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      Las Vegas, Nevada—July 2034

      It never rained all that much in Las Vegas. Shannon had done some reading on the subject before leaving the house, so she knew this for a fact.

      According to the North American Union’s weather surveys, Vegas only accrued four inches of rain over the entirety of the year; in July alone, there might be two days of precipitation, amounting to a half-inch total.

      A half-inch of rain didn’t sound like much. Certainly not enough for Shannon’s best friend, Melissa, to throw a fit about how unsafe the sewers were when it was overcast. “It’s going to rain, and the sewers are going to flood, and we’re going to fucking die,” Melissa said. She was a pretty blond, the kind you saw in catalogs. Though catalog models never looked as freaked out as she did. They also seldom explored dripping, odiferous sewer systems. “We’re going to die!”

      “Shut up, Mel,” Shannon said. “You’re giving me a headache.”

      “And you are giving me muddy boots! You said it wouldn’t be muddy down here because it’s too dry!” She shook her foot, but it wasn’t enough to dislodge the muck from the suede.

      “Who cares about your stupid boots? We’re going to find ourselves some vampires on this trip before we go home—real vampires—and I don’t care if we have to belly-crawl through literal shit to do it!”

      Shannon and Melissa had been in town for an entire week without having close encounters of the vampire kind. A whole week! No vampires!

      Everyone had said it was a bad idea to take trips to Las Vegas these days. They said there was a gang war between vampires and hunters. Shannon’s mom had made it sound like vacationing in a war zone.

      The idea had gotten Shannon excited like literally nothing else ever had.

      Skydiving, zip-lining, and deep-sea diving with questionable equipment had never given her the thrill she experienced at the idea of running into some vampire war.

      It turned out to be all hype.

      She’d dragged Melissa to the tables at a vampire casino called Judex every night, hoping to cross paths with some pasty-skinned goth-looking hunk of a dead guy. They’d seen lots of pasty people. Every freaking bartender looked as though they hadn’t been outdoors in the last century. But aside from the occasional flash of fang, which totally could have been artificial, nothing had happened to Melissa and Shannon.

      Male revues with vampires? They were identical to Chippendales, which were a yawn a minute. Dark cirque-like shows? So boring. Those closed-room murder mystery things? Never saw a single member of the undead. They were all actors.

      Shannon had gotten so fed up with her stupid boring trip that she’d asked the concierge at Judex about it.

      “I’m sure every vampire you’ve seen is a Paradisos member,” the concierge had said. The name on her tag was Nunziatina, and she was so pale that her mahogany hair looked almost black by comparison. “All vampires in Clark County are part of the murder.”

      “Really? Really?” Shannon had given Nunziatina The Look. The one that she usually gave retail staff about ten seconds before demanding to speak with the manager. “I heard so much about all the vampire experiences available, and nothing has actually happened to me. Like drinking blood! Why hasn’t anyone tried to drink my blood?”

      “It’s illegal for vampires to drink from humans, ma’am. Only synthetic blood is used by Paradisos. If you’re interested in vampire experiences, there’s a male revue—”

      Shannon had interrupted her with a huge fit, summoned a manager, and demanded an authentic vampire experience.

      Nothing had come of that except that she’d had drinks comped for one night.

      She and Melissa would be flying home the next day, and they hadn’t even been nibbled on.

      “There’s just got to be somewhere cleaner than this with vampires in it,” Melissa moaned. “Like, bars? Some kind of off-Strip location that isn’t so sterilized?”

      Thunder rolled above them, and Shannon heard a faint rush of water. It echoed from elsewhere in the sewers. The only thing Shannon saw was extra water dribbling down the walls.

      “Oh gods!” Melissa froze, ears perked. “We have to get out of here!”

      Shannon rolled her eyes. “It won’t rain that much. Like a half-inch, max. Probably less. It’ll barely even touch your boots.”

      “It’ll be a lot more than a half-inch if it all gets diverted down here! We’ll drown!”

      “Look, this is where that guy said we could find vampires,” Shannon said. “If you want your vacation dollars going to waste, then fine. You can leave. But we came here looking to get a bite, and gods dammit all, I’m going to get a bite!”

      “You sure are,” said a male voice. A vampire emerged from a tunnel tangential to theirs.

      “Maximillian!” Shannon’s heart flip-flopped with delight. “That was your name, right?” They’d met in a bar called Valhalla after Shannon’s disappointing encounter with Judex management. Maximillian had overheard her lamentations. He’d bought her a drink and told her where the cool vampires could be found.

      “That’s right, princess,” Maximillian said. “Who’s this radiant dove with you?”

      “This is my friend Melissa! I told you all about her. How she’s got, you know…the vampire fetish. Just like me.”

      Melissa was probably blushing, but it was impossible to tell in the darkness. Both of them had a serious boner for the undead, though. She craved the thrill as much as Shannon did.

      “It’s a pleasure,” Maximillian purred.

      Melissa gasped when he took her hand, brushing his lips over her knuckles. “Holy hell.”

      “So where are the others?” Shannon asked.

      Maximillian smiled to expose multiple sharp teeth. The front four teeth, the canines, probably some in the back. They made him look more like a tiger than the sexy vampires Shannon had seen in movies. “Others?”

      “I’m not getting drank from by the same guy as Melissa. That’s weird. We don’t do weird stuff like that,” she said.

      He slunk around them, and Shannon took a reflexive step backward. Closer to the tunnel Maximillian had come from, which seemed to be flooding. The sound of rain was becoming progressively louder, echoing all around her like she was inside a drum beaten by a dozen players.

      “You don’t get to make demands, little sheep,” he said.

      Her heart leaped. There was that adrenaline she wanted. Maximillian’s toothy grin got a lot sexier once he kicked off the really intimidating behaviors. “Can we save the villain monologue until we’re with the others?” Shannon asked. “Make this a real party, you know?”

      “What others?” the vampire asked.

      Adrenaline spiked harder, but Shannon laughed. “I’m serious. Let’s go.”

      Melissa wasn’t laughing. “I don’t think there are others.”

      “I told you the truth,” Maximillian said. “Vampires who don’t obey Paradisos law do hang out down here in the sewers. Right now, I’m the only one here. Even the law-breaking vampires would report me for what I’m about to do.”

      The only words that Shannon got out were, “What are you—”

      Then she was slammed into the wall.

      Maximillian had shoved her against the tunnel juncture. Its corner jabbed hard into her spine, much harder than when Shannon’s parachute had deployed at the wrong time during a skydive.

      In that pain, Shannon found clarity.

      I don’t want this to happen to me.

      All those other things she’d done chasing the high of adrenaline—she’d always known she would survive them. She’d been confident in her skills, and her control.

      She’d made a mistake with Maximillian. She had no control.

      Shannon landed in the water, and chilly muck flooded all the way up to mid-thigh, her elbows. Her back hurt so badly. If she went under the surface of the sewer’s sludge, she wasn’t sure she’d get up again.

      Melissa screamed. She had a great horror-movie scream. She used to get cast as an extra on cop shows for that exact reason. Girl who discovers body, girl who gets killed by bad cop, girl who witnesses crime. On and on. She made a decent living as a featured extra with a scream like that.

      It cut off when Maximillian’s head snapped forward, biting down on her throat.

      No more screaming. No more acting career.

      No more life if Shannon didn’t do something.

      She clawed into shallower water and fumbled for her cell phone.

      “I don’t party with other vampires,” Maximillian hissed, yanking Shannon off of her feet. He had one woman in each hand. When Shannon kicked, the only thing she managed to do was toe Melissa’s shin.

      “Not like this,” Shannon wheezed. “Don’t do this to us!”

      Maximillian cackled. “What, do you think you get to choose how this works? You asked for a close encounter of the vampire kind, and a close encounter’s what you’ve got. This is how you die.” His mouth opened wider. His jaw unhinged.

      Shannon’s scream wasn’t as good as Melissa’s, but it was the best of her life.

      [image: ]

      Given all of Dana McIntyre’s current options, dying seemed to be the best of them.

      The problem was that she didn’t have an easy way to die at the moment.

      Sure, she was being swept along in a sewer flooding with the most recent of Nevada’s gullywashers. Dana’s head hadn’t broken the surface for at least a good ten minutes. There wasn’t even a surface to break, for that matter—this part of the sewer system was full. She kept bumping against the concrete arches at the top of the tunnel. That was what it felt like, anyway. She didn’t bother trying to swim or open her eyes or anything because she didn’t care.

      Dana didn’t need to breathe. She couldn’t drown; she was already dead.

      She wished she were a whole lot deader, though.

      There is no cure.

      Weeks had passed since Dana was bitten by Achlys, a master vampire. She’d been injected with venom. Flooded with it. Dana should have fallen on a wooden stake the instant she’d realized what happened.

      Instead, she’d dared to hope. If she hadn’t hoped, then she could have died with honor.

      Now she was damned.

      As horrible as it was to be among the effluence of the sewers, it wasn’t as horrible as the moment human blood had flooded her mouth. Innocent blood. Police officer blood. Enough blood for Dana’s body to finish the process of converting into a vampire.

      She could feel herself changing. Emotion drained away with the last hints of body temperature. The urge to move…gone. Her teeth felt so sharp in her mouth.

      Dana hit a wall, and the water sloshed onward without her. She shored up on a cement outcropping, soggy and heavy. The triadist necklace she wore was glimmering a couple inches in front of her nose, out of focus. She couldn’t distinguish the elaborate lines on the rune and didn’t care to.

      Why? she wondered.

      She’d always been good to the gods. Better than she was to anyone else. If most folks tried to tell Dana to jump, she’d tell them to jump off a fucking bridge. When the gods told her to jump, she jumped. She jumped and kept jumping until they said she didn’t need to anymore.

      She owed her whole gods-damned life to those gods, and they’d let this happen to her anyway. The bite, the change. Now this.

      “Why?” Dana asked, out loud this time. Her voice was so croaky. She had never felt so dried out in her life even though she was still halfway submerged in sewer water. “What the fuck do you want from me?”

      The triadist charm had no answers for her, and no god descended from on high to bestow truth either.

      It felt like she’d been completely forgotten.

      Until she heard the scream.

      The sewers were already loud. Rain pattered. Thunder rolled. Water roared. The echoes alone might have been deafening to human ears, but the scream was still louder than everything else.

