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For Andrew
Arkay
The world was a glorious, dizzying shroud of black cut through with shards of electric blue. Music blared around me, the notes lost in a beat so intense that I could feel its vibration in my bones. Faces turned up to stare at me through the haze, dim and ghostly in the refracted light, staring like acolytes in the presence of their god. 

I gripped the pole between my knees and arched my back until I was parallel to the floor, my hands outstretched to snatch a five from one of the patrons at my feet. My fingers trailed over his for just a moment, and I whipped upright so fast that the long black hair of my wig made an audible snap. 

I climbed the pole, my movements somewhere between a slither and a grind, and then I twisted again. For a pulsing crescendo, I was suspended only by my hands, and I threw my feet high over my head. The soles of my six-inch stilettos clacked against a light fixture on the ceiling. I wrapped my whole body around the pole, a Gordian knot of limbs and vinyl snakeskin, letting momentum and gravity send me down in a dizzying spiral. 

I called the routine ‘revenge against high heels’. I’d gone almost a whole song without my shoes touching the stage. One of these days I’d do a full set entirely off my feet. The other dancers had already started placing bets on how long it would take me to pull it off. 

But not this time. I was sliding too low on the sweat-slick pole, so I lowered myself back onto the stage with a long, flashy kick. Judging by the flutter of bills, my audience appreciated the show. I slinked to the edge of the stage where my most generous patron sat.

“Hey there.” I drew myself into a pose that was half serpentine and half yoga, still undulating in time with the roaring music. “What’s your name?” 

His face fell into a slack smile. “Stewart.” 

I loved my customers. Show them a bit of attention and they turned to putty. Darlings, all of them. 

“I’m Arkay. Are you having a good time tonight?” I drew my arms over my head with a shimmying motion I’d stolen from a belly dance video and pulled the strings that held my top in place. It pooled around my waist, leaving my breasts bare. They were small enough that all my bouncing only earned me a slight jiggle, but judging by the sweep of Stewart’s eyes, that was more than enough. 

The song blended seamlessly into another. Stewart fumbled a handful of bills into my G-string, and I moved over to lay the same treatment on one of his friends.

I loved my job. Not just the money, but the way people looked at me.

For three years, I’d been invisible the way only a homeless person can be. People’s eyes had glazed over when they looked at me. I had been a piece of the scenery, something to be avoided and ignored. 

At Our Lady of White River, that changed. 

I flaunted myself— my strength, my agility, my beauty— and they stared. They admired. They paid. I was the one they wanted but couldn’t have, and it felt so damn good.

The DJ announced the next dancer, and while she wiped off the pole for her set, I swept up my earnings and sauntered off the stage. 

I didn’t like the part where I had to leave. I could grind and slither and crawl around the stage, but as soon as I climbed down, I had to actually walk on the sins of nature strapped to my feet. 

I hated high heels. They threw off my balance so badly I had to stick out my ass and swing my hips just to maintain my center of gravity— which, of course, was the whole point. 

As soon as I’d put up my earnings, I turned to stalking the floor. Usually I didn’t have too much trouble finding a customer who appreciated a half-naked woman draped across the lap as much as I appreciated not standing in these ridiculous shoes. It didn’t take long before I found one, and a quick glance told me he hadn’t been called by any of the other dancers. But before I could corner him, the house mom pulled me into the dressing room with a quick, “Have you got a second?”

She was the oldest of the women who worked at the club, maybe in her late twenties or early thirties, though I’d never bothered to ask. I’d never seen her work the pole, but she didn’t need to. She carried herself with an air that was at innately friendly and disarming. Outside the club, you could see all her frailties—the brittleness of hair that had been bleached and dyed to its breaking point, the ginger movements of worn-down joints, and the odd pallor that came with years of working nights. But when she was masked in makeup and shrouded in flashing lights and pounding music, she was in her element.

She ushered me to the back. The moment I was out of sight of the customers, I slipped out of my shoes. 

The dressing room was fairly standard: a long, narrow space, lined on one side with countertops, sinks and mirrors, while lockers and changing stalls dominated the opposite wall. A collection of chairs had been pulled into a cluster at the far corner, and a handful of dancers huddled protectively around a girl named Becky.

At eighteen, Becky was the youngest person on the shift, and had the delicate awkwardness of a newbie. Her dancing had always been infused with wide-eyed innocence, and she would peer out at her audience as if silently asking them if she was doing it right. Not everyone went for that, though a lot of guys threw down absurd sums of money to reassure her that yes, baby, you’re perfect.

But some guys took it too far. They got it in their heads that she needed saving. That if a big, strong, nice guy like themselves walked into her life, she’d magically turn into...

Okay, I never did figure out that last part. I assumed most of the end games involved her sleeping with her heroic savior, but beyond that, the details got fuzzy. Did they expect her to date them? Marry them? Become a tax attorney? 

I’d actually asked a lot of guys to explain it to me, and I had yet to get a straight answer. 

Humans did that a lot, though: they declare something a problem and decide to fix it, without any clear or practical ideas about the finished product they were actually working toward. Take the French Revolution, for example.

But I digress. 

Becky was still in jeans and a hoodie. Her eyes were bloodshot, and her face was caked with makeup to hide the dark circles underneath them. She hadn’t been sleeping. Might have been crying, too, though she’d touched up since then. Her knees were pulled up to her chest, and one of the other dancers rubbed her shoulder reassuringly.

“It’s gonna be okay, Becky,” the other woman murmured. “You’re gonna be fine. Arkay’s gonna take care of him.” 

“I always do,” I said, perching in the chair they’d left empty for me. “You want to tell me what’s up?” I kept my voice soft, but Becky ducked her head like I’d shouted at her. It took her a few tries to speak, and when she did, her words were a mumble.

“I’m sorry this keeps happening.”

“Don’t apologize. Beating up assholes is my favorite pastime.” I flashed a confident grin, but then toned it down. “Seriously, though. What’s going on isn’t your fault. You’re doing your job, and you’re doing it damn well. These guys taking it personally— that’s their problem. Not yours.” Carefully, I tugged her hands from around her knees and held them in my own. “Do you think you can tell me what happened?” 

I waited patiently while she built up the nerve to speak.

“His name’s Vinny,” she mumbled into her knees. “He’s been coming by for a while now. A couple months ago he started renting out the VIP lounge. For dances, sometimes, but mostly just to talk, you know? He seemed nice.”

Funny how that went: the nicer a guy seemed, the nastier he could be when he didn’t get his way. 

“Only, last week, he started sending things to my apartment. Just flowers and stuff,” she clarified quickly. Back in June, one of the other dancers found mutilated animal remains under her bedroom window, courtesy of a particularly twisted stalker. I’d taken care of that one, too. Last I checked, he still hadn’t regained the full use of his hands.

“Even if it’s flowers,” I said. “This guy has no right to follow you home. That’s messed up.” 

She gave a small nod. “A little bit later, I thought I saw Vinny’s car on campus. He didn’t get out or anything. He was just watching me. I’m scared he’s gonna start telling people. And then tonight he followed me here. He drove behind me the whole time. I was scared to get out of my car.”

“She called Dre and he walked her inside,” the house mom explained. 

“And this Vinny guy?” I asked. “Is he still here?”

“He tried to come in, but Dre wouldn’t let him,” she said. “He left the parking lot.” 

I turned my attention back to Becky. “Do you think you can describe this guy for me?”

Becky had been through this shit so many times she’d picked up on the right way to describe people. Believe it or not, age/race/hair/eyes really didn’t make a person much easier to identify. I was more interested in details that made him stand out: a hyena-like walk that was somehow both a sulk and a swagger; a penchant for bad spray tans and expensive hair gel; a tendency to wear designer clothes and colognes, usually with no regard to whether they actually suited him. 

“You’re gonna be safe here,” I said gently. “Dre and the boys aren’t gonna let him near here. Even if he manages to apparate in here or wherever, I’m gonna be right here to kick his ass into his throat.” That got a smile out of Becky. The girl wrote Harry Potter fanfic like you wouldn’t believe. “If the boys see his car outside, they’re gonna come get me, okay? And then Vinny and I are gonna have a nice long heart-to-heart.”

Rosario

“Do you see the two little prongs, just above the grip?” My girlfriend kissed me on the cheek, and I felt the faint bump of her labret piercing. “There’s a third prong just like them at the very tip of the barrel. See it? I want you to line them up. It’s called building the castle. Can you do that for me, babe?” 

I blushed like an idiot. Twenty-five years old, and I still giggled about pet names. Even the gun in my hand didn’t cancel out the goofiness of my grin. At least I could do what she asked. “Okay, I’ve got the sights lined up.” 

“Great job.” Kindra rubbed affectionately at my waist. “There’s gonna be a bit of a recoil, so I’m gonna step back, alright?” 

“Sure thing,” I said, even though that meant she had to stop leaning against me. We had plenty of time for cuddling after we left the shooting range. 

“It’s also gonna discharge the bullet casing when it fires, and those things are fuckin’ hot and pretty much magnetically attracted to cleavage. Seriously, it’s uncanny.”

“Damn. You mean we can’t go shooting in lingerie?”

“Now there’s a mental image I’m going to treasure.” Kindra twirled her bleached braids around one finger like a love-struck teenager. “Later. Definitely later. For now, how about we tackle some actual shooting?”

Too bad. I’d enjoyed the track we were on.

She cleared her throat. “You know how in all the movies and stuff, they always talk about pulling a trigger?”

“Yeah?”

“That’s bullshit. You don’t need nearly that much power behind it. Just give it a good squeeze.” 

I exhaled so loud it almost sounded like a sigh. Kindra’s Beretta jolted in my hand with a deafening crack, though through my ear protection it sounded more like a popping. A hole appeared in the shoulder of the paper target.

“Great job,” she said. “Now can you try it again?” 

I slowly emptied the magazine into the target while Kindra offered pointers to improve my aim. I tuned my focus to the sound of her voice, the techniques I didn’t know, the niceness of spending time together. 

I tried not to think about the sound a bullet made when it hit a human skull, or the pattern of viscera across a cinder block wall. When I smelled the sharp tang of gunpowder, I kept reminding myself that it wasn’t laced with the smell of old blood and rotting meat. 

I wasn’t in a garage full of the reanimated dead. I was on a nice, safe shooting range with my beautiful girlfriend. This was supposed to be fun. So I could just go on and pretend the rush of adrenaline in my system was excitement, and the twist in my stomach meant I was hungry, and none of this had anything to do with what happened almost a year ago.

Kindra was thoughtful and considerate. If I let on how uncomfortable I was, she’d want to know why. And I could either tell her the truth— that the last time I’d held a gun, I’d been fighting a zombie horde with my dragon roommate while a necromancer tried to harvest our organs for an evil ritual— or I could lie to her. Again. 

So instead I stuck to the little lie, and I pretended to be completely cool with this. 

If I kept it up long enough, maybe it would be true.

Arkay

Washing up after work always took longer on nights when I went hunting. After six hours of dancing, I was caked in sweat— my own and my customers’— as well as perfume and heavy makeup. The combination didn’t entirely overwhelm my senses, but it made my job a lot harder than it had to be. 

I stood over the dressing room sink in jeans and sneakers, scrubbing myself down with a washcloth and unscented soap. My skin prickled, cold and raw under the assault. The other dancers kept their distance while I cleaned up. Only the house mom dared interrupt the ritual. She was the oldest of the dancers, and she’d done this the longest. By technical rules, she was my manager in this establishment, but she was wise enough to understand what that really meant. Nobody manages a dragon. The best she could hope for was to point me in the right direction and get out of my way.

I looked up, my eyes still stinging from soap. “Is Vinny here already?”

“Dre says he just spotted Vinny’s car going past the parking lot,” she said. 

“He’s circling. Good. That means he’ll stay close.” I grabbed my t-shirt and pulled it on, not bothering with a bra. “I’ll text you when I’m done, okay?” 

