkled in envy of the stars.

      Dana was transported by Nissa, with Nissa, taken from this pit to somewhere perfect.

      Nissa’s cold lips pressed to her throat harder. She sucked harder. Her fingers curled in Dana’s hair.

      Dana reached up to grip Nissa’s back, fisting her shirt. She let her eyes fall shut. Her head bowed back.

      They were falling, falling, falling…

      The banging sound was not a disoriented vampire chasing the smell of blood. It was the thudding of Dana’s heart as vampire venom shot through the muscle for the second time in her life.

      It was the pounding of Nissa’s heart, too.

      The vampire jerked back with a gasp. Her hands released, and Dana really fell this time, thudding onto the linoleum.

      “You taste…” Nissa swiped blood off of her chest, licked it from her thumb. She smiled. “You’re so…” And then the smile disappeared, and she started to cough. “Gods. You taste terrible.”

      Without the soporific effects of a vampire bite, the pain quickly returned to Dana. It doubled, tripled, quadrupled. The venom was in her chest. It was in her blood. It suffused every fiber of her body.

      The Garlic Shot she’d injected earlier had gone to war against the venom.

      She’d spent hours tripping on lethe. Hours with apotropaics racing through her system. Her body must have been close to metabolizing it now, after all this fighting—yet Nissa had drunk enough blood to be impacted.

      “I hope I taste like garlic,” Dana whispered.

      Nissa clutched her throat, wheezing. Her hands scrabbled over her chest. She threw herself backwards, as if trying to escape some invisible enemy, and she only succeeded in knocking over a wax celebrity. “It hurts!” She clutched her head. “What did you do to me? How?”

      At Tormid’s suggestion, Dana had used the lethe-heavy Garlic Shot as a prophylactic. Turned out that taking Garlic Shots as a human felt terrible. But whatever Dana was feeling didn’t compare to Nissa’s ordeal.

      The vampire was screaming. Beating at her chest. “It hurts!”

      Dana rested her hand on Nissa’s chest, and she felt the strengthening heartbeat. Its rhythm was a lot faster than Penny’s fists on the door now. The heart might burst from Nissa’s chest before Penny got through that door.

      “Relax,” Dana said. “You’re not dying. You’re coming back to life.”

      Nissa’s eyes went blank. She passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Dana sat with Nissa’s body for a very long time. She sat until the pounding against the door subsided to scratching, and then went silent. She sat until light started flashing outside of the wax museum. It was a slow beat of yellow-white, like a dim sun. That flashing was a countdown. Ten minutes until the OPA lit a daylight bomb to end all daylight bombs and left Las Vegas hostile to vampires.

      All vampires.

      A number which now included Penny.

      Dana remained frozen until Nissa Royal woke up.

      Nissa jerked upright, inhaling a breath that sounded like it hurt. Dana remembered those early breaths. It had felt like someone had been stabbing her in the lungs, since they hadn’t needed to function for weeks. It had been bad enough after being dead for a couple months. Nissa had been dead for over four years.

      Her hands flew over her hair, her face, her chest. She was breathing too fast. She squinted up at the light, down at her fingers, around the walls. “What happened to me?” Nissa yelled, as if she couldn’t hear herself. “Where am I?”

      Her narrowed eyes finally found Dana.

      Nissa’s face went slack. “Gods. You…ungh.” Nissa folded around her stomach. She probably hadn’t digested all of Penny’s blood and still had a full belly, which couldn’t feel good as a new human.

      Her shoulders jerked. She arched. She vomited, and her last meal emerged in clumpy black clumps. She remained on all fours, the hair in front of her face stuck together by vomit.

      It seemed to take all of Nissa’s strength to look up at Dana and say, “You cured me.”

      “I’d hoped it would kill you.” If Dana had thought there was a real chance for it to cure, she’d have let Penny drink. Not Nissa.

      “Kill me? This is so much worse!” The urge to vomit came over her again. She bucked as her body purged, then flopped onto her side, curled her arms around her knees. “Gods, kill me now! Kill me!”