      Dana’s new instincts awakened at the sound of that scream.

      Thirsty. Very thirsty.

      She’d thought that the cravings had been bad enough when she’d been a blood virgin. Now it consumed her, from the innermost fibers of her leathery muscles to the dried-out sponge of her marrow and all the way to the tips of her fingers.

      Dana wanted to eat someone. A human.

      Those instincts brought her onto her feet, and even though she clutched the triadist charm hard enough for its corners to dig into her palm, she felt no pain. Just hunger.

      No. No, no, no. I cannot drink blood. I will not.

      Her rubber-soled boots made weird squishing noises when she staggered toward the scream.

      It was a woman. She sounded desperate, and the desperation made Dana so gods-damned hungry. “Don’t do this,” she growled to herself, clutching her stomach. “Anything but this.”

      But her body kept going.

      She lurched around the corner.

      There was another vampire in the tunnel. He pressed one woman against the wall. Another woman was lifted so that her toes dangled inches above the water.

      Dana’s vision was so good now that her transition completed. She could tell the splattering blood was fresh because its neon-cherry tones glowed brighter than everything else.

      Interestingly, this vampire was glowing in dim shades of crimson. He had been drinking human blood for a while.

      His teeth buried into one woman’s neck. Her cries became increasingly strangled.

      The screaming sounded good to Dana.

      No.

      Instinct was strong, but habit was stronger. She strode toward the vampire. Driftwood bumped into her right boot; she grabbed it, mindful of the splinters and the effect they would have if she let one sink into her dead skin.

      The other vampire only noticed her approach when she was a meter away. He tore away from his victim, shredding the skin under her jaw.

      “I didn’t invite company,” he said.

      Dana decided to move quickly, the way that Nissa had shown her.

      And then she was standing behind the vampire, her arm all the way through his chest, driftwood and her fingers jutting out his back. Slimy bone scraped her forearm. He had drunk enough blood that he was wet on the inside.

      The two human women fell to the sewer, landing in the water. They were crying. Scrambling toward the walls.

      “I made a mistake!” one sobbed.

      “I’d fucking say you did!” the other yelled.

      Dana twisted her arm inside of the vampire, watching as the women ran away, clutching at their throats.

      She let them go.

      They were wounded, bleeding, easy targets—and she let them go.

      Dana yanked free of the other vampire. He hit the ground, gurgling. Blood oozed out of his mouth. Out of his chest.

      She fell upon him with hunger.

      So gods-damned hungry.

      Dana sank her teeth into the cavity of his chest. She tore into him with her fangs, shredding open the skin, cracking bone, slurping up everything soft and squishy that was inside of him.

      As she drank, she felt better. Clearer.

      She felt…purposeful.

      This was secondhand human blood, run through a vampire’s body first. It was sludgy and thick and gross. About as unappetizing as a weight-loss shake. Its repulsiveness pleased Dana. She didn’t want to enjoy blood; she wanted it to taste like diarrhea so that she wouldn’t be tempted to drink more.

      When she finally lifted her head, the vampire was shriveling, the floodwaters were rising higher, and Dana’s triadist charm gleamed.

      She patted the vampire down to look for identification. She found a wallet with his ID inside.

      In one of his pockets, there was also a soggy flier for a nightclub.

      It was called Vampire Vegas. A Judex property.

      The sight of the Judex logo made hatred surge inside Dana.

      Judex was run by Nissa Royal—the vampire who had forced blood onto Dana, making her change into a monster whose arm could punch through another vampire’s spine. Nissa, who Dana had tried to help against all of her better senses, only to be betrayed.

      Nissa, who needed to die.

      “This is what you want, isn’t it?” she asked, wrapping her fingers around the triadist rune. She focused the words at the shiny metal. She imagined that they could penetrate the fabric of reality to reach the gods’ ears within the Infinite. “I need to go after this club. Vampire Vegas. I need to take down Nissa and Mohinder and all of the Paradisos, and you need me to be a vampire to do it.”

      Even though she didn’t get a response from the gods, she knew they heard her. Dana felt their approval in her bones.

      “I’ll kill them,” she said. “I promised I’d do it, and now I’m going to do it. I’ll kill every last one of them.”

      Starting with Nissa Royal.

      And as the water continued to rise, Dana lowered her head to finish eating her prey.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a gray-drenched morning and Brianna Dimaria was at an unusual crime scene.

      Not that the burned building, vampire ash, or dead police officers were that unusual for Las Vegas. They didn’t lose cops often, but when pitting human law enforcement against preternatural criminals, things happened.

      What was weird was that the Hunting Club hadn’t been summoned to consult.

      They’d been summoned to retrieve the remains of an associate.

      Brianna didn’t like Dana McIntyre, per se. It was hard to like someone who was that much of a pain in the ass. That didn’t mean she wanted to show up at a crime scene where Dana had been identified as both victim and perpetrator.

      “Fuck.” Anthony Morales wiped a hand over his sweaty face, paced a few steps away, paced back again. “Fuck. I mean…are you sure?”

      “According to witness accounts, yes. There isn’t enough material left to identify her otherwise.” This information came from an outwardly dispassionate Charmaine Villanueva, Chief of Police for the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. “We’re trying to find all the ash that survived the rain so that you’ll be able to…” She seemed to lose her train of thought, scrubbing a hand over her face. “You can take her home.”

      One more time, Anthony said, “Fuck.”

      Brianna didn’t have the heart to hit him up for money, even though the Swear Jar could have used it.

      They were standing outside a warehouse in the industrial parts of Las Vegas. It wasn’t far from the rail yard. Brianna could hear trains rumbling a block away, and they made the rain-soaked street tremble under her feet like the thunder overhead.

      The amount of rain meant that there wasn’t a lot of sunlight, but the sun had made enough of an appearance to turn full-blooded vampires to ash. And despite the rain, a lone vampire produced enough ash that it hadn’t all gotten washed away. There were traces on the curb, a little around the gutters.

      Dana had been bathed in sunlight and turned to ash like any of the vampires she’d staked.

      Brianna had imagined that Dana’s death would be better than this. She’d expected something superheroic, like managing to hold up a falling building for five whole minutes, allowing old ladies and puppies enough time to evacuate before getting crushed under cement.

      It was so ignominious, using a broom and pail to collect Dana’s remains.

      “What exactly happened?” Brianna asked.

      Charmaine was pacing, hands on her hips, sweat stains on her pits. It had gotten hot again about five milliseconds after the rain stopped. “Here’s the chain of events from my POV: I got a call from you guys at four fifty-seven in the morning saying that you’d lost contact with McIntyre. I sent my guys in—a lot of really good guys. They got on site by five-oh-nine. I lost contact with them by five eleven. By the time backup arrived…”

      She waved at the warehouse, which spoke for itself.

      The building was still smoldering. The only surviving witness to its destruction was Nissa Royal. But she had refused to speak to the police until her master arrived.

      Now Nissa stood alongside Mohinder, the leader of the Paradisos, inside a warehouse adjacent to the one that had burned. The firefighters were using hoses and magic to ensure that the remaining flames didn’t reach its neighbor. It wasn’t a safe place to be, but vampires were short on options. Daytime had struck. They were momentarily imprisoned by daylight.

      Through the doorway, Mohinder and his fledgling looked lifeless. They stood shoulder-to-shoulder with grave expressions and colorless flesh, sheltered by magical wards designed specifically to block light. It was a difficult, complicated spell, but Nissa was their only surviving witness. If they ever hoped to find out what happened to Dana, she needed to be protected.

      “Who provided those wards?” Brianna asked, nodding toward the pair of vampires as Officer Jeffreys interviewed them.

      Charmaine’s expression only became stonier. “The OPA.”

      “Fuck,” Anthony said.

      “There’s other curses you could be using to fill our Swear Jar, you know,” Brianna said. “Show some creativity.”

      Normally Anthony would have enjoyed her teasing, but now he looked stricken. Brianna had disliked Dana. Anthony loved her, full stop. She was the closest thing to a daughter he had. And now the cops were trying to sweep the muddy remains of her ash into a bucket so that they could take her home.

      Brianna’s arm crept around Anthony’s waist. “Sorry,” she said.

      “She’d want you to give me a hard time.” His arm wrapped around Brianna’s shoulder.

      “Do you think?” Brianna asked. “Dana wasn’t acting like herself in the end.”

      “She seemed fine to me,” Anthony said.

      “The sunlight turned her to ash, though.” Gods, was Brianna going to have to say these words out loud? Couldn’t he infer the same thing she had from the evidence provided? “A blood virgin would have left a body behind.”

      “You think she drank human blood.”

      “If she did drink, we might never know for sure. I do know she’d be pissed to see you guys standing around like this.” Charmaine’s tone was bracing, her knuckles white from how tightly she gripped the badge on her belt. “We’re getting a story from Paradisos leadership about what happened to McIntyre and my men.”

      “Are they telling the truth?” Brianna asked.

      “I’m not psychic,” Charmaine said.

      “But you can smell lies.” Most shifters could, and the police chief was a coyote part-time. Their noses were almost as good as those on werewolves.

      “Vampire smells are weird.” Charmaine swept a hand toward the door. “Come on over. You can listen in and tell me what you think.”

      Anthony’s arm was painfully tight on Brianna, and she dug her fingers into his ribcage to compensate for it. It steadied the both of them. Held them upright when they wanted so badly to fall.

      They didn’t let go until they stepped into the Gantry warehouse and through the bubble of protective magic that allowed the vampires to walk near daylight.

      The instant that Brianna crossed the magical line, she could feel it wash cold and wet down her shoulders. She had mastered the hetânâ—a magical language designed after Genesis—and it allowed her to perform staggering acts of magic, but it was still nothing compared to the force of magic she felt inside that ward. She was drenched.

      Mohinder surveyed them, his painted features unreadable. He was as attractive as he was terrifying. Not attractive in the way that actors were; he was jagged and scarred from his many years walking this planet. But there was gravity to him. Authority. His presence was so huge that Brianna couldn’t help but feel pulled toward him, even though she was confident it would have ended with her death.

      That gravity had probably ended in Dana’s death, after all.