She nodded.

I dug into my pocket and pulled out a stack of bills, paperclipped into neat bundles for each recipient. It was part of our job to tip the support staff— the bartender, the bouncers, the DJ, and so on— but actually doing the rounds to get them all took half of forever. “Do you mind handing out my tips for me?”

“Of course,” she said. “Be careful out there.”

I grinned. “Always.” And with no more preamble, I stepped out the back door and into the night. 

The last of the day’s heat had leached out of the asphalt underfoot, and a breeze disturbed my liberated hair. It was September, and just on this side of cool— not quite cold yet, but I could feel autumn settling around me. It drifted in the sweet decay of falling leaves, the lingering smoke of bonfires, the subtle change of moisture in the air.

But that wasn’t what I was looking for. I forced myself to focus on other scents. Car exhaust, musk, and the chemical astringency of heavy hair products and a recent spray-tan. 

Amazingly enough, most humans don’t grasp what it means to have a good nose. It’s not like a search function on a computer: just because you caught a scent doesn’t mean that you instantly know where it came from. Instead you learn to follow the wind and take in the subtle clues that come with it. Vinny’s scent was carried on the same breeze as food garbage— not much, maybe a few pizza boxes and take-out— along with bleach, ammonia and lemon polish. I followed it at an easy pace, wandering from streetlight to streetlight like I was just walking home for the night. 

I found him parked behind the dumpster of the antique shop. His white convertible might have qualified as a classic if it hadn’t been tricked out beyond the limits of good taste. I put on my ‘lamb to the slaughter’ face and stepped up to the driver seat.

“Hey.” I tapped at the window. “’Scuse me? Do you have a second?” 

He rolled it down and gave me an irritated look. “Who the hell are you?”

Which was saying something. I recognized the guy. I must have seen him at the club at least a dozen times. I’d even given him a lap dance. I didn’t look all that different without my wig and makeup.

I flashed my most doe-eyed smile. “I’m from the club. I’ve got a message for you. From Becky. It’s cold out here, can we go somewhere and talk?” 

He narrowed his eyes. “I’m fine right here, sweets. What’d she say?” 

I struggled not to lose my smile. This gambit usually worked better when they were outside. “You sure you don’t want to talk to me face to face?” 

“I said I’m stayin’ where I am.” He folded his arms against the open window. An engraved revolver rested sideways on his elbow, its barrel pointed at me. “Now are you gonna deliver the message or are we gonna have a problem?”

He had a gun. Not cool.

“Do you always start conversations with a weapon?” I asked.

“You think I don’t know what’s going on here? You think I’m stupid or something?” 

Well, it was the most obvious explanation for that tan.

“Skinny squinty bitch like you? Yeah. I come out there, you’re gonna use some crazy Kung Fu shit on me. So we’re gonna have a nice, civil conversation right here.” 

Sexist and racist— Becky was missing out on a real catch with this one. 

“Civil,” I repeated. There was no sweetness left in my voice. “You think there’s anything civil about scaring an innocent woman?” 

He shrugged. “You’re the one who started this conversation, sweets.”

“I was talking about Becky.” 

“I ain’t the one scarin’ her. It’s you people and your horror stories, makin’ me out to be the bad guy here.”

“She’s told you to leave. A good guy would do as the nice lady says.” 

“What can I say?” He flashed a smug grin that showed off his too-pale lips. “I’m a romantic.”

“You’re a stalker,” I said flatly. 

He pulled back the hammer on the revolver. The gesture was more threatening than actually practical— modern guns cocked without any help. “You know, I’m just about sick of you whores talkin’ trash about me.”

“Strippers,” I corrected. I could have pointed him in the direction of some actual escorts, but I wasn’t about to subject those women to this asshole. “You’re lurking behind a dumpster with a loaded gun. Which part of that doesn’t sound like a serial killer?” 

His lip curled into a snarl, and he squeezed the trigger.

I flinched— you can’t avoid it when something breaks the sound barrier less than a foot away from your face, no matter how badass you’re trying to be— but I stood my ground. The bullet went wide.

Here’s the thing: if you want to actually have decent accuracy with a handgun, it’s usually a good idea to fire it right-side-up instead of sideways. It also helps to actually, you know, aim.

I’ll be generous and say it was probably meant to be a warning shot.

He probably expected me to duck and cower. Maybe even run. Though what would be the point? I was pretty damn fast, but even I couldn’t outrun a bullet. He probably didn’t anticipate me grabbing his wrist and wrenching the revolver out of his hand.

“Alright, that’s enough,” I said, stepping back and turning it on him. “You’ve lost your firearm privileges.” 

He stared, wide-eyed, but his hands started fluttering to the seat beside him. 

I fired a warning shot of my own, but unlike somebody I could mention, I actually bothered to look where I was shooting. The back tire deflated with a low hiss through a pair of brand new holes. “The only thing you’re gonna be reaching for is your wallet. Your other hand is going to pretend it’s glued to the steering wheel.” 

“Are you fuckin’—” 

I pulled the trigger. Out went the front tire. “You know, it’s gonna be awful hard to drive all the way to the hospital with two flats. I’m not sure you’re gonna make it in time.” I bared my teeth. “Wallet.” 

“Here!” He flung it at me, and I heard a mutter of ‘crazy bitch’ under his breath.

I sank into a crouch, picking up the trophy off the street without letting his face leave my sights. “You know, the thing about driver’s licenses is that they tend to have all these convenient little details on them. You know. Name, birthday, home address.” Ooh, he had cash in here. Large bills, too. “It even says here that you’re an organ donor. Good for you, Vincent Paternoster.” 

His nose twitched. It was kind of adorable. You know, the way brown recluses are adorable if you get close enough. Of course, that’s usually how you get bit.

“Now this? This is just a warning. But if you come near Becky, or Our Lady, or any of our staff again, I’m going to find you, and you and I are going to have a very long, very unpleasant conversation. You can go ahead and hide, if that makes you feel safe. You can change addresses. You can skip town. But if you give me a reason, I will hunt you down, and there will be nothing that can save you. Do we understand each other?”

“You’re insane,” he breathed.

I grinned wide enough to show off teeth that hadn’t been nearly as sharp a second before. “I’m being patient with you, sweets. Don’t make me reconsider.” 

He swallowed.

“Good boy. Now get out of here before I change my mind.”

***

One-zero-one-four. The shiny blue padlock fell open in my hands, but I still had to pry at the bus locker. The hinges were rusty and poorly maintained. Further up the line was evidence of a lock being smashed open. The drug problem in this town was seriously getting out of hand.

I’d need to find a more secure place to keep my stuff, or one night I’d come back here and find it all gone. Which, considering the nature of my stash, would be especially bad news. 

I pulled Vinny’s engraved pistol from my duffel bag and moved to deposit it with the rest of my collection. It was getting awfully cramped in there. I’d already had to stack my trophies just right so they wouldn’t come crashing out of the locker in an avalanche of firearms. Too many more, and I’d have to tie them into place with string or something, and that would just look ridiculous.

Or I could bring them home. But Rosa might find them, and she’d want to know where I’d gotten them from, and I’d have to tell her about the extra services I’d been providing at Our Lady, and she’d have something else to worry about.

She hadn’t been sleeping well lately. Living on the streets had taught her to be always on guard, and after the zombie thing, she started having real bad nightmares. It used to be that I could nuzzle up against her at night and soothe her back into peaceful sleep, but ever since she’d started dating Kindra, I’d been banned from sleeping in her room.

I’d hoped the nightmares would go away now that we had our own place. But from what I could hear through the walls, they’d only gotten worse. 

Nope, Rosa had enough shit to deal with. No way was I bringing my stash home with me. But that meant I still needed a place to put it. Someplace a little bit safer from the resident junkie population.

And just like that, I got an idea.

Rosario

It was a little past eleven in the morning when Kindra dropped me off on the front steps of my rented house. It was a squat little thing, with creaking floorboards and leaky insulation and scorch marks on the siding where the meth lab next door blew up— but it was mine. Sure, it technically belonged to the landlady, but even she couldn’t evict me without sixty days’ notice and a damn good reason. 

After eight years living on the streets, I finally had a home.

We have a home, I amended when I got inside and heard the faint sounds of snoring. Arkay was curled up like a kitten on her enormous pink armchair. She was still in her pajamas— a pair of women’s boxers and one of my old t-shirts— and her tablet balanced precariously across one armrest. Most likely she’d fallen asleep reading something.

I pulled a fleece blanket off the couch and draped it around her, picking up the tablet before it fell to the floor.

“Hey, Rosa,” Arkay hummed, burrowing into the blanket. “Date went well?”

“Yes, it did.” I smoothed her short black hair. “I’m home now. Go back to sleep.”

“Nnn.” I think she meant to put a vowel in there somewhere. “’M awake now. Wanna get breakfast?” 

“It’s almost noon, Kay,” I said gently. 

“Lunch, then.”

“I’ve got lunch meat in the fridge from last week’s potluck,” I said. “Want me to make you some sandwiches? Then you don’t have to get dressed.” 

She made another vowelless humming sound, and I retreated to the kitchen. By the time I came out with a plate of ham and cheese, Arkay had fallen into another doze. 

I set the plate on the coffee table and leaned over her. 

“Long night?” I asked, petting her hair again. 

“Little bit.” She yawned. “I got home so late I figured I might as well stay up. Then I changed my mind. I got us gym memberships, though. At that one place with the pool.”

“Huh. I didn’t know that place was open all night.”

“Nope. Opens at nine.” 

“So you’ve only had... what, three hours of sleep?”

Another yawn threatened to unhinge her jaw. “Maybe.” 

“That’s it.” I scooped her off the chair. She clung to my shoulders to take the brunt of her weight off my arms. It was a sweet gesture, but unnecessary. I’d carried her often enough over the years. “Off to bed with you. And maybe think about calling in to work tonight.” 

“Nuh-uh,” she mumbled. “I’ll be good by then.”

“Sleep first. Then you can see how you feel. I don’t want you breaking your neck on that pole.”

“But sammiches,” was her final argument before I lowered her into the small mountain of pillows covering her bed.

“They’ll be in the fridge when you wake up.”

“Whr’r you gonna be?”

“I’m meeting up with Adam. I don’t know if I’ll be back before you wake up.” I layered an assortment of quilts and throws on top of her and tucked them in tight. “Will you be okay?”

“Mm-hmm. Have fun.” She nestled deeper into her little nest. By the time I shut the door, she was already asleep.

I didn’t have long to wait before Adam pulled into the driveway. He was close to my age, give or take a few years, with a military demeanor that his too-small T-shirt disguised about as well as it hid his muscle tone. His hair was that ambiguous gray-blond-brown that seemed to happen every time a white guy got a buzz cut.

He was a member of the Order of Saint Michael of the Sun, which as near as I could figure made him one part exorcist, one part social worker, and one part Winchester from Supernatural. I’d tried looking up the Order on Google, but there were too many results to be meaningful. It could be anything, from a Portuguese air force organization to a rank of Boy Scouts to a historical re-enactment society. 

It was probably for the best that Arkay was still asleep when he arrived. He made an effort to be casual and friendly around her, but she unnerved him. He got twitchy and tense around her sometimes. When he thought we couldn’t see, he would get all quiet and just stare at her like she was a tiger at the zoo—something wild and beautiful and utterly deadly. 

It wasn’t an unhealthy attitude. After all, she almost killed him the first time they met. 

Instead his meetings were alone with me.

“Hey Adam.” I climbed into a black SUV and buckled my seatbelt. “How are you doing?” 

“I’m doing well.” He shifted into gear. “How are you?” It was more of a nicety than anything else. I’d noticed a while back that Adam preferred not to talk about his home life with me. I got that. Checking up on me and Arkay was part of his job, and he probably didn’t want to get that mixed up with his personal life. But still— we’d almost died together. You’d think that would soften some of the professional edge. 