      “Stop whining. My head hurts.” Dana stood up, and the room no longer swirled around her like she were in the center of an old carnival Gravitron. That had been a side effect of the lethe. Nissa had drained the Garlic Shot out of her, along with a couple pints of blood, and Dana felt like she was about to pass out in a completely different way.

      Dana put a hand on the wall to steady herself, squeezing her eyes shut against the pounding in her head. She was desperately thirsty. That was a side effect of blood loss. She needed a transfusion.

      Like it or not, Dana needed the OPA.

      “Kill me,” Nissa whimpered again, scraping her fingernails down her face. “The only good vampire is an ashed vampire!”

      Mohinder’s claws glittered on the linoleum, and Dana kicked them under a table so she wouldn’t have to see them. “I don’t kill humans, dumbass. You’re not a vampire anymore.”

      “Nobody knows. You can tell everyone you staked me and I turned to dust.” There was such hope in Nissa’s eyes, peeking out from over her knees, even as pain twisted her eyebrows. “Kill me.” Nissa still looked like a tinier version of Penny. Tiny, pale, blood-soiled, and sobbing.

      “I’m not killing any human who doesn’t deserve it.”

      “After everything I’ve done—”

      “You’re still a victim,” Dana said. “A victim and a monster. You killed Penny. You don’t deserve my sympathy, my mercy, or the blessing of my blade. You deserve to be human. You deserve to suffer in an—”

      The latch to the oubliette’s door broke with a sharp clang.

      Penny exploded out of darkness.

      She leaped past Dana without even seeing her, and she slammed into Nissa on the ground. She pinned her. The sudden violence of it was so shocking that Dana could only stare.

      Penny’s mouth opened wide, flashing fangs. She was from Mohinder’s bloodline. She had fangs belonging to the Fremont Slasher wedged in between her orc tusks.

      When she bit down on Nissa, it wasn’t neat. It wasn’t tidy or sexy or merciful.

      Tusks and fangs ripped open Nissa’s throat. Blood spurted from her—fresh blood, human blood—and splattered over Penny’s ashen face.

      She sucked and slurped and wallowed wetly. A lot.

      After a moment, Penny dropped Nissa.

      Nissa’s eyes were unfocused. Her hand was barely twitching, and nothing else moved. Blood bubbled in the wound with every tiny attempt to inhale.

      “Oh my gods,” Penny whispered.

      It had only taken a few seconds for Penny to slaughter Nissa, and a few seconds more for Penny’s starving vampire body to restore function to her cognition.

      Penny had regained control of herself about sixty seconds too late.

      Her hands flew over Nissa’s body without touching, as if she were discovering the wounds for the first time rather than having perpetrated them. Penny began to shake. She cried out in horror, anger, fear. Fear of what she’d become.

      Dana crept silently over to stand behind her. Penny was such a wreck that her vampire senses didn’t alert her to the approach. It was usually much harder for a slayer like Dana to creep up on a vampire.

      She rested a hand on Penny’s broad, muscled shoulder.

      The orc whipped around.

      When she realized Dana had seen the killing, what little blood remained drained out of her face. “Dana. Oh my gods, Dana…” Her bloody hand covered her mouth, muffling the rising sobs. “I killed her. I didn’t even mean to, and I killed her. You were right about—you know—vampires. They’re all bad. We’re bad.”

      Dana wrapped a hand around the back of Penny’s neck, pulling her forward until their foreheads touched over Nissa’s body. Nissa’s eyes were still open. She seemed to be struggling to focus on the women above her.

      “I’m sorry, Dana,” Penny said. “I’m so sorry. I can’t…I shouldn’t…oh my gods!” She sounded more shocked than genuinely regretful.

      “It’s okay,” Dana said, and she meant it.

      “It’s not okay. I mean, Nissa was awful, and she deserved it. She did! But she was a human, and I’m a vampire, and you’re a slayer. I made it so that you have to kill me! I’ve ruined your—”

      Dana kissed Penny.