      “Charmaine Villanueva, Chief of Police for the LVMPD.” Charmaine shook Mohinder’s hand. It was impressive how little hesitation she showed in touching the vampire leading the Paradisos. Even Charmaine wasn’t a match for Mohinder.

      “I’m familiar with you reputation. I hope we’ll be colleagues soon.” Mohinder’s tone was lifeless. He showed no excitement at the fact that he was rumored to be Mayor Hekekia’s primary rival during elections that year.

      Charmaine hadn’t become the chief by being emotionally transparent. She didn’t show a whit of the disgust she must have felt at the idea of Mohinder getting elected. A vampire mayor—Dana would be rolling in her grave if they’d had anything to bury.

      “These are consultants for the police department with the Hunting Club, Brianna Dimaria and Anthony Morales,” Charmaine said. Brianna grinned at Mohinder. She felt so stupid doing it, but she couldn’t stop. “I’m aware you’ve already talked to my detective about what happened here, but I’d appreciate it if you could take your story from the top for us.”

      “Please, Nissa,” Mohinder said. “Tell them again.” He urged the shorter vampire forward.

      Brianna had already had the misfortune of seeing Nissa around a couple of times, and she was shocked to see that Nissa’s eyes were no longer the colorless gray of a blood virgin. Her irises were crimson, like Mohinder’s.

      “I called Dana to our warehouse because I thought I might have stuff to make a cure for vampirism.” Nissa was quiet, but not nervous. She didn’t show a fraction of the anxiety she had the last time she crossed paths with Brianna. “Achlys had been working on the cure before…” Nissa glanced at Mohinder. She didn’t finish the sentence. “I asked Dana to come to the warehouse where Achlys kept the supplies so we could take the cure together. It only worked on vampires who hadn’t drunk blood before, you see.”

      “Vampires who haven’t drunk blood don’t have red eyes,” Brianna said. Anthony’s arm tensed to solid rock. He hadn’t noticed Nissa’s irises until that moment. Gods, he must have been out of it.

      Nissa ignored her. “Dana attacked me as soon as she got here. I’d thought we were friends, but she said she was just using me to get the cure. She’d drunk human blood to make herself stronger than me so that she could kill me.”

      Total. Fucking. Bullshit. Brianna wasn’t normally one to swear at crime scenes, but it took an amazing amount of self-control to keep her mouth sealed tightly shut.

      “You’re claiming that a Hunting Club associate attacked you?” Charmaine asked.

      “I don’t think she did it by the orders of the Hunting Club,” Nissa demurred. She all but batted her eyelashes.

      Now Brianna was the one as rigid as stone.

      “I had no choice but to fight back,” the vampire went on, “and some chemicals got spilled when we conflicted. The whole place caught fire. It filled the lab by the time the cops arrived, and Dana tried to jump out the window to escape. I was too scared to do the same. Mohinder rescued me with a blood bag so that I could heal, and thank the gods he did, or else I’d be dead too.”

      Brianna couldn’t be quiet anymore. “That’s your story?”

      Nissa turned an annoyed stare upon her. “It’s the truth. She jumped out a window because of the fire, but it just meant she was vulnerable to sunlight.”

      “No fucking way,” said a familiar voice. Brianna turned to see a towering figure silhouetted in the warehouse’s doorway. She was tall, stocky, and had horns that mirrored the curves of her curly hair. Penny McIntyre seethed with such anger that the air vibrated. “You’re lying. You are a liar.”

      Anthony bent down to whisper back at Brianna, “Who told Penny to come here? Did you invite her?”

      Brianna had not summoned Penny. She’d texted their healer, Edie, to make sure that someone would break the news of Dana’s death to Penny gently, without obstructing the investigation.

      Nissa’s entire demeanor changed at the sight of Penny. It was like Nissa was suddenly alive. “What makes you think I’m a liar?”

      “Dana wanted to be cured,” Penny said. “She never would have become a vampire for you.”

      Brianna didn’t even see Nissa darting past her. She was suddenly standing in front of Penny, just a few inches away, and tension choked the room. “You don’t know her as well as you think you do,” Nissa said.

      “You didn’t know her at all!” Penny snapped. The orc had lifted her fists, and even though Brianna had never seen Penny use her strength to hurt people before, an enraged seven-foot-tall blacksmith was terrifying.

      The cops freaked out. They shouted, drew guns. To them, Penny was a towering monster. Brianna only saw a girl in pain.

      “You killed her!” Penny said. “I know you killed her!”

      Nissa bared her fangs. “I would never!”

      Brianna took a deep breath and stepped between the two of them. “Hey,” she said, taking Penny gently by the arms. “Let’s talk outside, huh?” Brianna asked. “Just you and me.”

      Big brown eyes fixed on Brianna, unseeing. There was so much pain stirring in there. It was growing, molding, festering. “But she killed her.” A tear rolled down Penny’s cheek.

      Brianna would have said, I know, I agree, but Mohinder and Nissa were too close. “Outside,” she said again, with all the gentleness she could muster. She guided Penny through the door, glancing over her shoulder to make sure that Anthony was still with Charmaine and Mohinder. Anthony would take care of their business. He could keep his cool, even now.

      Nissa watched them leave. She didn’t move.

      But a single bloody tear streaked down her face.
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      Anthony knew grief. He had lost family before. Close family. His cousin had been shot point blank for trying to protect Nevada from angels. It had sent his life into a tailspin that had really never stopped since. Not when his girlfriend had been murdered by the Mother of All Demons a couple years later. Not when he lost his mentor, Lucas McIntyre, in Genesis.

      And now…Dana.

      Anthony knew grief, so losing Dana wasn’t surprising or new. But it hurt. It hurt so much more than he’d have expected, which said a lot, considering how much it had all hurt before.

      Standing in a warehouse listening to vampires lie about the way she’d died made it a thousand times worse.

      The fact that Anthony had faced Nissa Royal in Judex and walked away without stuffing a UV grenade down her throat was going to haunt him until the day he died. Even though Nissa was acting like a victim who’d survived an attack, Anthony knew for a fact that she was lying.

      Penny was right. Dana never would have turned into a full-blooded vampire. Not to stop Nissa, and not for anything.

      It felt like his body was filled with a swarm of buzzing bees. They stung him a hundred thousand times and left him painfully numb. It was the only thing that kept him from screaming at Nissa the same way Penny had.

      “The Paradisos kept meaning to close down the warehouse,” Nissa was saying. Her story was continuing now that Brianna had removed Penny, like the two of them were a minor distraction. “Achlys had known that building was a huge fire hazard…that it could collapse.” Her crimson eyes were fixed on Charmaine’s face, and she looked so fucking earnest, and Anthony wished he’d staked her that first time they’d met in Henderson.

      Charmaine was nodding along. Taking notes. Listening attentively. If Anthony had been smart, he’d have been listening too, because Nissa was probably giving them material to build a case against Mohinder. And he wanted to build that case more than ever. He wanted to guarantee that there would never be a vampire sitting as Las Vegas’s mayor.

      Yet he was filled with that aching buzz, and he couldn’t hear anything.

      He didn’t even realize that Charmaine had concluded the interview until the chief grabbed his arm, guiding him away from the vampires. They stepped outside the wards that blocked daylight. Las Vegas summer blasted on them, baking Anthony’s skin instantly.

      “After hearing all that, I’ve got a question for you,” Charmaine said.

      Anthony wasn’t surprised. He’d been monitoring Dana prior to the incident; he’d have to back up her behaviors, provide evidence. “I’ll tell you whatever you need to take those fucks down. But I need you to fill me in on what they said so I can contradict it. I missed most everything.”

      “Actually, I was just going to ask if you want to come back to the department with me. Given what’s happened, it’s a bad time to ask, but…” She’d let her professional mask drop, and there was nothing but concern for a friend painting her features. Anthony had always found Charmaine lovely, even before she publicly transitioned; she had kind eyes for a coyote. “When I was grieving my parents, work helped distract me. Kept me going day to day. And you, with Dana…”

      It felt like he was trying to swallow a razor-studded rock. “Sure. I’ll come to the department. I’ll do whatever you want.”

      “Great,” Charmaine said. “Because the OPA’s coming into town. I’m going to need someone I can trust, like you.”

      “Seriously? I thought they’d backed off.”

      “They’ve heard about…” She waved toward the warehouses. “The secretary’s on his way into town. What he’s going to say at our meeting, I don’t know. But it’s not gonna be good.”

      “Say no more,” Anthony said. The Office of Preternatural Affairs had become a benevolent force compared to the fascistic shit-bucket it had been before Genesis, but they were still kind of assholes. Charmaine needed a friend in her office.

      It was perversely good timing, since Anthony was suddenly feeling pangs for a friend’s help too.

      The chief took his truncated answer for hesitation. “If you don’t want to deal with politics right now, then—”

      “That sounds like exactly what I need,” Anthony said. “So long as you promise to buy me drinks tonight. Once you’re off, we’re going out.”

      The way Charmaine’s lips tugged over her teeth made her smile especially coyote-like. It was appealing. Anthony had always liked wild beasts. “I’ll foot the bill for as many drinks as you can handle, Morales.”

      The detective on the scene called to Charmaine. She loped over to join her staff, graceful despite her professionally creased slacks and low-heeled shoes. Shifters could have been graceful running around in chainmail, though. Anthony had seen it.

      While she was distracted, Anthony edged closer to the smoking Gantry warehouse. The remaining fire made Anthony feel like he was going to combust as quickly as a vampire. He held his breath as he scooped ash from beside the building into a baggie. He always had evidence bags in his pocket, just in case.

      The ash wasn’t from Dana—or whichever vampire had died on the pavement that day. It was from the building itself. Greasy, oily, rank with some kind of chemical. If the OPA was going to take over the department, Anthony was not going to let them take over the investigation. He owed Dana better than that.

      He was going to get answers.
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      Nighttime found Nissa in the animal habitats at Judex. Some Paradisos vampires liked to hang out with the big cats; they thought lounging with tigers made them look cool. She’d seen it go awry several times, so Nissa didn’t make it a habit. Other vampires could drink synth blood to heal themselves if a lioness ripped them open, but Nissa hadn’t been able to do the same when she’d been a blood virgin.

      But things had changed.

      That was why she felt comfortable sitting alongside an artificial pond in the snow leopard habitat. The environment was kept comfortably cool for the furry white feline, and the water was colder still. Nissa’s feet were numb from being immersed.