“Work is going pretty well. I’m finally getting enough hours to get full time.” 

He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “I thought you weren’t having money problems.” 

“We’ve got enough for rent and stuff.” Arkay saw to that. For a while, she’d made as much in one night as I had in an entire week. “But it’s nice to be able to put money into savings. And full time means I qualify for things like insurance and retirement packages.”

“Waitresses get retirement packages?”

“Not good ones. But it’s a step in the right direction.”

“Good. I’m glad to hear it.” I could practically see him going over the mental checklist of subjects to talk about, but pretended not to notice. I was pretty sure Arkay and I were his first clients. “How are things going with your girlfriend?” 

I tugged the seatbelt to lay more comfortably across my chest. “Kindra’s good. We’re okay.”

“Only okay?” He leaned forward to look past me around a corner, and swerved into a wide turn.

“I don’t like lying to her,” I admitted. 

“You’re an honest person. But you’ve got good instincts, and you should listen to them. Not everyone can handle learning about the things we deal with.” 

“Don’t I know it.” I slumped and turned my attention out the window. “Thing is, I’m not exactly sure what my instincts are saying right now. I want to tell her the truth. I do. But if she reacts badly...”

“There’s no need to rush things,” he said. “If there’s a right time to tell her, you’ll know.” 

“Thanks.” I fidgeted. “I can’t exactly talk to Arkay about this stuff. Or I can, but I already know what she’ll say. She thinks I should tell Kindra what’s going on.” 

Adam nodded, like that was a given. “Dragons tend to be disposed toward honesty. The more brutal the better. It’s one of the reasons why they have so much trouble with tact.” 

“Is it?” 

He nodded and turned in toward a park. “They have a natural difficulty when it comes to putting themselves in another person’s shoes. Empathy doesn’t come as naturally to them as it does to you and me. It’s a—”

“Predatory instinct, I know. You’ve said.” 

“How is Arkay doing, by the way?” Adam asked. “Is she staying out of trouble?” 

“As well as she can, I guess. She’s getting along with the other girls at work.” Last week she’d helped one of the other dancers change a flat tire. In the absence of a car jack, she’d lifted up the back corner of the car and held it there until her coworker could attach the spare. I’d only found out because the distressed damsel had insisted on driving Arkay and me home from work afterward. “You know, I had some hang-ups about her dancing, but I’m starting to think it’s good for her. It lets her work off some of that extra energy.”

Adam looked interested. “Is that how you do it?”

“Do what?” 

“Keep her so...” He tapped at the steering wheel. “I guess ‘calm’ is the best word for it.”

“Calm?” I repeated. “Are we talking about the same dragon here? Asian chick, super short, pixie cut? Generally about as calm as a four-year old on espresso?”

“Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the best word for it. Nonviolent, then?”

I frowned. “What do you mean?” 

“She hasn’t gone on any killing sprees that I’ve heard of.” He said it casually, like it was meant to be a hyperbole. But his tone didn’t quite sell it.

“Of course she hasn’t,” I said. “She wouldn’t do that.” 

“And I’m agreeing with you. You’ve done a good job with her. I just wish other people who ran into dragons had your level of talent.” 

The hairs on the back of my neck prickled. “Why?”

He shrugged uncomfortably. “You know, never mind. We’re getting off topic. Have you two found any more interesting furniture, or—”

No way was I letting this go. “What happens to other people who run into dragons?”

His eyes flitted from the road to the side mirror. “What do you think?” 

“Tell me,” I commanded.

Adam was a soldier at heart. Something about him couldn’t refuse a direct order. At last he glanced at me from the corner of his eye. “The survivor rate is about on par with smallpox.”

I wanted to say she didn’t kill people, except she had. A necromancer named James Matheson, and a woman named Allison who’d been possessed by a demon. But that had been self-defense. Both of those people had been trying to kill us at the time.

“Arkay wouldn’t go around hurting people for no reason.” 

Which was true. Technically. She always made sure to have a good reason.

“Like I said, you’ve done a good job. Better than anybody could have expected. You should be proud.”

Arkay

I didn’t take the night off like Rosario suggested. Nor did I take the next night off, or the next. Experience taught me that stalkers had a habit of creeping back into their old habits once the fear wore off, so I synced my schedule with Becky’s. When we didn’t work, I checked in with her three times a day— once as a phone call, and twice by text. 

For a couple of weeks, things were quiet. Adam came by work to see me one night, though the poor guy was so fumbling and awkward I almost felt bad for taking his money when he paid for a dance. Aside from him, though, nothing really noteworthy happened. There were still some customers who forgot the rules and got grabby, still some drunk assholes who got rowdy at the end of the night, but it was nothing the bouncers couldn’t handle on their own.

So really, it was just a matter of time before something happened. 

I didn’t even get a chance to change for my shift when the house mom pulled me aside. 

“Arkay, there’s been a problem,” she said. “You need to see this.” 

She dragged me through the club by my hand, and I felt weirdly like a little kid. She was as tall as Rosario without the platforms; with them, she towered over me, and she moved faster in heels than I could in running shoes. 

She stopped me just outside the champagne room. I reached for the stained glass doors, but she pulled my hand back. “Don’t.” 

I glanced up. “Do you want me to go in or not?”

“Marco’s in a meeting,” she said. Marco was the owner of the club. My boss, inasmuch as independent contractors could have bosses.

The hell kind of meeting did they need me for?

I squinted at the stained glass. It took some focus, but I was able to make out a slim, well-dressed figure sitting across from Marco’s broad-shouldered form, and a pair of muscular shadows farther back. “Who’s the guy in the suit?” 

She leaned close enough to whisper, barely audible over the beat of the music. “He says his name is Emilio Paternoster.” 

“Sounds familiar.” 

“He’s been making a name for himself lately,” she said. “Supplying meth labs in the area, for the most part. And now he wants Our Lady. To wash his money,” she explained before I could ask.

“Wait, we’re supposed to wash it?” Okay, so maybe that would be the logical thing to do, considering where some of the money went. “Why didn’t anybody tell me?”

“To launder it, I mean. To disguise his earnings. But the point is, he wants Our Lady.” 

“So what do you need me for?” I asked. 

“Just... stay here awhile,” she said. “Listen.” 

“To what?” A double pane of glass separated us from the meeting. Music blared around us, and the bass was so heavy I could feel it in my bones. “We’re not going to hear anything out here.” 

“Please, Arkay.” 

Inside the champagne room, Marco rose to his feet, and was promptly forced back into the booth by two pairs of powerful hands. 

Yeah ... no. 

Marco might have owned the establishment, but this was my club. Some shit-talking stranger didn’t get to walk onto my turf and threaten my boss.

I wiped the rage off my face and replaced it with a look of vapid innocence, and I pushed through the stained glass door.

There was no subtle way to enter the champagne room. Flashing lights and pulsing electronica poured in after me as I stepped inside, and all eyes turned to me.

“Hey, um, boss?” I called. I didn’t look like much: short, skinny, and easily mistaken for a kid without the generous support of heavy makeup and a push-up bra. Add the kind of hesitant stammer that people associate with self-conscious airheads, and I became as innocuous as your average floor lamp. “Sorry to bug you in your meeting and stuff, but there’s this guy out front, and he wants to see you? He says he’s with the health department?”

A look of relief washed over Marco’s face. 

Emilio waved me away like I was a bad waitress. “Out of here, kitty. Your boss and I are having ourselves a conversation.” 

No wonder he wanted to keep Marco sitting. Emilio was a short man, but he had a predatory slant to the way he sprawled across his side of the booth. His white suit almost glowed in the dim light. His black hair was veined with gray and slicked back with a gel so fancy that it almost outclassed the expensive whiskey in his glass. 

He was the kind of man who demanded attention. So naturally, I ignored him.

“Marco?” I asked. “What do you want me to do?” 

I caught a brief flash of crooked teeth in Marco’s smile, then his expression hardened into determination. “The answer’s no, Paternoster. I don’t want any part of your business or your dirty money. So unless you’re wanting a dance from one of my girls, there’s the door.” 

“Gutsy. I respect that.” Paternoster leaned back and took a sip from his glass. “I’d respect it more if you didn’t need Hello Kitty over there to remind you that you got balls.” He gave a flicking gesture with his free hand, and his goons loomed over Marco. 

I hurried forward. “Hey, guys. It looks like everybody’s getting a bit worked up, so maybe we should all calm down, you know? Can I freshen your drink? What are you—”

The plan had been to grab his glass and smash it. Preferably some place that would leave visible scars.

Instead, his two goons stepped between me and the table. At least they moved away from Marco, so I called it a success. 

“That’s enough, Kitty,” Paternoster said. “No fancy moves out of you tonight.” 

I flashed a bashful smile. “I’m really not dressed to dance.” 

He turned to Marco. “Do you think I’m playing games? You think I don’t know about your little Kung Fu chick? You shoulda seen the number she did on my brother’s car.”

I knew I recognized that name. I dropped the innocent act. “I think if we’re being honest with ourselves, I did that poor car a favor. Your brother Vinny has about as much style as he does tact.” Rosa would say that this wasn’t the time to be a smartass, but Rosa wasn’t here right now. “Also, using a gun isn’t Kung Fu. But I guess they never went over that on Breaking Bad, so I forgive you for not knowing any better.” 

Paternoster narrowed his eyes, and the blood drained from Marco’s face. 

“Wait,” my boss said. “Wait— she doesn’t mean that.”

“Your girl’s got a mouth on her. Your employees could stand to learn a thing or two about respect.” 

“Hold on!”

Paternoster tipped his drink to his goons. “Boys, give the girl an education.” 

Thing One and Thing Two were big guys, six-foot-six, easy. Each one had at least a hundred and fifty pounds on me, and that was pure muscle. The only way to land a solid punch to the face on either of them would be to get dangerously close, and if it didn’t floor him, I’d be ripe for a bear hug. Even if he didn’t knock me down in a heartbeat, he could hold me still long enough for his friend to rain hell on my kidneys and spine. I might have managed a knee to the groin, but only if I stood on my tip toes, and contrary to popular belief, a nut shot is not actually a one-hit KO. In fact, half the time it only made your opponent that much scarier. 

“Come on, guys.” I backed up a step. Grounded my stance. “You don’t want to do this.” 

Thing One stepped forward first. His left foot left the floor, and his right bore the entirety of his weight. 

That’s when I rammed a front kick through his knee. His leg bent backwards. His kneecap crunched against his femur. A howl of agony drowned out the music. 

I darted out of the way before Thing One toppled over, but Thing Two charged at me like a freight train, crushing me into the rough carpet. 

The guy was practically a grizzly, and he had gravity on his side. While I thrashed, he pinned my legs beneath his bulk. He pulled back a fist that was the size of my skull and heavy with rings. 

Bloodlust darkened his eyes and spiced his scent. I’d hurt his friend. Now he was going to smear my insides into the carpet. 

But in pulling away for the punch, he’d loosened his grip on me. Not by more than a few inches, but enough.

I buried my face in his bicep and I bit down.

He tasted like sweat and Irish Spring, and then the salt-iron of blood drowned out all other flavors. He snarled and tried to pry me off, but I sank my claws into his shoulders. 

Then the real attack began.

Harnessing electricity wasn’t a spiritual act. It didn’t involve intense concentration or shouting catchphrases like it did on TV.

If anything, it was a little like hocking a really stubborn loogie. I pulled the current from the corners of my body and let it pool in the bones of my jaw. And when it started to buzz between my teeth, I set it loose to surge into Thing Two. Every muscle in his body went tense, clenching and unclenching in to the rhythms of the electricity. I choked on the scent of ozone and cooked meat as the flesh between my teeth began to burn. 

Thing Two collapsed in a heap beside Thing One. I cut off the current, but he kept twitching as I detached myself.