      Just as Penny hadn’t been careful tearing into Nissa, Dana wasn’t careful trying to kiss her wife. She didn’t bother trying to navigate the fangs to avoid getting hurt. She turned off her brain, trusted that Penny wouldn’t bite her, and kissed her the way she always had.

      Penny’s breath tasted like human blood.

      “I love you,” Dana whispered, and the words pounded truth through her gut, like a stake driven into the heart of a vampire. “I don’t care you’re bloodless. I don’t care you killed someone who hurt you.”

      A tear slid down Penny’s cheek. “I love you too.”

      They embraced tightly. Penny’s skin was cool, even with the fresh flow of blood under the surface.

      Dana watched the last of the light fade from Nissa’s eyes over Penny’s arm. Nissa’s lips moved like she was trying to say something. She couldn’t seem to get it out.

      The slow-blink of the daylighting countdown had slowed even further—one flash every other second. It reflected in Nissa’s eyes, which were brown, like Penny’s.

      For a moment, Dana felt a new presence. The God of Death had arrived. He was the third of the triad, and not typically a presence that Dana welcomed, even though he swept over her like a warm blanket. She could feel his hand resting on her back in acknowledgment of what she’d done.

      Dana had finished her god-given quest.

      No. Penny had finished it for her.

      They’d done it together.

      Nissa’s eyes went blank, and Dana lifted her head to look up at the place she could feel the presence of the god of death. “Hey,” she said quietly.

      He wasn’t alone. All three of the gods were there—watching, waiting, observing. Maybe silently thanking Dana.

      The sound of helicopter rotors echoed through the window. The OPA had finally caught up to them, just in time to be of no help whatsoever.

      “Hide,” Dana said, shoving Penny into the corner just in time.

      Daylight blossomed over Las Vegas, bathing half of the office in sunshine. It edged the leaves of the ficus in the doorway. It lit Wax Britney Spears’s hair like she was an angel.

      The feeling of being watched was gone. The gods had moved on.

      So had Nissa. She was dead on the linoleum.

      Dana stood up, backing into the shadows with Penny, where daylight couldn’t burn her skin. Dana waited until she saw the first of the helmeted heads poking around the corner to shout. “Nissa Royal is dead! Only friendlies down here! Call Cèsar and black out the windows!”

      Distant voices shouted. Shadows moved over the room as the window was obscured by magical walls, draping the wax museum in nighttime.

      Dana let out a sigh of relief. Penny did not because she wasn’t breathing. She was now more gray than green, and her hair looked darker in contrast. Maybe it was the blood loss turning Dana delirious, but she thought Penny was somehow more beautiful now than ever before. She saw the fangs, and she felt nothing but love.

      “Marry me,” Dana said, taking her hand.

      Penny leaned heavily on Dana and Britney Spears for support. “What? Really?”

      “Yes really. I don’t know if the divorce went through or not, but fuck it. Let’s get married again either way. Marry me!”

      “Where?” Penny asked. “Vegas is going to be sunlit for the next six months.”

      “Tell you what—you can pick where you wanna go. Anywhere at all. Whatever sounds like the best place to get married again.”

      “You really don’t hate me,” Penny said wonderingly.

      “I really don’t,” Dana said.

      Penny kissed her as OPA agents ran into the room, holding them at gunpoint and shouting out warnings. They may as well have not existed. Dana only had eyes for her wife.

      “I do,” Penny whispered.
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      “You may now kiss the bride,” announced Lincoln.

      Dana dived at Penny and kissed her in the moonlight, which was especially bright at Lake Tahoe’s high elevation. The moon hung low so that they were bathed in the shine of it.

      At their kiss, the onlookers erupted into howls of approval.

      The second wedding of Dana and Penny McIntyre was attended by a broad array of guests, from high-and-mighty important types like Abram Peterson and insignificant unknowns like Baraek, from the Las Vegas shifter pack. There were more preternaturals than mundanes by a factor of ten, so it made for a rowdy beach. None of them seemed to care about post-midnight noise nuisance laws. Most guests hadn’t bothered to sit in the white folding chairs provided by the casino, either.