      Every time she closed her eyes, she could remember the taste of human blood on her tongue as though it were fresh. She suspected that moment would be imprinted on her gray matter for the rest of her existence.

      Nissa had murdered humans.

      Slaughtered them, in fact.

      The police had been so slow that it hadn’t even been logistically difficult. As soon as Dana had made use of her vampire speed to escape, Nissa had found it easy to transition to vampire speed too. From there, it had been a trivial matter to access their vulnerable human throats, shred their arteries, and suck them dry.

      Logistically easy did not mean emotionally easy.

      With vampire speed came vampire empathy. From the moment she’d laid fang upon the first officer, she had been inside of his head—and he had been inside of hers.

      He had been a young man, the same age as Nissa when she’d died. He had just gotten married. His bride was pregnant. They had been arguing a lot because she wanted him to quit working with the LVMPD. It was too dangerous, she said.

      Nissa had screamed as she tore into him.

      She’d been able to feel her teeth as though they were in her throat. She’d felt like she was dying all over again.

      In her victim’s pain, she had found memories. Not from the officer. From Nissa’s life before she became a vampire.

      Her memories involved getting beaten by fists, cut open by knives, slashed to pieces by a man. There was little detail to the memory—only sheer, overwhelming emotion, which had turned off her brain after a few endless moments of agony.

      Then the officer with the young wife had dropped to the ground.

      She had killed a human man.

      “Strange place for you to relax.” Mohinder had just entered through the door to the hallway, leaving it ajar. He leaned against the frame with his hands in his pockets. He wore lean-cut black, as always, with his hair swept into a bun.

      Nissa rubbed her hands over her face. She could feel the air shifting as the snow leopard family moved through the trees nearby. “I’m not relaxing.”

      “Grieving?”

      “I don’t know.” She let her hands fall and met her sire’s eyes. “Do the police know anything?”

      “When you caught fire, it destroyed most of the evidence. I tried to relocate everything else before they arrived. Even so—I didn’t have time to be tidy, and they’ll find something if they look hard enough. I don’t think they’ll keep looking, though. They don’t care what becomes of vampire-owned properties.”

      Nissa nodded, and her reflection in the pool of water nodded too. “They may keep looking for answers about…”

      “Dana McIntyre,” Mohinder said.

      She nodded again. Words were too difficult for her.

      Nissa wasn’t angry that Dana had set her on fire—quite the opposite. That was the exact kind of ruthless myopathy that made the huntress so good. In Dana’s crocodile mind, vampires were bad, so Nissa was bad. There was beauty in the predatory simplicity of it.

      But Nissa had hoped that she could prove she was worth the effort. She’d thought if she could just force Dana to become a vampire, Dana would realize that it was a favorable state. The ideal predatory form.

      Instead, Dana had set fire to Nissa.

      She’d taken full-thickness burns, exposed some bone, ended up writhing on the floor. There had been no light at the end of the tunnel Nissa descended toward death. It had been nothing but endless darkness swarmed by the memories of her recent human victims.

      And then Mohinder had been there, dropping over her, smothering her flames with a blanket. He’d brought a charm to limit the damage. He’d also brought a bag of blood and a fresh outfit for Nissa to wear.

      She picked at a loose thread on her sleeve, flicked it into the snow leopards’ pond. “I pushed Dana off of the roof.” It was so hard to speak about it. In a way, it still felt as though her mouth was filled with human blood, and it would spill out if she parted her lips.

      Mohinder sat beside her, folding his legs underneath him. “You killed one of our deadliest enemies. You’ve never killed before. It’s obviously hurting you.”

      Nissa couldn’t help but hunch in on herself even though she didn’t feel that old anxiety. There were humans on the other side of the glass, gambling away their savings on the roulette table, but she didn’t feel any of their struggle for once. She wasn’t sure what she felt. “The sun didn’t rise for a while after she fell.”

      Mohinder surveyed her with calm eyes. Now that their irises and fangs were a matched set, Nissa imagined they looked alike in the way a father and daughter would, though none of their other physical features were similar. “Do you think she let herself die?”

      “She insisted she didn’t want to be a vampire. That she’d be better off dead.” But Nissa had believed that Dana would choose to survive. Damn it, she had never met someone as resilient as the hunter. She should have been able to push through anything.

      Penny McIntyre’s words burned with shame inside of Nissa.

      She would never turn into a vampire for you.

      “I’m proud of you,” Mohinder said.

      Nissa’s head popped up. “Proud?”

      “Look at you.” His hand smoothed along her jaw, tipping her head back so that he could survey her face. It was also similar to the position vampires liked to put humans in before draining them of blood. “You finally did what you needed in order to make yourself strong.”

      Nissa still wasn’t sure how to identify most of her feelings, but she knew she was warming at his praise.

      Had she ever wanted anything—even Dana—as much as she wanted Mohinder’s approval?

      “We can exchange blood now,” Mohinder said. “I’ll seal the bond with you.”

      Nissa felt a pleased jolt. “Bonding with a fledgling makes the sire weaker.”

      “With the benefit of making you stronger. I chose you, Nissa. I want you to succeed me once we’ve initiated Vampire Vegas.”

      She should have been eager to accept.

      But then she thought of Dana, and she hesitated.

      “I don’t know,” she said.

      “Why?”

      Again, Nissa said, “I don’t know.”

      The leaves rustled. The oldest of the snow leopards stuck her head through to peer at the vampires. She had bright-blue eyes, crystalline as snow, and she reminded Nissa a little bit of Shawn Wyn.

      Mohinder bared his fangs at the leopard. She retreated.

      Emotions stirred on the other side of the glass. Everything that Mohinder and Nissa did within the habitat was observed by humans; tourists could see that vampires were sitting among big cats untouched. They had impressed some people. Some were frightened. Others were hoping that they’d get to see violence.

      None of it overwhelmed Nissa. Not anymore.

      “Drinking blood changed me,” Nissa said. “I don’t understand how. I don’t know who I am.”

      “The time of transition isn’t well studied. No known vampire has remained a blood virgin as long as you have. That said, it’s believed that if a fledgling vampire shows signs of a preternatural ability, it will become magnified once that vampire drinks.”

      “Were you a weaker telekinetic before you drank blood?” she asked.

      Mohinder looked thoughtful. “I was never a blood virgin. I came back from Genesis as I am now.”

      It occurred to Nissa how little she knew about her sire. She only knew enough not to ask him for details. Mohinder would have little interest in his human life, and inquiring about it might even anger him.

      The last thing she wanted was to anger him.

      Bolts of familiar anxiety raced along Nissa’s nerves. She lifted her hands to survey them, as if she’d be able to see this strange new stimulus. For some reason, the idea of angering Mohinder had scared her. She’d never been scared of him before. The dark places in her mind were filled with blades, cuts, bleeding.

      “Try to use your powers on them,” Mohinder said, waving toward the glass. The tourists on the other side were only dimly visible. There was so much light inside of the habitat that the wall mostly acted as a mirror.

      “They’re human tourists,” Nissa said. “We don’t hurt tourists. They’re our income.”

      Mohinder’s fingers curled over the back of her neck. “You’re my fledgling, my one and only.” He dipped his head toward her cheek, running his nose over the fine hairs in front of her ear. The sound of his inhale was the rasping of dry snakeskin over desert. “You can do whatever you want.”

      She tipped her head so that it rested against him. Nissa let her eyes fall shut.

      And then she let her walls fall away, too.

      She was always so guarded against the emotions of humans. She had to be. Her initial months as a vampire fledgling had been torture, no matter how she isolated herself; she’d learned to create barriers as deep as the ocean in order to preserve her sanity. So it wasn’t enough to relax into her powers. She had to make a concerted effort to peel herself free.

      Then she was exposed.

      Raw.

      And there were humans everywhere.

      “I can feel them,” Nissa said, balling her hands into fists atop her knees. “I can feel all of them.”

      The people who were giddy with their winnings, even though they’d still lost money on their vacation.

      A group of men who were preparing for competitive poker. One had poisoned another with drain cleaner; his friend would not be making it to the competition that night, and he was feeling both excited and guilty.

      The woman at the bar was cheating on her husband with one man. She planned to find a second partner that night.

      It was a morass of guilt and lust and hunger.

      Nissa was shocked to realize that the hunger belonged to her.

      “I’m thirsty,” she said, opening her eyes.

      Her reflection was nestled against Mohinder’s. She wasn’t sure when she’d molded herself so closely against him, and she was shocked that he allowed it. His hair and skin were darker than hers, his eyes brighter. He’d been drinking blood for so long that his eyes were glowing rubies.

      Mohinder was watching Nissa in the reflection. A snow leopard perched atop the rocks was watching them, too. Despite the differing colors, Mohinder looked exactly like one of his animals.

      “Thirsty?” he asked. “Is that the only thing you’re experiencing?”

      She considered the question. “I’m getting feelings from everyone, but—”

      “It isn’t breaking you down. I see that. Explore it further.”

      Nissa’s mind stretched out. There was a new aspect to her empathy that she could feel, though she wasn’t sure the shape of it yet. It was like plunging her hands blindly into an oubliette and trying to guess who was locked at its bottom. “It’s like…I think they’re not invading me anymore. It’s almost like I can invade their feelings?”

      “Can you control them?” Mohinder asked.

      She couldn’t. But she wanted to.

      Nissa wanted to hurt these people.

      “Someday,” she said softly.

      Mohinder stood, using her hand to pull her up alongside him. “For four years, we have been in stasis, but things have changed now. I’ll be ready to move on to the next level once you are.”

      “Good,” Nissa said.

      She almost meant it.

      But she couldn’t keep herself from thinking about who she’d wanted to be with.

      This wasn’t her plan, holding hands with Mohinder in the snow leopard habitat on the Judex casino floor. She hadn’t wanted him to draw her into the hallways so that they could execute another stage in his plan for seizing Las Vegas. She hadn’t wanted them to be so…contented.

      She had wanted to make him angry by telling him that she was leaving with Dana McIntyre.

      Nissa had wanted a chance to kill beside the hunter again, just like they’d done with the draugr.

      She’d wanted to start a war.

      [image: ]

      Memories continued to return to Nissa as she followed Mohinder underground.