“The fuck is this thing?” Paternoster demanded, scrambling to his feet. His hands fumbled under his jacket, but he probably wasn’t a quick draw even at full focus. I was on him in an instant, twisting his hand away from the hidden holster. 

“Go ahead," I growled. "Get your gun.” The bones in his wrist gave a warning crack. “See how well that worked out for your brother.” 

He cringed. “You’ve made your point, Marco. Call off your dog.” 

“Arkay,” Marco said. “Arkay!” 

I ignored him. My attention was on Paternoster. 

“Your brother told you about me.” The words twisted and slurred around too-sharp teeth. Thing Two’s blood dripped down my chin. “Yet here you are. That was a mistake.” 

“Marco, I said—” 

I tangled one hand in his shirtfront and dragged him close enough to smell the gore on my breath. The silk of his shirt tore under my claws. “What makes you think I take orders from him?”

He was afraid. The smell of it soaked the air. If I made another move, he’d take off running like a scented rabbit. I could chase him into a corner. Watch him tremble. Hear him scream. I could rip out his throat, and he’d be powerless to stop me. 

But Rosa wouldn’t like that.

I couldn’t just let him go, though. Not after the warning I’d given Vinny. If I showed him any leniency now, my threats would look empty— and that would leave Our Lady and its dancers unprotected. 

I pulled Paternoster’s gun out of its holster. “This is mine now.” I pushed the barrel into the soft skin under his jaw, and he shuddered. Meanwhile, I pulled a wallet out of his jacket pocket. “That is also mine.” 

I repositioned myself to pin his legs more securely between my knees. Any more pressure, and I’d crack his femur. 

“Marco,” I said. “One of the bruisers over there had a knife on him. Bring it here, will you?” 

Marco looked between the fallen men and swallowed. He inched toward Thing Two, who was still unconscious and twitching sporadically, and nudged a knife out of the thug’s pocket with the toe of his shoe. It looked ridiculous, but I wasn’t going to say anything. 

“Thank you, Marco,” I said when he finally handed it over. It was a cheap knife, the kind you can find in the sporting goods section of Wal-Mart, but Thing Two had taken good care of it. The hinge had been oiled, and the blade showed signs of frequent honing. 

Paternoster would appreciate that. 

“You,” I said, forcing his attention back to me. “You are going to listen very closely. You’re going to hear what I say, and you’re going to take it to heart.” I slid the flat of the blade across his groin in long, serpentine motions. The blood drained from his face. “You have made poor life choices, and I sympathize. Drugs and money, bright lights and beautiful women— it’s easy for all that to go to your head.” I made a well-placed jab with the tip of the knife. The fabric hadn’t yet broken, so I wasn’t sure if I’d actually hit what I was aiming for, but the look of horror on his face indicated I’d made my point. “But you are an adult, and that means you should by now have figured out the basics of impulse control. If you haven’t... well, I can help with that.” Frayed silk tickled my fingertips. Paternoster stopped breathing. “You are never going to set foot in this club again. Neither will your brother. Neither will any of your goons. Any of you do, and I’m going to slice off an inch for each one. Do you understand?” 

Paternoster gave a jerky nod. His eyes had gone glassy. 

“I want to hear you say it,” I said.

“I understand.” 

“Good.” I patted his cheek with the barrel of the gun. “But I know how these things are. You’re all caught up in the heat of the moment. Things slip your mind. I get it. So let me give you a reminder.” 

“No— wait—” 

When my boss had said that earlier, Paternoster hadn’t listened, either.

His protests turned into a howl as the knife carved through silk slacks and into the flesh of his thigh. Blood welled to the surface behind the steel. I’d never used a knife to do it before, but my hands remembered exactly the pressure necessary to brand my mark into human skin— just deep enough to leave a scar, but not quite enough to sever any major arteries. When I finished, I wiped off the blade on his pant leg and climbed off his lap, tucking the knife into my pocket. He remained slumped in the booth, panting and shaking. I could feel his eyes on me all the way back to the stained glass door.
Rosario

“I know I’m about to sound like a complete asshole,” I said. “So I’m just going to go ahead and apologize in advance, okay?” 

Valerie grinned, and crow’s feet crinkled around her dark eyes. “Ask your questions, and we’ll see if I can bring myself to forgive you.” The house was packed to bursting, and I could barely hear the wendigo over the cacophony of other voices, and so I watched her weathered hands as she signed the words. Father Gabriel and a handful of his congregation were regulars, and so it had become common practice for everyone to sign our conversations, in case anyone deaf or hard of hearing wanted to join in, with some exceptions. Arkay and an encantado named Javier were currently breaking the unwritten rule, but they probably meant it as an act of courtesy. What little I’d overheard of their conversation made me suspect that the priest would appreciate being spared the details. 

These parties had become a bit of an event at our place. They’d started out small— Arkay and I would meet up with Danielle for dinner once a week, mostly just to catch up and chat. When Father Gabriel had transferred to a deaf parish a bit north of us, we invited him to join. He was still adjusting to the knowledge that dragons and demons existed, and it helped to be able to talk to friendly ghoul who could answer his questions and remind him he wasn’t crazy. And then Danielle brought a date, and Father Gabriel asked to invite a were-hyena from his congregation, and things kind of snowballed from there. 

Feeding everybody got tricky, of course. Everybody pitched in something, but we had to group and mark all the dishes according to dietary restrictions. Half the coffee table was reserved for dishes made with human meat, ethically sourced from organ donors at the morgue where Danielle worked and set aside with cards labeled ‘Soylent Green’. Similar cards marked nuts, dairy, garlic, and virtually every other restriction we’d been able to pinpoint. Arkay and Javier kept snickering at each other near the seafood dishes, and I suspected food puns had joined the innuendos in their exchange. 

“Okay.” I cringed at my own ignorance, and Valerie laughed again. “So when I heard you were coming, I tried to do some reading—”

“That was your first mistake,” she said.

“I should know better by now,” I agreed. The thing about researching the people who came to these potlucks was that most of the information out there came from fairytales, and most of that was written by humans. A lot of what I wound up learning were misconceptions and stereotypes. “But I was curious: is it true that eating human meat makes a person a wendigo, or...?”

“Only if you’ve already got wendigo ancestry,” she said. “Which, to be fair, a lot of people do, and they just don’t know about it. It’s not the kind of thing you can really tell a person when you start dating them, you know?” 

And I thought my love life was complicated. “You’d think there’d be a dating site or something. ‘Find wendigos in your area’, that sort of thing.” 

“There was, actually,” Valerie said. “Back in the early 2000’s, before Google got big. It went bad real fast.” 

“Sounds like you’ve got stories.” I grabbed a pakora and a couple of mini quiches off the vegan counter and settled in closer. 

“For one thing, there wasn’t any way to keep humans from getting on— no offense,” she added quickly.

“None taken.”

“See, a lot of humans would look at this site and think it was for fantasy roleplaying or something like that. You’d get people who got really into folklore and personally identified with skinwalkers, but then they’d go on a date with a real skinwalker, and...” She made a face. “And that wasn’t even the worst of it. See, there were some people who got it in their head that anyone who wasn’t a human was a monster, and had to be exterminated. Real neo-Nazi types, you know? So eventually they found this website, and it was full of people’s information. Remember, this was way back when a lot of people still thought the internet was anonymous. Even if they weren’t posting their exact addresses, they were perfectly fine with sharing the cities that they lived in, the places they hung out. With that and a decent profile picture, you could find pretty much anyone who logged on. And then people started disappearing.” 

“Oh God.”

“Oh, it gets even worse.” Valerie said grimly. “See, when people just up and vanish, somebody usually reports them missing, right? I mean, that’s the reasonable thing to do, right? And then there’s a police investigation, and they talk to the person’s friends and family and look into all the places where they spent a lot of time, that sort of thing. But then the files started going missing.”

My little paper plate crumpled in my grip. The mini quiches threatened to tumble onto the floor.

“See, these monster hunter freaks, they had people at the police stations. Once the investigation got past a certain point, they’d steal the files and erase all the information on the case. So now they’ve got a detailed report on everyone the victim knew. Their friends. Their family. Which, if you haven’t noticed, is going to include a lot of non-humans. Those case files started looking an awful lot like hit lists.” 

“What did you do?” I asked.

“Only thing you can do in a situation like that,” she said. “You stop calling the police. Tell people that the person moved away or something. Hope it doesn’t come back to you.”

I swallowed. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea.” 

Valerie leaned in, looking concerned. “You gonna be okay, Rosario?” 

“Yeah,” I said. “I’m fine. You just kind of blew my mind, is all. I think I’m gonna need a couple minutes to adjust.” 

“Then my work here is done,” she said, not unkindly. “Knowing is half the battle, you know.” I gave a faint nod, and she patted my knee. “Just take a minute, dearheart. I’m going to take a look at that Soylent chili.” 

“I hear it’s really good,” I mumbled, looking down at the quiches on my crumbled plate. Suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore. The idea that absolutely anyone had to go through what she’d described was enough to make me sick to my stomach, but it wasn’t just empathy that left me queasy.

Almost a year ago, Arkay and I had gotten into trouble with the police. When the lead detective started filing reports about a dragon fighting off zombies, she’d been stripped of her badge and assigned to counseling. Immediately afterward, her case files disappeared. 

I’d always assumed it had something to do with her apparent mental breakdown. I couldn’t exactly ask about it, after all. Arkay and I were the prime suspects in the deaths of three police officers, and there was no such thing as mercy for cop killers. 

Besides, we had been living on the streets at the time, and burning bridges faster than we could build them, so when things got ugly, we’d skipped town without a second thought. 

That fact probably saved our lives. 

“Rosa? Do you have a moment?” Our previous roommate, Danielle, stepped closer to me. She was tall, fine-featured, and devastatingly beautiful. And, of course, not into women. Alas.

“What’s up?” I asked. 

“I just wanted to make sure Arkay was alright,” she said. “I would ask her, but, you know...”

But Arkay would brush it off as no big deal, whatever it was. “Last time I checked, she was fine,” I said. “Why?” 

Danielle glanced covertly over her shoulders. “A friend of mine—” Read that: one of her LARPing buddies. “—was out driving late at night last week, and he said he saw a teenage girl beating the shit out of some guy out on the side roads. And, you know, that’s pretty much Arkay’s MO. So I just wanted to make sure, did she make it home okay?” 

“Uh... yeah?” Arkay hadn’t shown any signs of not being okay, anyway. But she hadn’t mentioned getting into another fight. She hadn’t mentioned getting into any fights at all since we’d moved here. “Yeah, she’s fine. But thanks for passing that along.” 

“You’re welcome.” Danielle squeezed my shoulder and vanished, probably to join Valerie at the Soylent chili. 

I peered through the crowd at my dragon. She didn’t look like she’d been in any fights lately. And she spent half her nights taking her clothes off— it would be awfully hard to cover up fresh bruises, wouldn’t it? 

She must have noticed my laser stare, because Arkay slipped through the crowd and perched on the armrest beside me. I automatically raised my mangled plate before Arkay threw her legs over my lap. 

“Hey, Rosa. Enjoying the party?” 

“Yeah.” No point in small talk. “Arkay, Danielle was just telling me something.”

“Whatever it is, I didn’t do it.” 

“I’m sure,” I said flatly. “Seriously, though. She says a friend of hers saw you getting in a fight last week.”

“Did she?”

That didn’t bode well. “You didn’t mention anything to me about it.” 

“Because there wasn’t much to say.” She shrugged and stole a mini quiche off my plate. “There was a minor misunderstanding at Our Lady between one of the dancers and a customer. She asked me to clear it up. I never even touched the guy.” 

“Are you sure?” I asked.

She snuggled up close to me. “C’mon. You know if it was a big deal, I would have said something to you, right? So what’s this really about?”

“Nothing. Really. How are things going with Javier?” She fixed me with a dirty look and stole another quiche off my plate. I sighed and went for the truth. “We’re going to be okay here, right?”