      Lake Tahoe was hundreds of miles from Las Vegas, but Dana would have bet that the cheering was audible all the way down south.

      Which was good. Dana felt like cheering too.

      They broke away from the kiss, and Penny’s cheeks were glistening, flushed with blood she’d drunk from Dana before the ceremony. They’d spent the last two weeks testing sips of Dana’s blood several times. She hadn’t been able to make another Garlic Shot—pre-Genesis lethe was hard to come by—so that meant Penny needed food, and Dana had plenty to share.

      “I love you,” Penny whispered, standing so close to Dana that they were surrounded by her curls. Her crimson irises reflected the lantern light as though she’d captured twin suns within her eyes.

      “Yeah you do,” Dana said.

      And they kissed again.

      The reception was at the same beachside casino where they’d held the wedding, so they didn’t have to go far for the after-party. The guests wandered into the beachside gazebo to find that music was already playing, dinner was served, and that there was no head table. (“We are not doing speeches again, and I mean it,” Dana had told Penny during the planning process.)

      A lot of formalities had been dropped for the second wedding. Some of that was to appease Dana. A lot of it was because weddings were hard to arrange within a two-week period.

      Penny had insisted on keeping certain formalities, though. Dana had to shake hands with all the guests, one by one. Tormid. Baraek. Edie Ashe. Brianna. A few of the less obnoxious police officers from the LVMPD, who’d been looking for an excuse to vacation in Lake Tahoe. Brianna. On and on down the line. She kinda stopped paying attention to the faces after a few minutes.

      Charmaine came up to shake her hand. “You two look beautiful,” said the police chief, kissing both Dana and Penny on the cheeks.

      “Back atcha,” Dana said. “That dress is gonna get shifters sniffing up your skirt if you’re not careful.”

      The chief laughed. “Frankly, I could use a few sniffs. It’s been a long time since I got sniffed. I think it’s time that I move on, you know?”

      Something warm spread in Dana’s chest. “Yeah, you should.”

      “Maybe start with the shifter who can’t keep his eyes off of you,” Penny whispered, throwing significant glances toward the back corner where Tormid stood with Baraek. Tormid had barely looked away from Charmaine all night.

      Charmaine smoothed her dress down. “He’s probably thinking pack politics.”

      “Do you keep those in your bra? Because he’s not looking at your brain,” Dana said.

      The chief slugged her in the arm. “Don’t screw with me, McIntyre. And stay out of my love life.” But she was returning Tormid’s gazes with thoughtful interest, and Dana felt her work was well and truly done. “You still sure about joining the OPA?”

      “Already signed the employment agreement,” Dana said. “It won’t be bad working for Cèsar. Maybe he’ll even send me back to you eventually.”

      “I can only hope it’s soon,” Charmaine said.

      They shook hands one more time and the line moved on. Dana zoned out most everyone until a face she hadn’t invited appeared in front of her.

      “Cèsar,” Dana said, surprised. She shook his hand. For a faerie, he had a strong grip. “Didn’t know you were coming.”

      “I loaned my jet to Abram Peterson, and then hitched a ride to crash the party,” said the undersecretary, sweeping his glittering black hair out of his eyes. “Sorry. Need to talk to you when you’ve got a minute.”

      “It’s my wedding,” Dana said.

      “It won’t take long. I’ll be over there, not drinking any of your expensive champagne.” Cèsar headed over to another table, which was being flanked by his usual pair of sidhe agents. They were conspicuous in black suits.

      Cèsar wasn’t conspicuous, all things considered. He was in casual clothes. Expensive casual clothes. Bespoke Italian everything, but in a modest, minimalist way. He’d eschewed his usual high-octane glamour for one he probably wore on a more regular basis, so he definitely looked like a sidhe, but a relaxed one.

      “You okay?” Penny whispered to Dana.