      She was aware that they were approaching the tunnels under Judex. She could smell the mildew, the dust, the fresh paint. The tunnels had been expanded recently to allow vampires to move between some of the Strip’s casinos during daytime, and Nissa knew the spaces well.

      Despite her awareness of the present, a large part of her was stuck in the past.

      Nissa wasn’t walking down these stairs, watching her Docs moving in front of her. She was wandering down Fremont Street in search of something interesting to do. She was lonely going to college so far from her family. Not that Nissa wanted to be with her family—her family was terrible—but at least they had paid attention to her, even if such attention was delivered with swinging fists and cruel words.

      Nobody at UNLV looked at Nissa. Even her instructors seldom met her eyes when she sought them out during office hours. She radiated dysfunction that made others want to get away.

      Fremont Street should have been different. Nissa had wandered the Strip and found no human connections, but Fremont Street didn’t have the pretense of the Strip, the attitude. The casinos were cheaper. The people were real.

      Someone should have spoken to the college girl wandering alone. At the very least, someone should have looked at her.

      But still, nobody looked.

      Until someone did.

      She didn’t remember the man who had beaten her. She’d seen a lot of faces in the hour leading up to when she was seized, but she recalled details to none of them; they hadn’t seemed important at the time, though it was likely her killer was among them.

      “Are you coming?” Mohinder asked, drawing Nissa back to the present. He stood in front of an open door, holding it open with his elbow. The darkness beyond was deeper than in the alleyway where Nissa had died.

      Her fingertips were playing over her lips. She tasted copper. “I feel strange.”

      “You’re transitioning,” he said. “Again.” Mohinder swept a hand through the open doorway. “We can keep talking as we walk.”

      “Thank you,” she said. Nobody had ever seen her like Mohinder. Nobody had ever treated her so kindly.

      It was so dark under Judex. Nissa wasn’t looking where she walked. She bumped into a turn in the hall, and the impact against her shoulder sent her back to that Fremont Street alleyway again.

      Getting shoved into a trashcan. The clang of metal, the searing pain as her bones broke. The taste of her own blood on her tongue.

      Her killer had dazed her instantly so that he could pin her down.

      When he had cut into her belly, Nissa hadn’t moved.

      She’d just…stared.

      The night sky had filled her vision. Heavy purple clouds reflecting the Las Vegas lights. She could almost make out patterns of neon-orange and green flitting across the sky. It had been warm. The pavement had still radiated daytime heat against her back. Nissa wondered if her blood had sizzled when it spilled.

      A mugger. She had always thought it was a mugging. Why else would someone have attacked her? What did Nissa have to offer the world except for the cash in her wallet, the iPhone in her pocket?

      She’d fit a profile. She had looked like someone that the killer wanted, and that had been enough to make her deserving of death.

      “You’re getting hungry again,” Mohinder said.

      Nissa looked down. His fingers were curled around her elbow, guiding her through the dark hallways.

      They had already descended to a door into the sewers. A walk that ordinarily felt like it took hours.

      “How can you tell?” Nissa asked.

      “It’s a matter of time. You can’t have had a chance to drink much during the attack and your body has expended its stores finishing your transition.”

      Nissa’s fingers wandered over her lips again. “I don’t know how to hunt. I don’t know if I can.”

      Mohinder took the stairs backward, holding her hand to steady her. He was so graceful. How could he be so graceful without seeing where he was going? “How did it feel to kill?”

      Her blood on the pavement. The smell of wet asphalt. The grit grinding into the back of her head, sticking in her hair.

      Her teeth sinking into a man’s throat for the first time.

      Nissa could summon a mental image of her victim’s young wife, who was now widowed at home. She was a cute lady. Cleft chin, sharp nose, round cheeks. She would be crying now, sleepless in her grief.

      Her husband had died in so much pain. Having one’s veins suctioned dry was hideous, and the quick decline into unconsciousness didn’t make it better.

      He had known what was happening to him.

      Nissa had known she was going to die, too, back on Fremont Street. She had forgotten how painful that was, but now she remembered. The human feelings she’d once experienced had come crashing back. It was his mood, it was her mood.

      “I felt alive,” Nissa said. “Exhilaratingly, gloriously alive.”

      Was that how the Fremont Slasher had felt when he’d killed Nissa?

      Mohinder nodded his acknowledgment of her words. “Can you do it again?”

      Live death again? Fear, despair, pain? Could Nissa surrender her body to the empathy? Could she kill people even though it was like falling from the penthouse level of Achlys’s tower a thousand times? “Yes,” she whispered.

      “Good.”

      The tunnel widened. They had reached pumps recently installed by contractors, each of which was marked with the Gaslight Corp logo. They were warded against interference, but the wards were tied to Mohinder’s presence, so it took only a wave of his hand to disable the safeguards.

      The water pumps were set back in a depression where the light barely touched. Nevertheless, Nissa knew that there were humans huddled against the wall. Two of them. She could feel their fear.

      “Melissa,” one whined to the other.

      “Shut up, Shannon!”

      Nissa turned questioning eyes on Mohinder, who was kneeling to open a briefcase he’d left in the sewers. “I found them in Paradisos territory with a dead vampire.” He withdrew a large bottle from the padded case. It was a cocktail of iron and silver.

      “Aspiring vampire slayers?” she asked. It happened sometimes. Not in Las Vegas, where the Paradisos were the most powerful preternaturals, but in other cities where vampires were regarded as disposable.

      “These were would-be victims of one of my couriers,” Mohinder said. “Remember Maximillian? I sent him out to gather the Lone Mountain Paradisos and he got hungry. I’d have killed him if he hadn’t died attacking them.”

      Nissa tilted her head to survey the dim shapes of women against the wall. “They killed him defending themselves?”

      Mohinder took a moment to say, “Yes. But they’re no threat to us.”

      He had paused before answering.

      For some reason, Mohinder didn’t want Nissa to know who had really killed one of his Paradisos. It must have been embarrassing.

      “Have you sent another courier to Lone Mountain? We don’t have much time before Vampire Vegas opens,” Nissa said. She knew that, even if her mind was too fogged with the past to know anything else.

      “Don’t worry about the spread of the couriers. I’ve got everything under control.”

      Nissa trusted this was true. She opened her mind to the women cowering behind the pumps. The girls, Melissa and Shannon, used to enjoy vampire fetishism. Now they felt nothing except visceral terror. That degree of fear would have been too much for Nissa before she drank from that cop.

      Mohinder unscrewed a cap on one of the Gaslight Corp pumps and poured the contents of the bottle inside. Then he pressed his thumb to a button on the wall. It lit up green. The pumps began to churn and the rhythmic beating of machinery sounded almost organic, like a throbbing heart within the ribcage of the city.

      “Why’d you keep these two?” Nissa asked. Her canines had elongated with hunger, making it difficult to speak. “If they witnessed a courier gathering the Paradisos, and they tell the LVMPD what we’re about to do—”

      “They don’t know anything,” Mohinder said dismissively. He tossed the empty bottle back into the case.

      “How far will the pumps spread the solution?” Nissa asked.

      “Only two or three blocks. Just for the test.” He reached into his pocket. His hand came out wearing those long metal claws. “Two women, Nissa. Do you want me to kill them before you feed?”

      They started weeping.

      Nissa’s tears flowed, too. She didn’t have much. Her body was drying out. But she cried, and it felt…

      Glorious.

      The emotions of these women felt like a cable connecting Nissa’s mind to theirs. She could travel along that cable to enter their minds. Nissa was no longer passively receiving the output of mortal minds; she was able to input new information, too. “Shannon,” Nissa said. “Come here.”

      Chains rattled.

      “A moment,” Mohinder said. He released a couple of hooks on the wall. “Try again.”

      “Shannon,” Nissa said.

      Come here.

      The command was mentally projected. She spoke directly into Shannon’s mind.

      And a woman shuffled out of the darkness. She was dressed for the club—curvaceous, beautiful. The kind of woman who might have seen Nissa on Fremont Street that night four years ago and kept walking.

      Shannon looked dazed. She’d gone expressionless even though tears continued cascading down her cheeks.

      “Thrall,” Mohinder said. “That’s your talent. You have matured into thrall.” He sounded proud.

      Nissa felt proud.

      And scared.

      And alive.

      She opened her arms, and Shannon collapsed into them. The human trembled wildly. But her chin tipped back, exposing her throat, even as she continued to sob.

      Nissa was going to kill another human. Her heart pounded with the force of anticipation, and it was almost as good as those first beats Dana McIntyre had helped her feel. It was almost as sweet.

      She bit.

      Melissa’s scream echoed through the sewers.

      Within the flood of blood, Nissa tasted the entirety of Shannon. The childhood abuse that had made her link pain and pleasure. Her fascination with vampire movies as a teenager. Shannon had a cat named Lestat. She didn’t want to die.

      Nissa drank deeper, deeper. She pulled the grief into herself. And as blood filled her body, fresh tears flowed down her cheeks. Her crying mirrored Shannon’s.

      It was no longer too much. It was just right.

      She felt a hand cold on the back of her neck. Mohinder was steadying her as she drank. Nissa wondered if he was going to stop her. She was about to kill Shannon, and that was illegal, after all. But Mohinder’s grip never changed. He didn’t try to slow her. He was simply sharing in the moment.

      Blood carried Shannon’s memories to Nissa. This was the second time that night that Shannon had been attacked by a vampire. The first time, she had been attacked by Maximillian, and she had been saved…but not because she defended herself from him.

      Shannon had been rescued.

      She hadn’t gotten a good look at her savior. The sewers had been dark and flooding from the rainstorm. But Shannon had gotten the impression of a tall woman with bleached hair.

      Nissa’s heart stopped beating again, just like that.

      Did Dana McIntyre save this woman?

      It should have been impossible. They had found Dana’s ash on the street.

      Shannon fell, dead, from Nissa’s arms. And she still didn’t have an answer. But she did have another witness to the rescue that could offer information, if she wanted. “I’m still hungry,” Nissa said.

      Mohinder must have known it was a lie, but he smiled. “Then eat your fill.”
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      Glutted on Melissa and Shannon’s blood, Nissa felt as though she could have done anything.

      But she didn’t want to do anything.

      She wanted to figure out who the hell she’d seen in Shannon and Melissa’s memories.