She glanced at the partiers. “It’s a little crowded, but we should be fine. We can start throwing these parties outside, if you want.” 

“Not that.” I lowered my voice. “I mean, with what happened in Indy. With Matheson.”

“Rosa, Matheson’s dead. He was a necromancer, not a lich.” She frowned. “Are liches actually a thing? Somebody here would know something like that, right?” 

“Matheson wasn’t working alone,” I said. “Somebody hired him. And the police...” 

“The police dropped the case.” 

No, it was taken away from them. “I just don’t want to go through all that again.” 

“You won’t,” she said gently. “Things are good now. We’re okay.” 

“Can we just... stay that way, though?” I asked. “No disasters. Nobody chasing us or trying to kill us. We’ve finally got something that looks kind of like normal. Can we just keep being like this?” 

Can I trust you to keep it that way?

Arkay snuggled close against me and smoothed my hair. “Of course, Rosa. Anything for you.” 

Arkay

I hadn’t lied to Rosario. Not really. Sure, the incident with Paternoster had been a bit outside the norm, but not all that much. Creeps and weirdos dropped by Our Lady all the time. I just made sure they never got a chance to do any real harm.

Case in point: things were quiet at the club for a few days after the incident. The music had been too loud for anyone outside the champagne room to hear the screams, but seeing the bouncers carry three grown men into the parking lot seemed to have made an impression on the patrons. Tips were generous after that, and handsy customers disappeared almost entirely for a while. 

September turned to October, and Adam dropped by the club. He stared wide-eyed at the stained-glass windows and awkwardly picked his way around the tables, averting his eyes whenever a dancer stepped into view. I would have guessed he’d wandered in by mistake, except he was fumbling an overstuffed money clip between his sweating hands. 

I kept my distance—some people get weirded out when they see a familiar face at a strip club, and he didn’t need to get any more self-conscious than he already was. So you can understand my surprise when I climbed down from the stage and found him waiting for me. 

It couldn’t have been bad news; he wouldn’t have waited for me to finish if it was, and he looked neither grim nor frantic. So I drew the obvious conclusion. 

“Hey, soldier boy,” I said with my most winning smile. “You here for a dance?” 

“No. Yes. No.” He fidgeted. “I came to check on you.”

“You came to check on me at two in the morning,” I said flatly. “While I’m at work.”  

He didn’t seem to know where to look. I towered over him in my heels, and my enhanced cleavage was a lot closer to his eye level than it had ever been before. Apparently nobody had told him that ogling was allowed inside a strip club. When he spoke, his voice was small. “Maybe I also came for a dance.”

“Multitasking, I see.” I grinned. “Very efficient.”

“Yeah...” He looked around anxiously. “Is there somewhere... um... more private we can go?” 

“You’re thinking of a bordello.” I wagged a finger at him. “This is strictly a hands-free establishment.”

He went pale. “Oh Christ, no, I didn’t mean like—”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Don’t worry, I know what you meant. I was just teasing.” Poor little puppy. “The VIP lounge is this way. You can get all the dances you want without anyone ever finding out.” 

“I appreciate that,” he said, but he hesitated when I led him to the stained-glass doorway. 

“Having second thoughts?”

He swallowed. 

“No,” he said hastily, and fumbled for his money clip. “How much for a—a dance?” 

“You know, I can always get someone else. Roxie gives some amazing lap dances. I’ve gotten a few myself, and damn—“ 

“Being damned is what I’m worried about,” he muttered. 

“Your Catholic is showing,” I said, flicking his nose playfully. He flinched. “Tell you what,” I said. “We’ll put this in Rosario’s birthday fund. That way it goes to a good cause and isn’t promoting sinful lusty habits or any of that jazz.” 

It appeased him enough that he finally followed me into the lounge. “Her birthday... that’s this month, isn’t it?” 

“Yup. We’re throwing a huge-ass party. You coming?” 

“I... shouldn’t.” 

I eased him onto the same bench where Paternoster had sat a few weeks before. Thanks to the bloodstains, it had gotten the most thorough cleaning of any furniture in the club, though I wasn’t about to tell Adam that. 

“If you’re worried about confidentiality or whatever, you don’t have to tell people you’re our caseworker. You can say you work here. You could pass for a bouncer.” 

I leaned in, and he immediately leaned back. “It’s not just that. It’s—it’s conflict of interest, and boundaries, and... I just shouldn’t. I shouldn’t even be here right now.” 

I braced myself against the back of the bench with one hand, leaving enough room for him to slide free. “Do you want to leave?” 

He stared at the door like he wanted to bolt. Then his gaze turned back to me, and he swallowed. “How much did you say it was for a dance?” 

***

Adam wound up not coming to Rosario’s party, but it was a smash hit anyway. I spent a week experimenting with egg- and dairy-free cake recipes so we could celebrate at the potluck, and then I spent another week plucking bits of confetti out of the carpet and furniture afterward.

Outside, bonfires left the air laced with their husky smoke. Leaves started to fall in earnest, and the sweet wet scent of their decomposition became impossible to ignore. A thick fog made a habit of rising out of the river, shrouding everything in moonlit silver.

It was pretty and all, but it got damn cold. I’d started wearing layers on the walk home, with leggings under my cargo pants and long-sleeved shirts under oversized sweaters, and knitted hand warmers and leg warmers to make sure no chilly breezes slipped in through the cracks. Some of the other dancers giggled when they saw me leave, like it had to be below freezing before sane people could start to shiver.

The fog was unusually heavy on a moonless Sunday night as I walked home from the club. The occasional streetlamps looked hazy and unreal. I could smell car exhaust in the air, and headlights glowed like eyes in the distance, but the fog made them seem impossibly far away. 

At least, until a black sedan rolled through the mist and pulled to a stop a few feet away. He’d come out of nowhere. The asshole didn’t even have his lights on. 

That wasn’t promising. 

An alley opened up ahead of me. If I could duck in there, I could cut around behind the foreclosed houses and figure out what brand of jerkwad I was dealing with. But before I had the chance, a hatchback idled through the alley, blocking my path. A third and fourth car crept in on the other side of the street, blocking it off. 

Worm-eaten privacy fences blocked off the lawns on either side of the street, hemming me inside. I could probably climb over them or force my way through, but something glinted from the second story of one of the houses. Movement inside what should have been an abandoned property. Either another ambush waiting to happen, or innocent squatters who had no business getting involved in the fight.

The car doors opened in tandem, and people started pouring out. All of them were male, and all of them were armed, and that’s about all they had in common with each other. Some were steroid-ripped, others were spider-thin with open sores on their exposed skin. Some looked twitchy from a recent hit; others looked more naturally jumpy. Some just looked excited and hungry. 

If any of them had a common aesthetic, it was the style of the styleless— shirts that didn’t fit just right but couldn’t pass for baggy and obvious jewelry that was as gaudy as it was fake. It was the kind of wardrobe worn by people who spent more time copying someone else’s look than figuring out what made it work in the first place.

Guys like this never tipped well.

“You there,” said the driver of the nearest car, a black guy who looked healthier than most of the others. “Are you Arkay?” 

I leaned against the streetlamp the way I had against the pole earlier that night. It didn’t look quite as impressive without the stilettos, push-up bra and vinyl snakeskin, but it got the point across. “Why? You boys want an autograph?” 

“You’ll be gettin’ an autograph alright,” he said. “Boss Emilio’s got a big one for you. He wants it made out all personal.” 

“Emilio?” I tapped my chin thoughtfully. “Sorry, I don’t know anybody named Emilio. Is he a fan?” 

“You’re gonna know him.” He dug his hand into his pocket. When it emerged, a switchblade flashed in the yellow light of the street lamp. The rest of the goons closed in, circling around me.

Finally it clicked. Knives and autographs. Of course. “You mean Emilio Paternoster? Sorry, he totally slipped my mind. I figured if he wanted payback, he would have showed up by now. How’s he doing, by the way? And what about the other two? Are they out of the hospital yet?” 

The guy with the knife lunged at me, but not fast enough. By the time he reached the streetlamp, I’d already climbed a good ten feet into the air, clutching the splintered wood between my knees. 

“I’m going to take that as a no.”

One of the taller guys grabbed a crowbar and went after me like I was a piñata, and I barely scrambled out of the way. A thrown brick caught me in the small of the back, its sharp edge ripping through my clothes.

Shit. I liked that sweater, too.

The others apparently caught on, because that’s when they started pulling out guns.

Time to get down.

I threw myself off the wood, landing feet-first on one of the goons on the far side of the circle. He collapsed in a heap, and the men immediately around him ducked away, but it didn’t give me nearly the advantage I’d hoped for. A body full of bones didn’t make for a soft landing, or a steady one. My momentum carried me past him, and scraped me across the rough pavement. 

The other thugs adjusted their aim. 

Rosario

I was finishing up my shift at the bar when I got the call. Then I promptly rejected the call. I had a big table that night, and Adam could wait the twenty minutes it would take for me to finish my shift. Where did he get off calling me at two in the morning, anyway?

I rejected three more calls before Adam finally wised up and sent me a text:

ARKAY’S IN TROUBLE

I almost dropped the phone.

“Kindra, can you cover for me?” I didn’t wait for a reply before I rushed out the back door to the privacy of the dumpsters, pulling the phone to my ear. It only rang once before Adam picked up.

“Finally,” he muttered at the same time that I demanded, “What’s going on?”

“There’s trouble,” he said. “Arkay’s neck deep in it.” 

“What kind of trouble?” I tried to focus. Adam spent most of his time talking to me, not her. What he considered an emergency might just be a regular Sunday night for her. “Are we talking demon in an abandoned factory, or creepy dude in a white van?” 

“Not one van,” he said. “There’s four cars backing her into a corner. Another two are circling the— no, they’re pulling in. This isn’t good. There’s already a crowd.”

My mouth went dry. “Zombies?” 

“They look human from here. What I want to know is, do you want me to engage?”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “I— why is this happening? What’s going on?” 

“Ten guys on one side, four on the other, more on the way. Arkay’s heading for high ground. I need to know if she’s going to rip my head off if I try to step in.”

“Oh my God.” 

“Rosario, I need you to think clearly right now. Will she try to kill me if I try to help?”

Oh God. “I— I don’t know. I—”

No. That was a lie.

I knew exactly what she’d do. 

The warmth drained from my veins. 

“Has she gone all big and scaly yet?” I asked hoarsely.

“Not yet,” he said. “Will she?”

Fourteen people. I swallowed. “If it comes to that? Yes.” My voice shook. Oh God. Oh God, this couldn’t be happening. “Stay where you are. C-call an ambulance. They’re going to need it.”

Adam hesitated. “Rosario? Do you want me to hang up?” 

“...No,” I admitted. The ambulance drivers, the paramedics— they’d be as vulnerable as Adam was. Even more so. They didn’t have his combat training. Arkay wouldn’t recognize them, the way she would him. 

When they arrived, she would see them as just another car full of attackers. 

And she would go after them. Without hesitation. Without mercy.

“Do you want me to tell you what’s happening?” 

“Yes, please.” I curled into a ball, with only the soles of my shoes between me and the dirty pavement by the dumpster. 

So Adam told me. Every punch. Every kick. When the claws came out, he announced every slice and splash of blood.

He didn’t need to narrate the gunshots. He was close enough that I could hear them through the phone. 

I could hear the screams, too. 

My legs ached from staying huddled for so long, but I couldn’t pull myself up. I couldn’t move. All I could do was rock back and forth, listening helplessly until the background noise dwindled into silence. 

“He’s down,” Adam said quietly, almost a full minute after the last gunshot. “It’s over.”

Everything hurt. “Call the ambulance now, please.” I fumbled to end the call, and the phone fell out of my hand. I tried to pick it up again, but my hand shook too hard to scrape it off the ground. 

I stared as the screen changed, Adam’s picture falling away to show the regular background. It was a selfie, just a goofy picture Arkay had taken when she’d been climbing on my shoulders. She was laughing her ass off; I was smiling so hard it looked like my face hurt.