      “I’m great,” Dana whispered back. The OPA undersecretary at her wedding, far from his stomping grounds, meant that there was an apocalypse coming and they’d all die before midnight.

      She managed to break away from things before getting sucked in to other wedding rituals. Cèsar looked surprised by how quickly she showed up at his table.

      “Where’s the apocalypse and how do we avert it?” Dana asked.

      He burst into laughter. “I have no idea! I bet you anything there are assholes even tougher than you out there fighting apocalypse right now, but it ain’t my problem. I’m on leave. Heading to this island in the Caribbean to meet Fritz. Thought you’d want the tracker extracted first.” He pulled out a device that kind of looked like a piercing gun.

      “Fuck yes.” She shook off her white jacket, rolled up her sleeve, and offered her arm to him without hesitation. It couldn’t be more painful than feeding a vampire wife. She had several holes on the inside of her wrist, and those were only the visible bite marks. “Be careful prying that thing out. I don’t want you accidentally blowing up my head after I put up with you for an entire murder investigation.”

      “Please, do you really think I’d put something that could blow your head up in your arm? It was just a tracker, McIntyre,” Cèsar said. He pressed the gun to her arm. She only felt a hard pinch, and then he was dropping the tracking bead into a baggie an OPA agent held. It was done. “You’ve gotta try being less gullible sometimes.”

      “Because it’s so far-fetched to think the OPA kills disobedient employees?”

      “You’re not an employee,” Cèsar reminded her. “You signed on with Charmaine before I could hook you into a contract. Remember?”

      “Oh yeah,” Dana said without missing a beat. “I just meant I was on your payroll before.”

      “Yeah, but your employment with the OPA’s done,” Cèsar said. “We’re not sending you back to prison and now you’re a cop. Woohoo! Best day ever!”

      She chewed the idea over and over in her mind. “The Hunting Club’s still gonna be contracted with you guys?”

      “Well,” he said with a shrug. There was no point answering that question. The OPA would someday have every damn American on their payroll.

      “I want you to keep the Hunting Club contract,” Dana said.

      Cèsar dropped his feet, which had been propped up on the end of the buffet table. “Why?”

      “Because Las Vegas needs help. A lot more help. You assholes fucked it up even worse than it was before you came in, and—”

      “We killed most of the vampires and arrested the remainder. Exactly like you wanted.”

      “I’d have done it more delicately,” Dana said.

      “You? Delicate?”

      “Anyway, Vegas has issues. The daylight bomb’s gonna stop in a few months and the problems will creep back in. I want OPA support cleaning things up.” She ticked her demands off on her fingers. “Air support when necessary, a unit on the ground assigned to work with the Hunting Club, supply of firearms…”

      “Okay,” Cèsar interrupted. “They’ll have all of it. I’ll pass it on to one of my underlings for arrangement.”

      “You’re not arranging it? You, the new king of Las Vegas?”

      “McIntyre, my friend, buddy old pal,” he said, “I am sincerely hoping I never have to work with you directly ever again. I’m done with the State of Nevada.”

      Cèsar held a hand out.

      Dana glanced back at Penny, who was in a cluster of so many people preening over her wedding dress that only her horns were visible over the crowd. “Deal.” Dana shook Cèsar’s hand.

      [image: ]

      The one boring marriage ritual Dana hadn’t argued with was the first dance. In fact, Penny had been against doing a dance at this reception, since they’d already had their real “first” dance at their first wedding. But Dana was an awesome dancer, they’d paid for ballroom classes years earlier, and she planned on making use of those skills.

      It was weird to twirl around the dance floor with a vampire while everyone was watching. Weird, but right.

      “When do you think Charmaine and Cèsar are going to figure out that you’re lying to both of them about taking jobs with the other?” Penny whispered, her hand resting lightly on Dana’s shoulder.

      “Hopefully not until we’ve had a lot of time uninterrupted on nude beaches,” Dana said. She twirled her wife and then pulled her back. “I’ll pick one after they’re done throwing tantrums. Whichever one you want. I’ll work for one of those assholes—or maybe both of them.”