      Both of them recalled a towering blond woman rescuing them from Maximillian. Neither of them remembered any details beyond that, though. They’d quickly fled once Maximillian was felled, and their savior had been so coated in sludge that they couldn’t tell anything about her at a glance anyway.

      It was unsurprising that Nissa would mistake that blond woman for Dana McIntyre. Her head was filled with the huntress—her scent, her predatory grace, the way she filled a room with her personality. It had been barely hours since Nissa had dared to press her lips against Dana’s. She could still smell her dusty vampire flesh.

      Someone had killed Maximillian. From the brief memories supplied, he had been eaten, too. There was a preternatural out there who had killed at least one vampire. Nissa wanted to know who.

      Nissa slipped through the private tunnels behind the animal habitats and headed out onto the streets of Las Vegas.

      It was a different experience drifting over asphalt bathed in neon now that Nissa was full-blooded. She saw colors she’d never seen before, as though someone had added a few new primary colors to the spectrum. She had no words for the shades. They weren’t really there; the glistening fog that slid off of mortals she passed was the residue their minds left upon the world around them.

      They didn’t overwhelm Nissa anymore. She wasn’t victim to their fears, griefs, and pains. She slid between them untouched.

      And disinterested.

      What colors would Dana McIntyre’s mind have displayed?

      Nissa imagined she must have been a bloody rainbow splattering hot pinks and lime greens on her environment.

      But maybe she hadn’t known Dana well enough to guess.

      She never would have become a vampire for you. That was what that hulking green woman had said.

      Nissa was familiar with Penny McIntyre, though only distantly. Dana had mentioned a wife a couple of times. They had been estranged.

      Feelings clearly had not vanished along with their marriage.

      She never would have become a vampire for you.

      Why not?

      Because Nissa was so unremarkable that nobody noticed her? They hadn’t made eye contact in the days where she’d been a college student, hadn’t wanted to share drinks with her on Fremont Street, hadn’t intervened when a murderer dragged her into an alley.

      Penny McIntyre didn’t see Nissa.

      But damn it all, Dana had seen her. She should have chosen to survive as soon as Nissa changed her.

      “What if she did survive?” Nissa wondered aloud. Even when she spoke, standing on the intersection of Las Vegas Boulevard and Flamingo Road, the sound of her voice didn’t draw gazes in her direction. Even people who glanced at her quickly turned away the same way that her college professors used to.

      Penny insisted Nissa didn’t know Dana. Something had changed Dana at some point, turning her into the merciless killer Nissa found so interesting.

      Someone who might have faked her death to survive.

      Someone who might have rescued Nissa’s last victim from another vampire.

      Someone who could still be out there.

      Surely if Dana were still on this Earth, she’d want to tell her spouse as soon as possible.

      Penny McIntyre was easy to locate. Nissa had looked up Dana’s address once, weeks earlier, and knew that the couple owned a penthouse at the top of the Allure building. It was a condominium tower that had been built shortly before Genesis and had been rendered many aesthetic updates in the years since—a shining pillar of glass at the heart of Las Vegas.

      When Nissa stepped into the lobby, a doorman stopped her. “Hello! Who are you here to visit?” With his fingers poised over a keyboard, he surely intended to register her arrival, and most likely notify her target.

      Nissa did not want anyone to know that she was coming.

      She opened her mind to him.

      Nirav Piliszek was ex-military. A Marine. He was stronger than he looked, though that was a low bar to clear, since he was near eighty years old. This was his retirement job. He was a widower, but at peace; he found comfort in his grandchildren.

      “Hands off the keyboard,” Nissa said.

      His hands dropped.

      What could she make this deeply decent man do? She saw his love of animals at his core, and Nissa said, “Do you see the cat?” She pointed at a potted plant between two couches in the lobby. That’s a cat, Nirav. You love cats. You love to press your ear to their furry flanks and listen to the purr deep within.

      “Pretty cat,” Nirav agreed. He saw what she had told him to see. He was still at ease, unaware of the intrusion upon his mind.

      Nissa’s heart was beating again.

      She could control him the way she’d controlled Melissa and Shannon.

      “Kill it,” she said. Kill that cat, Nirav. Kill it.

      He walked around the desk. His movements were smooth for a man of his age—likely a result of his rebirth as a shifter in Genesis—and when his heel lashed out toward the imaginary cat’s skull, it was with enough force to kill an elephant.

      Nissa slipped his security badge off his lapel and stepped into the elevator. He was still stomping pottery shards.

      Her heart was pounding.

      Floor by floor, she climbed to the apex of the Allure. Nissa found Penny by opening her mind again, detecting the people who lived on the same floor. They were professionals, and mostly couples rather than families. The orc woman stood out. She poured agony that radiated for miles.

      Nissa was drawn to the pain.

      Dana. Oh gods, Dana.

      Penny was crying inside of her penthouse. Nissa didn’t have to break in; she just invited herself into the minds of the mortals within, peering through their eyes.

      Lincoln Marshall, a triadist monk, was sitting beside Penny while Brianna Dimaria sat on the other side to hold her hands. All three of them were crying. Lincoln was trying to be restrained about it, as such men were wont to do, but Penny saw his eyes glistening. The orc didn’t like Lincoln. She liked him even less for trying to hide how upset he was.

      “There’s no way that she’s dead.” Penny was glaring mistrustfully at the wooden box on her coffee table. An urn.

      “You keep saying that, but…” Brianna patted Penny’s hand again. “Do you think she’d leave you like this? Feeling like this?”

      “She never cared about my feelings,” Penny said.

      She never cared about my feelings, Nissa thought.

      Nissa had been wrong to think that Dana would run to Penny if she survived. She wasn’t there.

      Nissa leaned against the wall, trying to separate her mind from Penny’s. She clutched at her skull in both hands and screwed her eyes shut. Isolating herself from her normal senses only made the blurring of lines between them worse; she plummeted deeper into the gray depths of Penny’s despair.

      “Well, I gotta get going,” Lincoln said. It was an awkward way to interrupt all the crying. All the more awkward when he shoved a box at Penny. “Sorry to run, but I only came here to give this to you anyway.”

      Penny’s fingers lingered over it. “Wardbreaker?”

      “You should have it,” he said. “You can have anything else from the crypt too.”

      She shoved the box off of her lap onto the floor. “Screw that. Dana’s not dead, and she’ll be back for all that crap before she comes back for me. I don’t want Wardbreaker. I don’t want anything.”

      Lincoln stood, shifting uncomfortably on his feet. Apparently this was not how he wanted the conversation to go. His awkwardness made Nissa feel all sweaty. “Well, uh…”

      “I don’t know why I loved her,” Penny said. It took her a full two seconds to get each word out between sobs. “She treated me like shit.” And Penny felt horrible for thinking that. For thinking that she wanted out of the condo that she’d tried to make a home with Dana. For wishing desperately that it were Dana herself, rather than Brianna and some stupid triadist monk, offering her comfort at that moment.

      Penny hated Dana, she loved Dana, she was addicted.

      It used to be less complicated. Years earlier, before Dana had changed, before…

      The Fremont Slasher.

      Nissa was walking down Fremont Street. It was dark, and she had one of those tall plastic hurricane glasses in her hand. The melted remnants of an alcoholic shaved-ice drink sloshed at its bottom. It sloshed in her belly. She was heavy, drunk, dazed.

      And then the hands.

      The alleyway.

      The blow to her skull.

      Waking up in a glass box, bleeding from multiple gashes.

      Was this the night Nissa had been killed? Or was this the night Penny had been abducted?

      “No,” Nissa whispered, forcing her eyes open, pushing Penny out of her mind.

      She wasn’t Dana’s wife. It wasn’t Nissa inside that glass box, cut open by the Fremont Slasher. She wasn’t some dirty, smelly, green-fleshed orc who liked to sweat over a forge. She was Nissa Royal: a vampire with power over the minds of mortals. Soon Nissa would help Mohinder secure the future of the Paradisos. She was powerful, worthy, important.

      “What do you want to do with everything in the crypt?” Brianna asked gently.

      Penny’s mind radiated anger. She’d just given everything to Dana in the divorce. That terrible lawyer, Lucinde, had spent hours bothering Penny about getting boxes moved to Dana’s daytime resting place. Now she was dead. They had to move the boxes again.

      “Donate it to the other associates, keep it for yourself, set fire to it. I don’t care.” Penny never had. She shouldn’t have bothered fighting Dana over that crap in the first place.

      “Should I take Wardbreaker back, you reckon?” Lincoln asked.

      “I guess I’ll keep that one. There’s no way to know when I might need something like this again.” If Penny’d had Wardbreaker four years earlier, she might have been able to escape the Fremont Slasher’s glass cage. Which meant the sword was four years too late: too late to help Penny, too late to help Dana. “Brianna…”

      “What?”

      “The book. Did you find the book?”

      What book? Nissa probed Penny’s mind, and she got no images from her. Whatever book Penny was talking about, she hadn’t seen it yet, had no visual information on it.

      “I found someone online who says they have a copy,” Brianna said. “But what good would it do now?”

      “I don’t know. I just want to see it. Even if I can’t help Dana with it anymore…I don’t know. Maybe I can help someone else. Can you just get it for me? Like you said you would?”

      “Of course,” Brianna said softly. “As soon as possible.”

      Penny collapsed against Brianna, who patted her shoulder awkwardly as she continued to cry. Lincoln edged away. “Yeah, so…I’m sorry for your loss, ladies.”

      “Just go away,” Brianna said.

      Lincoln strode toward the door. He was going to realize there was a vampire in the hallway.

      Nissa wrenched herself out of the dense core of Penny’s aura and climbed into the elevator before she could be spotted.

      When she reached the first floor, Nirav Piliszek was crying over the shattered pottery he’d stomped into dust. A cluster of baffled tower residents stood around him, looking horrified, confused, worried.

      And Nissa went to visit the nearest police precinct.

      [image: ]

      The police station nearest the Strip, just outside the invisible borders of Paradise, was a recent structure built of sun-resistant stucco. The exterior xeriscaping had the ugly pebbled look of the Nevada desert. Swoops painted around the windows were surely meant to evoke the colorful local sunsets.