I couldn’t remember what we’d been laughing about. 

The selfie was flattering. The light was good, the angle even better. It made us both look young. Childish. Innocent. 

The Arkay in that picture didn’t look like she could hurt anyone. 

Adam’s image reappeared on the screen, and I pawed at the phone until I answered the call and pulled it to my ear. 

“Rosario? Rosario, are you still there?”

I stared at the phone. I wasn’t sure how long I’d been sitting there. “Yeah.”

“Paramedics are on their way,” he said. 

“Thank you.” I swallowed. “Are they all... alive?”

“I can’t tell from this distance,” he said. “Some of them are still moving, though.”

Some of them.

“What about her?” I asked. “Is she okay?” 

He hesitated. “There was a lot of blood.”

Oh God.

“She walked away, though,” he said. “So... still alive. I don’t think it’s safe for me to approach her, though.”

“No. Whatever you do, don’t come near her. She’ll head someplace where she feels safe. Let her do that. Let her calm down.” 

“Will do.” He was quiet for some time. “Rosario? What do you want me to do about this?” 

“Can you make sure she gets home safe?” I asked. “Wait. No. No, she’ll think you’re following her. Don’t do that. Just... let her get home on her own.” I couldn’t tell anymore if the night was foggy or if it was just my head. “Do— do you think you can pick me up? Please? I’m— I’m at the bar. Could you...?”

“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

The phone went silent, and I let my hand drop to my side. 

I’d seen Arkay fight before, but never like that. And she’d always been with me. Always tempered.

I should have known better than to leave her on her own. I should have known. I should have known.

I’m not sure how long the thoughts kept spinning through my head. Only that eventually they were interrupted by my name.

“Rosario?”

I looked up blankly. It took me a moment to recognize Kindra. “Hey.”

“God, Rosa,” she said, crouching down beside me. “You look like shit. What happened?” 

How was I supposed to explain?

Sorry, my dragon roommate just got jumped by a small army, or an entire gang, or God only knows what else, and how long before her face shows up on the nightly news?

“Sorry about the tables,” I mumbled. “I... I should...”

“No way,” she said, tugging me back inside. “Don’t even start. Whatever the hell just happened, it’s probably more important than tables. Make this a regular thing, though, and I’ll totally kill you.” She said it jokingly, probably trying to lighten the mood, but my heart squeezed in my chest. 

If Arkay heard something like that, would she know not to take it seriously? Would she try to hurt Kindra?

Kindra let out a low whistle. “I guess this is not so much a joking mood.”

“Sorry,” I said again. “I—”

She put a finger to my lips. “Rosa. Sweetie. I’m cool. Really.” She lifted her hand to brush my cheek. “God, you’re freezing. Sit your ass down. Let’s get some coffee in you.” She eased me into a chair in the manager’s office, draped my coat over my shoulders and her own across my lap, and darted into the kitchen. When she came back, she wrapped my hands around a warm mug of coffee.

“Careful, okay? I watered it down some, but it’s still hot.” 

“Thanks,” I mumbled, taking a sip. It moistened my dry mouth, and the burn gave me something to focus on, besides the sounds of gunfire. The roars. The screams.

“Rosa? Baby?” Kindra pushed her way through the mental images and dragged me back to the present. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

I blinked. “I— maybe?” No. Absolutely not. “But... but not right now? I don’t...”

“That’s okay.” She smoothed my hair. “It’s cool. Take whatever time you need.”

“Hey!” Dan shouted from the front. “We’ve got tables that need drinks over here!”

“Don’t make me cut you!” Kindra shouted back to him, and lowered her voice again. “Rosa, honey, do you need someone to take you home?” 

God. What did I do to deserve her? After all the lying, and all the freaky shit I’d gotten myself involved in. What if she got dragged into all this? What if something happened to her, too? 

Tears must have overflowed my eyes, because she brushed them away. 

“I— um— I called someone,” I said. “He’ll be here soon.”

Kindra frowned a little. “He? I thought you’d want Arkay to—” Her eyes widened. “Oh God. Is something wrong with Arkay?”

I nodded.

“Shit, Rosa.” She rubbed my shoulders gently. “You stay here, alright? I’ll cover the front. Let you know when your friend gets here, alright?” 

“Thanks.” I attempted a smile. “I’ll— um— I’ll roll some silverware, okay?” 

“Whatever you feel up to,” Kindra said, giving my shoulder a parting squeeze. “I’ll be right up front if you need me.” 

“Thanks,” I said. 

All I could do was wait.

Arkay

I was hurt. Scrapes and bruises covered my arms. My left leg twinged painfully every time I put weight on it, but my torso had taken the brunt of the damage. Shallow cuts poured blood under my clothes. At least one bullet remained lodged in my side. 

I started for home. 

What time was it? Would Rosa be there? Was she in danger? If there were more, would I be leading them straight to her? 

Not home, then. I turned. Somewhere else.

The club, with Dre and the bouncers and cinderblock walls. And innocent people who would have no idea how to handle what was coming. No, Rosa was clever. I knew she had my back. I should go to Rosa. She’d help me.

Maybe the river? They’d never expect me to go there. I could slip into the water and disappear upstream and they’d never know what happened to me. And meanwhile, I’d saturate my open wounds with dirty river water. 

I didn’t know how long I spent pacing in the dark, but it was making me dizzy. I rearranged my priorities: I was bleeding, and I needed medical attention. Soon. The club was closer. I’d go there.

I dragged myself through the back door and into the empty dressing room, and down the line of lockers to my own. In the time it had taken to get this far, my temper had cooled enough that I could discern the brightly colored squiggles on the name plates as actual words. That was a good sign. 

I slumped beside my locker and dug around inside for my first aid kit. 

Footsteps clicked across the floor behind me, but I ignored them. The goons who came after me weren’t the kind of guys who habitually wore heels.

“Arkay?” That was Becky. “I thought you went home already.”

“I did.” Oh, that was nice. I could actually form complete sentences again. Good to know. “I came back. Just getting something.” And there was the first aid kit. I pulled my head out of my locker. “Could you go tell the house mom to take me off the roster for tomorrow?” 

Becky’s hands flew to her mouth. “Oh my God. Arkay, you’re bleeding.” 

Was it that noticeable? I sat up to look over the counter at the row of mirrors. Road rash scored half my face. One eye had been blackened, and bruises decorated a gash across one cheek. I shrugged. “It happens.” 

“Oh God. Oh God.” Her eyes flitted down my body, probably to the torn clothing and the spreading bloodstains, and her face went ashen. “We need to get you to the hospital.” 

“They wouldn’t know what to do with me,” I said. Dragons didn’t exactly check into the ER very often. “It looks worse than it is. Really.” Maybe. It was hard to tell, honestly, but Becky was freaking out enough for both of us. Somebody had to be calm in this situation. Might as well be me. I dragged myself to my feet and started washing myself off. Blood and debris pooled in the sink.

Becky watched, hovering behind me but afraid to touch. “Are you sure we shouldn’t call an ambulance? Or the police?” 

“No need,” I said. “I’ll be stopping by the Paternoster house myself tonight.” 

Her eyes widened, and she retreated a step. “Did... did Vinny do this?” 

I glanced up at her. She’d gone death pale.

“Is this my fault?” 

“No,” I said. “This is his fault. Him and his brother. Not yours. Not Marco’s, either. Theirs.”

She shook her head, backing away. Her arms wrapped around her chest. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you to—” 

“What they did is on them, Becky,” I repeated. “Not you. You had every right to ask me for help, and I had every right to say no.” She looked frightened. Helpless. How would Rosario handle this? “And you’ve got the right to do the same right now.” 

She swallowed. “What?”

“You’re in nursing school, right?” I asked, peeling the shirt off my skin. Scabs had formed in the fabric, and now those wounds bled freely again. “Do you think you could help me out?” 

I had no idea humans could actually turn that shade. But Becky clenched her teeth and nodded. “W-what do you have in that first aid kid?” 

I pushed it over to her. “See for yourself.” 

She rifled through the bag with shaking hands. “You’ve got sewing needles in here.” 

“I’ve needed stitches before. You don’t have to worry about that, I can get my roommate to take care of that.” 

“No.” She sounded steadier. She found rubber gloves in the kit, and slipped them over her hands. “No. I’m good at those. I think. I just... I’ve never done them on a person. But first... um... let’s get you cleaned up, okay?” 

“Go right ahead.” I extended my hand to her, and she prepared a cotton ball with disinfectant. She was still new to this, and for all her efforts to be gentle, she didn’t quite have Rosario’s masterful hand. A few times she pushed too hard at gashes and bruises, and I forced myself not to hiss in pain. I needed something else to focus on. “Becky, did Vinny tell you anything while he was trying to impress you? Anything about him or his brother? Emilio?” 

She frowned. “Actually, he did.” 

Rosario

I barely got a row of silverware done before Kindra came back and wrapped an arm around my shoulders. “Rosa? Do you know a guy named Adam?”

I nodded shakily. “Yeah. Yeah, that’s my ride.”

“Good. Just checking.” She kissed my forehead and helped me upright. “But if he gets weird, you send me a text and I’ll beat his head in, okay?” 

I pulled her into a hug. “You really are too good for me, Kindra.” 

“Likewise, hon.” She gave me a gentle squeeze. “Now let’s get you home, alright?” 

By now I was myself enough to feel mortified about being passed around like a little kid after a custody hearing. Adam walked me to his black SUV, even held open the door for me so I could get inside, though he allowed me enough dignity to buckle myself in. 

“You okay?” he asked after a few minutes on the road. 

“Fine.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“I’m fine.”

Silence.

A stoplight blinked yellow in the fog. 

“You shouldn’t blame yourself for what’s happening.”

“I don’t.”

“Really. You shouldn’t.”

“I said I don’t.”

“This... stuff like this... it’s not unheard of in dragons. It’s not even uncommon. Sometimes things just... escalate. There’s nothing you could have done to stop it.” 

I squeezed my eyes shut. I didn’t want to hear this. I found myself speaking, anyway. “And when they do? What happens then?”

The steering wheel squeaked under Adam’s grip. “Dragons don’t know how to back down from a challenge. It’s not in their nature. So they’ll keep escalating the violence until either they win, or...”

“Or?”

“Or until somebody stops them.”

The words fell like a lead ball in my gut, heavy and toxic. I forced myself to focus on the rhythmic clicking of the turn signal. 

“She’s not a bad person,” I said quietly.

“She’s a dragon. Good and bad doesn’t have anything to do with it.” The car slowed and finally came to a stop. “We’re here.” 

Deep breath. I could do this. “Thank you for the ride.” I reached to unlatch my seatbelt, but Adam blocked my hand.

“Wait,” he said. “Are you sure you want to go in there?” 

I frowned. “It’s my home.”

“Your roommate just went on a rampage. If you don’t feel safe, there are places I can take you. Places where she won’t be able to find you.” 

“No. Thank you, but no. She won’t hurt me.” I shut my eyes. Deep breath. I had to keep believing that. 

“All right.” He didn’t sound sure. “But if you change your mind, you have my number. I’ll have my phone on me.” 

“I’ll let you know how it goes.” 

I staggered out of the car and toward the house. The SUV’s high beams singled me out like spotlights while I fumbled with the door. Aside from the flickering porch light, the house was plunged into darkness. It seemed unusually sinister tonight; the scorch marks on the far wall looked unnervingly like tendrils of shadow. 

I’d seen sentient shadows before, right before a demon possessed Arkay. Right before I’d seen what sadistic glee looked like in her eyes. 

I shook the image out of my head and stepped inside, shutting the door behind me. That wasn’t Arkay. It wasn’t, and it never would be. I’d make sure of it.

The only question was, could I? Or could I only do damage control?