      “You’d really do that?” Penny asked.

      “For you. I’ll do anything for you.” She already had.

      Penny’s eyes focused over Dana’s shoulder. “Ooh! Look who showed up!”

      A tall, leggy brunette was chuckling by the bar. She was loud enough that her tinkling laughter carried over the sound of music, even though there was no way that Chris or Dionne had said anything nearly that funny.

      When she spoke, her fingers fluttered over her glossy lips. Her long eyelashes flitted like wings of a butterfly. The toss of her head was enough to send a faint perfume of forest fires toward Dana.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake,” Dana muttered.

      “Go say hi.” Penny nudged her with an elbow. “You know it couldn’t have been easy for her to make it.”

      “Don’t know why she bothered.”

      But Penny pushed Dana hard enough that she stumbled toward the bar.

      Dana faced the younger of her sisters, trying not to glower. “Hey, Em.”

      The woman turned. Marion Garin was somehow more beautiful up close than from a distance. From a meter away, Dana could see pores, scars, and bumps on most people. Not on Marion. That was the angel blood in her.

      “Dana!” She descended upon Dana with a fragrant and gentle hug. Marion kissed her on each cheek. “Bisou, bisou.”

      “Right, yeah, kisses, whatever.” Dana shoved her. “What are you doing here?”

      “You sent me an invitation,” Marion said.

      Dana glanced over at her bride. Penny was determinedly ignoring Dana, which meant that she was the one who’d sent Marion the invitation, and was now pretending to be oblivious to this awkward conversation.

      “I didn’t think you’d ever come. You haven’t been making public appearances ever since you turned your back on our gods,” Dana said. Marion used to be the Voice of God, but she’d quit. She’d never been as dedicated to triadism as Dana.

      “My sister’s wedding is hardly a public appearance.” Marion took her hands. Touching Marion’s skin felt like touching expensive silk. “In truth, I would have come even if your wedding was on every single TV in the nation. It’s been too long.”

      “Guess so.” Dana pulled her hands free. “Guess it’s nice you’re here.”

      Marion planted a kiss on Dana’s forehead. “There. I know you don’t like it, but there.”

      Dana scowled. It was bad enough being Dana McIntyre-level famous, but Marion was infamous, and she didn’t want that shit rubbing off. “Where’s your boy-toy?” Dana asked.

      “Everywhere,” Marion said. “Nowhere. Outside time and within my soul.” She was romantically entangled with the God of Death. They thought they were soulmates fallen madly, deeply in love. Yawn.

      “God can be everywhere simultaneously, but he didn’t want to come to a wedding with you?” Dana asked.

      Marion laughed. “He’s afraid I’ll rope him into a wedding of our own.”

      “Would you?”

      Any other probing question would have earned one of Marion’s ultra-feminine, ultra-charming laughs, accompanied by a flip of the hair. But mere mention of Death was enough to strip her of all her pretense. Her fake smile melted enough to reveal something more wistful underneath. “I don’t think we need to.”

      “Yeah, right. I’m sure you don’t want to throw a party together to celebrate your passionate love affair with God. You hate attention so much. Anyway, don’t forget to send me an invite if you guys...you know.”

      “Don’t look forward to a wedding, but I’m sure we’ll have another party at our home come Christmastime,” she said. “He’s enamored with these silly holidays.”

      “Just not weddings. I don’t blame him. I wouldn’t have come if I didn’t have to.”

      “Hush,” Marion said. “It was a beautiful ceremony. Penny is beautiful. You should be thanking our gods for every moment you get with her.”

      Dana glanced over at her wife again. Penny was dancing with Lina, and very badly. The orc was too wide to be graceful. She kept bumping into other dancers—normally something that would humiliate her. But now she was laughing. Surrounded by friends at her own wedding reception, Penny didn’t look remotely ashamed.

      Despite the pallor to her green flesh, she was downright glowing.