      Like the Allure, the precinct’s lobby was unlocked. Unlike the Allure, Nissa was met within by police officers—human police officers. They didn’t look at her any more than people on the street did, though that may have been for different reasons. Nissa was far from the most attention-getting person in the lobby. Compared to the people piled on the hard benches, Nissa in her Judex-branded suit was civilized.

      She approached the desk.

      “How can I help you?” asked the receptionist.

      Nissa opened her mind instead of responding. She was barraged by the surrounding mortals. Their pain seized her—the shaking, the cramps. These people had been exposed to Mohinder’s poisoned water and didn’t know it. Nobody knew what was happening. Why the shifters were acting strange.

      One more glass of water from tainted water, and a lot of these people were going to go completely nuts.

      It wasn’t Nissa’s problem. She hadn’t come here to see the results of Mohinder’s experiments. Even if she cared about that, she wouldn’t have expected to see the people at a police station anyway. More like a hospital. The system didn’t know what to do with the lash-outs, hadn’t diagnosed the problem.

      Shifters poisoned by silver were suffering excruciating pain. She collapsed against the desk, clutching the edge. “No,” she whispered.

      The receptionist leaned back in her chair. She didn’t look frightened, but annoyed. She flagged down an officer. “Another one. Paramedics almost here?”

      “Gods damn,” said an officer that Nissa couldn’t see. He was twenty-seven years old, angry, abusive toward his partner at home. His tone evoked glimpses of swinging fists in his memories. “That tainted lethe is getting everyone, isn’t it?”

      Nissa gritted her teeth. They thought these people were drug addicts, and they were still arresting them. The police deserved what was going to happen on Vampire Vegas’s opening night. “I’m not an addict.” Not to drugs, anyway.

      Hands closed on Nissa’s shoulders, and she wasn’t sure if it was one of the shifters crawling up in her skull or the Fremont Slasher or a police officer trying to help her sit down. The sensation was too much. Her mind turned to jumbles.

      She was in a dark alley. A glass box. Bleeding to death.

      “No!” Nissa roared. She thrust her hand toward the receptionist and opened her mind wider. Nissa kept opening until she had no mental walls left. She was an empty vessel that gathered all these mortal minds into her belly to slosh around like melted alcoholic Slurpee at the bottom of a plastic hurricane cup.

      Everyone started screaming, like the intrusion hurt.

      Great. Let them choke on it. Their intrusions on her mind hurt too.

      But damn it all, she wanted them to suffer quietly.

      “Freeze!” Nissa said.

      The precinct went silent.

      She swung around to look at the shifters. There were two women leaning against each other on a nearby bench. They had gone still except for the tears dragged down their cheeks by gravity.

      The police officer who had tried to grab Nissa was also motionless, hands outstretched.

      Everyone on the receptionist’s side of the desk was immobile too.

      Nissa had grabbed the minds of the entire precinct and shut them the fuck down.

      They were still seething inside of Nissa like she’d swallowed live worms. Their minds broiled. Abuse. Denial. Fatigue. Stress. Nissa held them with as much ease as a rodeo cowboy could have held a bull, which was to say, not easily at all.

      But for the moment, nobody in the precinct was moving.

      Nissa fished around the nearest officer’s pockets. He had a small dongle that would activate a computer somewhere around the office. She took that, along with his badge, and leaned over the receptionist’s desk to push the button that opened the door to the office space.

      Most of the police worked at desks on an open floor. There was a closed office where the chief, Charmaine Villanueva, did her work. It was dark inside at the moment. The blinds were drawn. Nissa didn’t feel her inside of there.

      Nissa shuffled carefully through the office, edging past officers who had stopped moving in mid-conversation. She feared that physical contact would worsen her connection to their minds. It was bad enough feeling their thoughts intensify as she drew nearer without touching them.

      This officer was angry because he’d gotten in trouble for turning off his body camera during a traffic stop. The department was being sued by a money-hungry werewolf because of him.

      That guy was worried about being able to cover the interest on the payday loan he’d gotten to finance his addiction to strippers.

      This one was…

      Huh. What is he thinking?

      Nissa stopped by a desk with one officer sitting in front of a computer. He had a bushy mustache and a skin blistered from sunlight, though these must have been ordinary human blisters rather than vampire blisters. The skin on his nose was peeling where he’d been burned.

      His head felt hollow.

      She angled the nametag on his chest to read it. “Officer Albert Jeffreys,” she said, brushing her hand along his jaw. He felt like wrinkled leather. He was the color of cowhide baked in sunlight.

      Even with physical contact, Nissa felt very little from inside of him. It was as though his emotions were muted, and the lack of emotion limited her access to his mind. “What are you?” Nissa asked, inhaling the scent at his throat. He smelled like a normal human. He wasn’t a witch.

      Interesting.

      His computer would do.

      She sat down on his lap and used the first officer’s credentials to log in to the database. The search for cases involving Dana McIntyre’s name took time; the hourglass cursor kept flipping over for what felt like minutes on end. It was hard for Nissa to keep holding the entire precinct that long.

      She bet it would be easier if she drank more blood.

      Nissa ran her mouth along Officer Jeffrey’s throat again, seeking the place his pulse was closest to the surface. She breathed over his stubble. His skin bounced against her lips. There was blood inside that artery—rich crimson blood, thick and filled with life.

      She lapped along the pulse point. Her fangs descended another millimeter.

      The computer pinged.

      Her search had completed.

      “I bet you taste as bland as your brain feels anyway,” Nissa said, shoving Officer Jeffreys’s head away from her.

      The wormy feeling in Nissa’s gut indicated that she was losing control of the minds. Nissa needed to leave before she found herself surrounded by two-dozen law enforcement personnel who knew exactly how to take down vampires.

      Nissa emailed everything to herself and then stood. She regarded the entirety of the precinct that she could see. “You’ll all wake up in sixty seconds. None of you will remember the last ten minutes,” she said, and she was certain that was what would happen.

      She dropped her stolen dongle on the desk and left.

      The door swung shut behind her.

      As soon as the lock clicked, Officer Jeffreys let out a gusting sigh, slumping in his chair. He was the only person in the entire building who moved.

      He touched his throat and then looked at his fingers. They’d come away shiny with his own blood. He’d barely been nicked by the vampire’s fangs, but it had been enough to make him bleed.

      “Wow,” he whispered.
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      Nissa stretched out with the snow leopards to read Dana McIntyre’s police files. The male, the one they called Felix, stretched out his nose to sniff at her teapot. His whiskers tickled Nissa’s knuckles.

      When he looked at her, she could see calculation in his feline eyes. He was trying to decide if he wanted to attack. There was no question as to whether he was hungry, since Judex pampered its exhibits. Yet he was a cat, and that was what cats did. They killed.

      She bared her fangs at him. “No.”

      The big cat shrank back, spine arched, haunches taut.

      Nissa returned her attention to the tablet, swiping through the pages.

      Eighteen disappearances had been attributed to the Fremont Slasher. All of the victims had been gaean or human; there was record of two sidhe going missing, four witches, five shifters, and one orc. The orc, Nissa supposed, must have been Penny McIntyre.

      Of the eighteen people who had disappeared to the Fremont Slasher’s hands, twelve had been found dead. Only one survived. The other five had never been located.

      Nissa tapped on their names to bring up pictures. She found herself facing five different versions of herself: women of varying ages and skin tones with curly brown hair, hunched shoulders, and big eyes. One of them had golden eyes. Another of them had a tattoo on her bottom lip. Aside from that, they all could have been Nissa in alternate lives. All those loose sweaters, that shrinking posture.

      A hot tear rolled down Nissa’s cheek, and she was so startled by the tickling sensation that she wiped it away to look at it. The tear smeared crimson on her fingertip. When she licked her finger clean, it tasted salty.

      The notes offered no illumination as to why the Fremont Slasher was interested in those specific women. Three profilers had offered theories, spanning from mommy issues to sexual rage. Mundane theories, and dull ones at that. There had been no anger when the Slasher’s hands closed on Nissa’s throat, nor had there been lust.

      The violence of the night spilled over her again.

      “Stop!” she’d cried, and he’d pressed his fingers into her throat to silence further sounds. Nissa had feared his weight would collapse her throat. She hadn’t yet been familiar with the ungodly strength of the undead, and hadn’t realized that the Slasher was being gentle.

      He was gentle lifting her, then slamming her back to the pavement.

      Gentle digging his knee into her side when she tried to wriggle away.

      Gentle backhanding her across the cheekbone.

      Nissa had gazed up at the shape of the man pushing her down. His face had been close to hers, but he’d had no breath at all. And there had been no erection to dig into her hip.

      She wasn’t attacked because she was a stand-in for someone else in the Fremont Slasher’s life. Why Nissa had been attacked at all…she didn’t know. She couldn’t guess. But it hadn’t been about sex, love, or hatred.

      Had she seen his face? What had he been thinking when he’d attacked her?

      Why couldn’t Nissa remember Mohinder rescuing her from the Slasher?

      Leaves rustled nearby. She looked up expecting to see that Felix the snow leopard had returned. Instead, Mohinder stood bathed in the blue-white spotlight, his hair slicked back, his jaw lifted regally. “Did I startle you?”

      Nissa’s flesh crawled along her spine as she gazed, open-mouthed, at her sire.

      The man who had attacked her behind The Nugget had stood over her like that. Moonlight and neon had shone over his ridged nose.

      “What is it?” Nissa asked, blinking rapidly to dismiss the memories.

      “Vampire Vegas,” Mohinder said. “You were going to take a tour before opening night.”

      Oh yeah. That club they were opening. The one they’d been planning for over the course of the last…gods, what had it been? Two years since Mohinder had invited her to help him transform the city?

      “It’s ready?” she asked.

      He lifted her from the ground. “Yes. What’s this?” He looked at the tablet closely. “Why are you reading police files on the Fremont Slasher?”

      “Before Dana died, she told me that I was killed by the Slasher, not a mugger. I think she’s right.”

      Mohinder lifted her over the stream, down the stairs to the back entrance for the habitat. “Does it matter now? The Fremont Slasher was arrested.”

      “You heard Penny McIntyre,” Nissa said. “Fighting the Slasher changed Dana. I want to know how. I want to know who she is at her core.”

      “Was,” he said. “She’s dead.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “There was ash outside the Gantry warehouse. A vampire must have died there.”