When we’d lived on the streets, we’d been kicked out of the homeless camps because the others were terrified of her temper. I’d managed to redirect her fury to people who deserved it, to the people who preyed on the helpless. I’d told her that we were the good guys.

But she’d still gone into a full-on berserker rage in a precinct full of cops. Not dirty cops or anything, either, just regular people doing their jobs, who suddenly had to choose between shooting an unarmed woman or being murdered by her. 

I’d been able to stop her in time. I’d always been able to stop her in time. 

Tonight, I hadn’t. And someone out there had paid for it, probably with their lives. 

I laid my hand on her absurdly pink armchair. She was ridiculous and overbearing and excitable. She was affectionate and sweet. 

She was ruthless. Dangerous.

She was both. All of them at once. 

I don’t know how long I stood there. Some time must have passed between Adam’s car pulling out of the driveway and a second pulling in. Another set of headlights lit up the front window. A few seconds later, the door opened.

“Rosa,” Arkay said. “You’re still up. Long night?” 

“You could say that.” I looked up, and had to choke back a gasp. “Looks like you had one, too.” 

Her clothes were too big, and in shades of gray, rather than the usual blue. She’d probably borrowed them from someone else. Her shirt bulged where something had been wrapped around her chest. Fresh bandages covered her arms and one side of her bruised face.

She’d been through hell, and she’d been through it alone. 

I should have been there. 

“This?” She shrugged. “No big deal. Ran into a couple of idiots. I took care of it. They didn’t have much cash on them, though.”

She’d gone through their pockets. Of course she had. When had she not?

“Six cars is not a couple of idiots,” I said evenly. 

She blinked, stepping back. “How did you know that?” 

“Same way I know they had guns. Adam saw you.”

“Wait, when did he—”

“I want to know what the hell is going on.”

“I told you, I took care of it.”

“Answer the fucking question.” 

She went still. As long as she’d known me, I’d scolded and chided and nagged, but I’d never used that tone of voice. Not on her. For nearly a minute, she met my stare. 

She lowered her eyes first.

“Some Walter White wannabe has been trying to launder money through Our Lady. Marco doesn’t put up with drugs and shit in his club, not since what happened to his kid sister. He said no and things got ugly, so he called me in. Walter Wannabe didn’t take that very well, so he sent in some of his guys to intimidate me. It didn’t work.”

I let myself drop onto the couch. “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner, Arkay?” 

“I don’t know.” She shrugged uneasily. She was lying. “It didn’t seem all that important.”

“How is this not important? They could follow you home. They could kill you.”

“I wouldn’t let them follow me here,” she said quickly. “These guys aren’t going to lay a hand on you, Rosa. I promise.” 

“Or what?” I asked. “Or you’ll kill them?” 

She opened her mouth. Closed it again. Frowned, like she was trying to figure out the right answer. “You don’t want me to kill people.” 

“No, I don’t,” I said. “Did you?” 

“I’m tired, okay?” She turned away from me and headed toward the stairs. “It’s almost dawn, I spent all night getting shot at, and I just got sewed up by a nursing student. I’m going to bed.” 

I wanted to hug her. I wanted to take care of her. I wanted to make sure she was okay. 

Instead I stood and blocked her path. “That’s not a no.”

“What do you want me to do?” she demanded. “These people tried to kill me, Rosa. I don’t always have the option of playing nice, especially when there’s a bunch of them and half of them are too high to know pain when it hits them. You knock one down, and by the time you get through the next two he’s on his feet again, and there’s only so much I can do, Rosa. I have to make sure they stay down. And sometimes that means hitting harder than I should. Sometimes they don’t get up at all.”

“You didn’t have to fight them.” 

“What’s the alternative?” she demanded. “Politely tell them to fuck off? Run, so they can chase me down in their pathetic little cars? Stand by and let them treat these girls like they’re this fucker’s private harem? Maybe you would have magicked up another way out, but I didn’t see one.”

“Then maybe you should have told me this was going on, and I could have done something to help,” I said. 

“And give you yet another thing to worry about? Aside from rent and your job and your girlfriend and— and who knows what else keeps you up at night?” I opened my mouth, but she didn’t give me a chance to reply. “Just because I’m not allowed to sleep in your bed anymore doesn’t mean I can’t hear how much you toss and turn at night, Rosa. You’re stressed. You’re tired. And I’ve got this handled, so you don’t have to. But if I’m gonna take care of things, I’m going to do them my way. And right now, my way requires some actual sleep. Good night.” 

And before I could say another word, she disappeared into her room and the door shut behind her. 

***

Arkay got home in one piece. Thanks for your help.

I hit send. Hopefully Adam hadn’t been waiting up for my text, and hopefully receiving it wouldn’t wake him. At least one of us should get some sleep tonight. 

I’d tried going to bed, but without success. I felt like I’d been hooked up to a live wire, and knowing Arkay could hear me thrashing around trying to get comfortable didn’t help my nerves. 

There was a time when I would have crawled into bed with Arkay and let her nestle against me and calm me down, but I couldn’t do that anymore. Even if we hadn’t been fighting, I had a girlfriend. 

I’d assumed Arkay understood. I’d assumed she’d been okay with it. She hadn’t said anything about it.

It seemed she’d been keeping a lot of things from me lately. 

When I couldn’t stand my own nervous energy anymore, I grabbed my keys and headed outside. The sky had turned a reluctant gray, like it wasn’t quite ready to commit to blue this early in the morning, but the night’s fog was starting to clear up. 

I walked, picking random directions and turning when the mood struck me. Sooner or later, Arkay would wake up. She’d be hungry, and she’d notice I wasn’t around to make her something to eat. She would probably look for a note, but she wouldn’t find any, and my toothbrush in the bathroom would let her know I hadn’t spent the night at Kindra’s. 

Maybe she’d feel bad for yelling. Maybe she’d realize that we needed to talk about this stuff like grown-ups.

The thought gave me a bit of vindictive satisfaction. It felt like running away, but without the commitment. Arkay wasn’t the only one who got to be immature sometimes.

As the last of the fog burned away, I caught sight of a gym— a long, one-story building with blacked-out windows. A sign on the front door advertised swim lessons with a questionable use of quotation marks. 

That was right. Arkay had gotten me a gym membership. All this time and I hadn’t gotten a chance to check it out.

I really was overstressed. 

I stepped inside and went up to the front desk. The receptionist, a woman in intricate cornrows highlighting passages in a textbook, met me with a thousand-yard stare. It was that time of the semester, apparently.

“Um... hi,” I said. “Are you guys open?”

She blinked dully. “Yeah.” 

“I think my roommate said she got me a membership at a gym, and I wanted to know if this is the right one. I’m Rosario Hernandez. And she’s Arkay...” What last name had she given them, anyway? We’d never gotten around to ironing that out. 

The receptionist was already scrolling through a screen on her computer. “Hernandez. Right. Yeah, you’re in the system.” She shuffled through the desk drawer and handed me a membership card. “Here. Oh, and let your roommate know that her request went through.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “What request?”

“For the double locker. But tell her she needs to move her stuff in the next couple of days, or we’re giving it to the next person on the waiting list.” 

The rest of my questions went unheard. She’d gone back to studying her textbook, silently mouthing words I couldn’t even hope to pronounce. 

They were stupid questions, anyway. Of course Arkay had a gym locker, the same as pretty much anyone else who went to the gym on a regular basis. She probably kept sweats in here, or a towel and swimsuit, or sneakers. Or something.

But unless these lockers were the extra-cramped variety, all her stuff combined would still fit comfortably in a regular-sized one. There’d be no reason to get a bigger one.

There was absolutely no reason for me to look. Doing so would be an invasion of her privacy. 

But she’d been keeping things from me already. I had a right to be paranoid, right? And at least this would put my mind at ease.

I still hadn’t won the argument with myself when I reached a room covered from floor to ceiling with stacks of slate gray lockers. Hers caught my attention in a heartbeat. Her padlock wasn’t generic gray or cameo green or even the gouge-my-eyes-out hot pink of her arm chair, but a shiny, metallic blue, the same shade as her scales. 

I did a quick sweep. I was right: this was the only one of its kind in the women’s locker room.

It was hers, all right. 

I cupped the combination lock in my hand. Numbers had never been very important to Arkay. She didn’t know her own birthday, or how old she was. 

She’d need something she could remember, then.

A date, maybe? I checked the day we’d moved into town. The day we’d signed the lease on the house. The day she’d started her job at the club. 

No on all counts.

The day we’d met, maybe? It was a bit sentimental, sure, but whatever.

Still nothing.

And then, on a whim: my birthday.

The lock clicked open. 

My shoulders sagged. “You ridiculous, crazy dragon.” 

We really hadn’t seen enough of each other lately. 

I needed to apologize for yelling. She’d tried to do the right thing. She’d tried. If she got her wires crossed sometimes about what the right thing was, that wasn’t her fault. But that’s what I was here for. We could work this out together. 

I dug in my pocket and pulled out a receipt. I’d write her a note, something to thank her for getting the memberships. She could find it here the next time she went swimming. That seemed like the sort of thing she’d appreciate. 

But first I’d need a pen. 

Without thinking, I pulled open the locker and rifled through her gym bag. I’d done both our laundry for ages, so it wasn’t like she had anything in there I’d never seen before.

Except she did.

I cried out, and the stash spilled out of the locker. 

A pistol with an engraved handle. A Colt .45. Three Glocks. What looked like a shotgun with too short a barrel. Even more remained caught in the duffel bag. 

“Oh God, Arkay. What did you do?”

My phone was out in an instant, and I fumbled dialing and trying to stuff the weapons back into the locker before anybody saw me. Panic numbed my fingertips, making me stupid and clumsy.

This wasn’t one or two creeps who needed to be taught a lesson. This wasn’t confiscated weaponry from last night. She’d put in a request for a bigger locker because she’d run out of room. She’d had these guns for a while now.

I had no idea where they’d come from. 

Everything was suddenly up in the air. Had last night’s fight been an ambush, or had that been premeditated? How much had she been keeping from me? Of everything she’d told me, how much had been outright lies?

Finally, Adam picked up on the other line. “Rosa? Rosario, is Arkay alright?” 

“I don’t even know anymore,” I babbled. “Adam—”

“She didn’t go back, did she?” 

I paused. His frantic concern rivaled mine. “What? Back where?” 

“Back to Our Lady,” he said. “Rosa, she’s safe, isn’t she?”

I shook my head. “I don’t— what happened?” 

“There’s been a fire. The club is gone.” 

Arkay

My phone rang, chirping a peppy little tune about a canary nightlight that normally was sunny and endearing, but right now made me want to hurl the stupid phone out the window.

It took me three tries to grab it off the bedside table and shove it to my ear. Then I had to pull it away again to actually answer the call.

“I already told you, I’m not coming in today,” I growled. It must have sounded impressive, because it took a long moment for the person on the other end of the line to speak.

“Arkay?” 

Male. Adult, but young. Very slight drawl, like he might have had an accent once. But it was the hesitation that did it for me.

“Adam,” I said. “‘s early. Call back later.” 

“Arkay, wait. Don’t hang up yet. I need to talk to you.” It came out as a rush. It always did when he spoke to me. Like he had to build up the courage to talk, and then hurry to get it out before he lost nerve. 

“Fine. Talk.”

“It’s the club,” he said. “Someone got in after close last night. They torched the place.” My eyes shot open. “Arkay, it’s burnt to the ground.”

Adrenaline shot like ice water through my veins. I struggled to hold onto words. “Was anyone inside?”

“They don’t know yet,” he said. “It’s still too dangerous.” 

It was still burning. I took a shuddering breath. “Rosa? Where is she?” 

He hesitated.

“Where is Rosario?” 

“She’s safe,” he said, so quickly I had to take a moment to separate the syllables into two distinct words. “She wasn’t there. But Arkay—” 

I hung up the phone. The stitches pulled in my sides as I climbed to my feet. 

Paternoster. 