      Dana and Marion didn’t bother exchanging small talk after that. Loving each other didn’t mean they liked each other, and they had literally nothing to discuss at a wedding since Dana didn’t give two fucks what Marion and Death were up to.

      They exchanged another kiss. They squeezed hands. Then Marion left to do whatever it was that Marion did, and Dana stood at the edge of the beach to watch Penny.

      The orc was now encircled by Hunting Club members, trying to insulate her from the rest of the crowd so that she could dance like nobody was watching. Penny was still laughing, and so were Lina, Dionne, and Chris. In the light from the bulbs dangling under the gazebo’s roof, there was enough of a golden glow to make them look like they were standing in daylight.

      All that light also meant that Dana could see it shining on their cheeks. They were crying, too.

      “Fuck,” Dana said.

      Anthony would have loved that sappy-ass wedding.

      She rubbed her arm where Cèsar had removed the tracker. A tiny bit of blood smeared on her finger. She’d gotten it on her tux jacket, too. She wasn’t getting the deposit back on the rental.

      “Fuck it,” Dana muttered. She tossed the jacket to the sand. She whipped off her belt, kicked off her shoes, and waded into the waters of Lake Tahoe.

      It was cold enough to hurt her feet at first. But then she felt numb—as numb as she’d been when she was a vampire. As numb as she’d felt when Nissa Royal died. As numb as death.

      Clark County was rid of its vampires.

      But she felt drawn to the darkness in its sewers anyway. The lost and forgotten souls. The shadows held barely at bay.

      “You’re not done with me, are you?” Dana whispered at the near-full moon, her fist clasped on the triadist charm.

      Stars twinkled. The moon glowed. Water slopped to her not-yet-numb knees, reminding her that she stood in snowmelt.

      Nothing responded to her question. For now, there was no next quest. This one was done.

      “Thanks for Penny,” Dana told the sky.

      She was probably imagining it, but it kinda looked like the stars winked at her.

      Dana slopped out of the water. A wave came up to steal her bloodstained tux jacket, sucking it out to the black depths of the clear, cold lake. And Dana McIntyre returned to the warm light of her wedding with no vampires left to slay.

      For now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          
            [image: Author photo]
          
        

      

      Hi! I’m Sara, a super-prolific author who publishes as SM Reine. I’ve put out over fifty titles, most of which are urban fantasy, and all of which serve as evidence of my nonexistent social life.

      I’m a proud Nevadan, an enthusiastic mom-nerd, and animal hoarder in possession of cats, dogs, chickens, bees, toads, and little boys. I write gratuitous violence to balance out my real-life chill. I like kissing books and science fiction movies.

      If you occasionally think “Hey! I wish I could see a million pictures of some random author’s dogs and children!” then you should follow me on Instagram. I also say stupid things on Twitter a lot. The best way to find out when I have new books is to join my list for new release email alerts, though. Allons-y!

      
        
          smreine.com

        

        
          [image: Facebook]Facebook

          [image: Twitter]Twitter

        

      

    

  



  	
	    
	      Did you love Suicide Queen? Then you should read Witch Hunt by SM Reine!

	    

    
	    
	      [image: Witch Hunt]
	    

	  
	    
A brutal murder.

There are scratches on Cèsar Hawke’s arms, a discharged Glock on his coffee table, and a dead woman in his bathtub. Yeah, maybe he brought the waitress home for some fun — he was too drunk to remember it — but he knows for a fact that he didn’t kill her. He’s an agent with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. He doesn’t hurt people. He saves them.


The cops disagree. Now Cèsar is running.


The search for a shaman.

Isobel Stonecrow speaks with the dead…for the right price. She brings closure to the bereaved and heals broken hearts. But when she resurrects someone for the wrong client, she ends up on the OPA’s most wanted list.



One risky solution.

Tracking down Isobel is the last case assigned to Cèsar before he bolts. If he finds her, he can prove that he didn’t kill that waitress. He can clear his name, get his job back, and bring justice to the victim.



She’s just one witch. Cèsar has bagged a dozen witches before.



How hard can one more be?
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