He’d put out a hit on me. That I could forgive.

But he’d burnt down my club. 

My club. 

Mine.

And for that, he would pay.

***

First stop: Vinny’s place. Becky knew the address.

The doors were locked, but the windows held nothing but glass. They shattered easily. 

With a passing gesture I ignited a curtain and watched the fire spread to the shag carpet. 

From the inside, the garage door unlocked easily. Tendrils of smoke leaked into the cold morning air. 

Rosario and I had hotwired enough stolen cars over the years that the overstyled convertible didn’t give me any trouble. A spark, and the engine roared to life. A shiny new GPS in the glove compartment showed me his last destinations. Among them, a helpfully marked “Leo’s place”. 

A sharp, acrid odor marked when his stash of chemicals started to burn. I peeled out of the garage just as a round of explosions roared from the crawlspace.

The house went down without even the wail of a smoke detector.

Rosario

Adam’s car hadn’t fully come to a stop when he disengaged the locks and rolled down the windows. “Get in. We’ve got a problem.”

“The hell we do.” I yanked open the door and scrambled inside. “Arkay’s got an entire armory hidden in one of the lockers. She hadn’t even bothered to empty the magazines. Most of those things are still loaded.” 

“Bigger problem,” he said. “I called Arkay on the way here. She hadn’t heard about the fire yet. She didn’t take it well.”

Oh God. “Did she say what she’s planning to do?” 

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

Oh God. Oh God. I squeezed my eyes shut and tried to focus. Think like Arkay. “She likes symmetry. When somebody uses a weapon against her, she likes turning it around on them. There’ll be another fire soon.” 

Adam pointed at the windshield. “You mean now.” Black, oily smoke billowed from a neighborhood near the river. Sirens wailed in the distance.

Shit. 

“Well, at least she’ll be easy to find.” He flicked on his turn signal, but I grabbed his arm.

“Wait,” I said. “She won’t stick around.” 

“You think she’ll go to ground after this?” 

If only. Arkay believed in disproportionate retribution. “She’s not going to stop at one.” 

“Got it.” Adam switched his signals and hit the gas. 

“Wait,” I said. “Where are we going?”

“Last night, before the paramedics arrived,” he said. “I talked to some of the survivors. Got a few names and addresses out of them. If she’s rampaging, I think I know where she’ll head next.” 

Was that what this was? A homicidal rampage? I wanted to stifle the thought, but I couldn’t ignore the rising pillar of smoke. Or the weapons stash. Or last night’s phone call.

What had Arkay become?

And why hadn’t I been able to stop it?

Arkay

I parked at the fringes of an old neighborhood that might have been nice if it had been well maintained. Porches crumbled. Weeds invaded the remains of elegantly landscaped garden beds. Ivy clung to the classic architecture more deliberately than the faded paint. 

A rotten core will do that to a place. 

I’d had my doubts about whether the Leo in the GPS referred to Emilio Paternoster, but all those doubts disappeared. I could smell him on this land, the same way I’d been able to smell it on him: the yellow leaves of the creaking chestnut tree, the fancy cigarettes that littered the sidewalk, the cologne that clung to the wood of the doorway. 

But his wasn’t the only scent on the porch. Other shadows moved behind the curtains. 

Bodyguards. Likely armed.

I clung to the shadows and the weeds and slipped around to the back of the house. As much as I would enjoy bursting through the front door and tearing through them, I suspected I would enjoy their bullets far less. 

I preferred strategy. 

The ivy hung thick and heavy, rooted deep in every fissure of the outer wall. It carried my weight with only a mild creak, no more than the sound of the wind in the trees. 

They would expect an assault on one of the doors. Less attention would be given to the windows. Even less to the windows on the second floor. 

I scaled the wall and sliced through the screen without difficulty. The window itself proved more stubborn. It was locked from the inside, and the frame was too solid to pry apart with my bare hands. 

The direct approach, then. 

I clung to the edge of the rooftop, digging in with my claws to keep from slipping, and swung both legs through the window. The glass shattered with a triumphant crash, and another swing sent me inside after it.

I’d landed in a man’s bedroom— Paternoster’s, by the smell— but I didn’t spend time taking inventory. The furniture could be Ikea or gilded mahogany for all I cared. More important was the rumble of footsteps rushing up the stairs. Apparently they’d heard my grand entrance. 

My lips peeled back in a savage smile. “Oops.” 

I kicked down the door and leaped into the hall. One man had reached the top of the stairs, but he stumbled back to avoid the shower of splinters that accompanied my grand entrance. I lunged before he could catch me in his sights. A fist to his solar plexus brought him to his knees. I grabbed his assault rifle out of his hands and smashed the butt of the gun against his skull.

One down. 

Three in the stairwell. I had the higher ground, they had no cover except each other. As it turned out, that wasn’t enough to protect any of them from a spray of bullets. They didn’t even get the chance to put up a fight.

“Paternoster!” I sauntered down the steps. “I got your message, Paternoster. Did you get mine? Here’s another one for you—” 

A hand poked around the corner and fired wildly up the stairwell. I lunged out of the way, but where I expected solid ground, I landed on somebody’s chest instead. I slipped on the loose fabric of a shirt and tumbled the rest of the way down. 

Blood poured down my chest. Pain arced across my body like lightning. I couldn’t tell if I’d been hit or if I’d just ripped open a line of stitches. 

Another thug stepped into view and took aim.

Poor idiot. Cover fire might have saved him. I thrashed wildly, catching his leg in my claws and pulling it out from underneath him. His shots peppered the ceiling while I slashed open his throat. 

No more guns for you.

I couldn’t say the words aloud anymore. My mouth had distended into a reptilian maw, my tongue thin and forked, my teeth razor sharp. When I rose to my feet, claws slashed holes in the toes of my shoes. Vulnerable skin was hidden by thick blue scales, slashed through in places but armored all the same. Antlers swept back to crown hair that had grown into a wild, shaggy mane. 

Two more men rushed around the corner toward me. One screamed and fled back the way he came. The other reached for his rifle.

Bad move.

A bullet broke through one of the scales on my chest. It lodged between my ribs, red-hot and agonizing, but it didn’t kill me. Which meant it didn’t stop me from shattering his sternum. 

I turned the corner into what must have been a home office. A chair lay overturned in my path. Smoke wafted from a crystal ashtray atop a mahogany desk, but the scent of tobacco seemed faint and dim. The air was sharp with gunpowder. Thick with blood and fear. 

The last guard cowered in the corner. Unimportant. 

Paternoster sat in a high-backed chair behind the desk. His mouth opened wide, but no sound escaped. His hand hung limp around a pistol. His eyes were fixed on me.

A second figure huddled at his elbow, small and pathetic. A surge of acridity interrupted the scent of spray tan and bad cologne. He’d pissed himself.

“Oh my God,” Vinny whispered. “Oh my God. Oh my God.”

A gunshot rang out, and I lunged at Paternoster. Grabbed the cold pistol in one hand, his throat in the other. 

“Oh my God.” 

But that wasn’t Vinny. Paternoster hadn’t fired the shot. 

Rosario stood framed in the doorway, the exorcist Adam behind her with a smoking gun in hand. Sunlight streamed in behind them through the splintered remains of the front door.

But that didn’t make sense. They weren’t supposed to be here.

“Arkay.” Rosario said my name with a shudder. 

Even shrouded in light, her face looked too pale. Sickly. I wanted to rush to her, to catch her before she fell over, but that would mean letting go of Paternoster. He was dangerous. He’d hurt her.

“Arkay, let that man go.”

I stared at her. Didn’t she understand who Paternoster was? What he was capable of? What he’d done already? 

If I let him go now, he’d retaliate. And she’d just given him a perfect target. I couldn’t just let him walk away. She had to understand that. She had to.

“Let him go, Arkay. Right now.” 

This man was dangerous. Him and everyone like him. We’d never be safe so long as he lived. Rosa would never be safe. 

“Please,” she said.

My claws left ribbons of blood across his throat as I lowered my hand. With the other, I grabbed the pistol out of his grip fast enough to dislocate his finger. I threw the weapon at her feet.

She cringed away from the gun like it was a spider. 

I turned my back on Vinny and Paternoster. Claws and scales melted away until I looked as human as she did. “Go home, Rosa. I need to finish this.” 

She gazed at the two men behind me. At the last lackey, huddled in the corner, still trembling with tears in his eyes. “You mean kill them.”

“That’s the only way this ends,” I said.

“It doesn’t have to be.” She stepped forward, past the weapon. “You can let them go. All of them. If we call an ambulance now, we might be able to save some of these people. They can go to jail, and they’ll never hurt anyone again.” 

“They assaulted my girls,” I snarled. “They burned down my club. They tried to kill me.” 

“I know.” She swallowed. “I’m asking you to let them go anyway.” 

“Why?” The word hissed between fangs.

“Because,” she said. “It’s the right thing to do.”

“It’s stupid!” 

“And so am I.” Her voice was firm. “That’s why I ignore every person who tells me how dangerous you are. Why I keep telling them you won’t hurt me, even though I know you can. That’s why I keep believing that there’s still good in you, even when you scare the shit out of me.”

I frowned. “I scare you?”

The corner of her mouth twitched into a wry, sad smile. Like that was a stupid question. 

Like it was obvious. 

My insides twisted, and I started forward. “Rosa, I would never—”

A gunshot split the air, and I leaped at Rosario, throwing her to the ground. 

This was why sane people didn’t have heart-to-heart conversations in the middle of a violent confrontation. Dammit!

Vinny stood over us, his brother’s pistol in his shaking hands. He fired again, and missed wildly. I focused on growing larger, on putting as much of myself as possible between him and Rosario. He aimed carefully and took a deep breath.

This time he wouldn’t miss.

Another gunshot rang out, and Vinny hit the ground. The back of his skull didn’t join him. 

A smoking bullet casing landed at Adam’s feet. 

Across the room, Paternoster leapt up from his desk. “That was my brother, you motherfucker!” he bellowed, running headlong at Adam. “What the fuck is wrong with you? I did what you said— everything you said! I let your bitch kill my guys! I let her into my house! You told me you’d handle it! You said you’d—” 

Another shot, and Paternoster joined his brother on the floor. His eyes were wide open, the dark brown blotted out by a trickle of red. 

Adam let out a long breath through his nose. “Well. That could have gone better.” 

“A-Adam?” Rosa tried to sit up. “What was that guy saying just now?” 

I did what you said.

“It’s not important,” he said. 

“The fuck it isn’t,” I growled, coiling to spring. I didn’t even get to set up before Adam pointed his gun at Rosario’s head. Immediately I sprang up between them. It was a shitty-ass defensible position, and he knew it.

“You’re working with them?” Rosa’s voice shook. “You— Oh my God. The phone call. That’s how you knew about the fight last night, isn’t it? And this address—” 

“This isn’t how things were supposed to go,” Adam said.

Rosario backed away, her expression shattered with horror. “I trusted you!” 

“Good!” he snapped. “I’m the only damned person you should have trusted. Do you have any—”

That thing I said earlier about heart-to-hearts?

I meant it.

Adam was distracted by his rant, but not so much that he didn’t notice me leaping at him. He squeezed the trigger. A burst of gunfire exploded around me, but the closest shot only grazed me. I crashed into him with all my momentum and sent us both in a pile of limbs. I didn’t even bother untangling myself before I rained down punches on him, one after another. I didn’t stop until he lost consciousness.

The motherfucker had pointed a gun at Rosario. I could eviscerate him. I could crush his bones to powder. I could snap his motherfucking neck.

But I forced myself to hold back. 

“Okay, Rosa,” I called over my shoulder. “Your call. Do I kill this guy or not?” 

She didn’t answer.

I pulled myself off Adam and turned to look at her. “Rosa?” 

Rosario lay slumped against the wall, her eyes glassy and unseeing.

Four bullet holes bloomed like roses across her chest.
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