      “Someone else could have put the ash on the sidewalk to make the police think Dana died,” Nissa said.

      “Be realistic. Why would anyone do that?” Mohinder asked.

      She wasn’t sure there was reason to fool the police or the Hunting Club. But there had been a few minutes where Nissa had been healing without her sire’s presence; he could have been up to anything in that time. Including setting up a crime scene to make Nissa think the target of her obsession was dead.

      After all, Mohinder had never approved of Nissa’s fascination with Dana McIntyre.

      [image: ]

      Vampire Vegas was in the new casino tower that Mohinder had built between Judex and Grauens. Near Dark was a special hotel tower unlike any other in Las Vegas; it had no windows, not a single one of them, and most of it existed underground. It was a casino that catered to those who didn’t care for daylight, for any reason. Nissa had heard Mohinder talking about it with his board before; he’d claimed it was a money-saving measure to ensure they only needed to hire vampires to entertain human patrons.

      This was not true.

      The lie of it was obvious from the moment Nissa entered Vampire Vegas. The lightless club would never be comfortable for the living. The temperature was cool, even to Nissa’s bloodless flesh; it must have felt like a refrigerator to the living. The music was played quietly, too indistinct for weak human ears to be able to distinguish much information.

      Yet the club was sleek and appealing. Gothic in sensibility, with steel cages, glass accents, and spike-backed chairs. Some of the furnishings had even been purchased from a collector of pre-Genesis demon artifacts. They were from the City of Dis—once an infernal metropolis, which now didn’t exist except for uncomfortable stone furniture.

      Mohinder’s hand on her arm guided her down the stairs into Vampire Vegas. He was gentle about it, but if she’d been human, his strength would have felt breathtaking. “What do you think?” he asked.

      “It’ll be more impressive when we get the lights going,” Nissa said.

      Mohinder signaled to the DJ booth. Dim lights illuminated the walls, pulsing in time with the low bass. Nissa’s elbow brushed one of the metal chairs. It vibrated deep into her marrow.

      “Better?” he asked.

      She studied the leather sofas, the exposed pipes on the walls, the straps and chains. The bar was in the tallest part of the club. Some of the bottles of alcohol were well above reach, even for a telekinetic like Mohinder, and the light shining through them tinted the liquor red.

      The most remarkable feature was the floor-to-ceiling fish tank dividing the seating from the dance floor. It contained literal tons of water. Nissa had the numbers, she had arranged for aquarium maintenance, she had the information somewhere. She couldn’t remember.

      Deep inside her mind, she was still pressed to the pavement underneath the Fremont Slasher, his fingers digging into her throat.

      Mohinder’s fingers digging into her elbow.

      “The vampires will love it,” Nissa said.

      “I know. Especially the Back Room.”

      Chills rolled down her spine again. “Show me.”

      Mohinder stepped behind the bar, touched a latch underneath one shelf, pushed open a secret door.

      They were interrupted before they could step back there.

      “Mohinder?” Urien was one of the Paradisos who handled staffing for Vampire Vegas. He was underneath Nissa, technically, but she had been too distracted lately to give him the guidance she usually delivered to management. “Can we talk about the couriers? Just for a quick second.”

      “Wait here,” Mohinder instructed Nissa.

      He went into the Back Room with Urien, sliding the secret door shut. Nissa wouldn’t be able to hear their conversation.

      Not with her ears.

      She sat on a bar stool in front of the tower of alcohol. Nissa closed her eyes, let her mind expand into the rest of Vampire Vegas. She brushed against Urien and Mohinder’s presences behind the bar. She couldn’t get as deep into the mind of a vampire as she could a mortal, but the fact that she could get in at all was testament to her developing powers.

      Nissa probed Urien’s mind.

      She could see through his eyes, much the same way she’d been able to see through Penny McIntyre’s eyes. The Back Room was a pleasure chamber for vampires. There were more metal spiked chairs, none of which vampires were intended to sit upon. Urien wasn’t looking closely at the torture devices. He was too busy being frightened of Mohinder.

      A strange reaction. People had been terrified of Achlys because she’d deliberately affected a scary visage. Mohinder made an effort to look normal for a vampire. He loomed a little, and he liked the shadows too much, but he wasn’t as overtly frightening as his predecessor.

      Urien had good reason to be afraid. He had bad news to deliver. “Three more have disappeared.”

      “That leaves only five couriers.” Mohinder was calm, outwardly emotionless. Still nothing for Nissa to penetrate.

      “I think we have five left, yes.” Urien hesitated. “The last time I heard from Tila and Dawes was yesterday. They missed their check-ins this morning. I don’t usually worry about them until they miss three or four. But given the current conditions—”

      “What about the security team?” Mohinder asked. “Have they found her?”

      Nissa’s heart beat once. It was such a heavy thump that she felt it all the way down to her toes, and her head swam with the fresh blood.

      Mohinder was talking about Dana.

      Dana McIntyre had survived.

      She was in the sewers killing Mohinder’s couriers, who were trying to rally all of the Paradisos so that they could shelter in Near Dark.

      Dana. McIntyre. Is. Alive.

      Did Mohinder have plans for Dana that he didn’t want anyone else to know about?

      What else was he keeping from Nissa?

      “We can’t catch her,” Urien said. “Nobody can evade us like that, nobody can hide in the sewers without getting caught in our sweeps. Even if she’s working with the shifters—“

      “We’ll have to put the rest of the free silver into the system,” Mohinder said. “Understood?”

      “What about Paradisos shifters?” Urien asked. There weren’t many, but a few did associate with the murder. It was the best and easiest way for any preternatural to survive in Vegas. “Should we warn them to drink bottled water?”

      “If you want.” Mohinder seemed to have lost interest in the conversation. He was already walking back toward the secret door, ignoring Urien.

      The other vampire didn’t relax. Fear was still bathing his mind, so bright and sharp, like the taste of freshly spilled blood.

      Mohinder’s calm was a lie. Urien knew this.

      And so did Nissa.

      The secret door swung open. Mohinder came out. “We don’t have time to tour the Back Room,” he said, pulling Nissa off of the barstool. “More of the couriers, like Maximillian, have gone missing. I’ll need to attend to them. Let me show you the basement before I go searching.”

      “Okay,” she said. She didn’t need to see the Back Room in person. She’d gotten enough of an impression from Urien’s mind.

      Instead, Mohinder led her to an elevator that went deep into the basement underneath Near Dark. As soon as the doors slid open, Nissa heard the weeping.

      There were kennels in the basement, which was the size of a warehouse, and extended so deep into the earth that Nissa couldn’t see the cages beyond a few hundred meters. Most of them were empty. But the four nearest had people in them—women, in fact, all of them with shaved heads and wearing nothing.

      “Aren’t those dog kennels?” Nissa asked.

      “No. These are human kennels. I bought these from the same collector who sent us the furniture upstairs. Did you know that the Houses of Abraxas and Belial used to keep human slaves? Demons have long known where humans belong on the food chain.”

      “So these came from the City of Dis,” Nissa said.

      He nodded. “I’ve filled this entire level. There are enough kennels for us to store every human who has RSVP’d for the opening of Vampire Vegas, and more, if we double up.” He flicked a light switch to reveal the room.

      There weren’t just kennels alongside the edges of the walls. There were also glass cages in the center of the room.

      Glass cages exactly like those within Penny McIntyre’s memories.

      Within Nissa’s memories.

      Mohinder stopped walking beside a pump much like the one they’d visited earlier in the sewers. It also had the Gaslight Corp logo on its label. He patted its belly with an open hand, and the chain that tethered a cap to its top jangled. “All of Vampire Vegas’s water passes through here. It’s dispensed to each of the kennels via metal nipples—an addition I made, since water wasn’t common enough in Dis to allow the captives to drink freely. I’ll be adding our special cocktail to this container so that we can keep sidhe and shifters under control. It’s less resource intensive than trying to magically contain them.”

      “It seems like you’re good at keeping people under control,” Nissa said. She felt faint. Dizzy. She’d eaten recently yet she felt like she was on the brink of passing out from starvation. “Like you’ve done it before.”

      “I benefit from the knowledge of ages,” he said.

      “Did Achlys know?” Nissa asked.

      Mohinder gave her a coolly blank look. “Know what?”

      Did she know who you are?

      Did she know that you liked to kidnap curly-haired girls off of Fremont Street and keep them in cages?

      These four faces Nissa saw within the boxes were familiar, and not from memories belonging to Penny. They were familiar because she’d just been looking at the file of the Fremont Slasher’s victims, and these four had been among those who were never found.

      Mohinder had been keeping them.

      Nissa opened her mouth to speak, but no words came out. She didn’t know what to say to her sire.

      “Did Achlys know that you were preparing Vampire Vegas for secession from human civilization?” Nissa asked, even though it wasn’t the question on her mind.

      “She knew I was making it, but she thought it would be a failsafe,” Mohinder said. “She really wanted to keep everything legal.” He walked along the boxes, running his fingertips along the glass. The women barely reacted. Only one shrank tighter into her corner, lifting her head to stare at Nissa with enormous eyes.

      “I thought you also wanted to keep things legal so that you’d become mayor,” Nissa said.

      “Becoming mayor appeals to me,” he said. “But the OPA will daylight bomb us soon. There’s no point resisting—I’ve no interest in fighting to keep the so-called privilege of living within human society. That’s why we need to prepare.” Mohinder gestured. With his telekinesis, he turned off all the lights. “Vampire Vegas opens tomorrow night.”
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      Charmaine Villanueva didn’t like the Holy Nights Cathedral, but to be fair, she didn’t like the idea of any building that could settle down in her city area without permits. It could have been a froyo shop and she’d have been suspicious.

      Arriving at the cathedral to be greeted warmly by a tired-looking monk helped put her at ease. Not much, but a little.

      “Chief,” said Brother Marshall, shaking her hand vigorously. He had a strong grip. Charmaine judged people by how they shook her hand, and any of that limp-wristed spaghetti-fingered business was a quick way for her to hate a guy. Brother Marshall must have been okay.

      She took a quick sniff of the air. He smelled of fresh herbs, gardens, musty old catacombs. “Brother,” she greeted in return. “Thanks for agreeing to meet with me.”

      “Always happy to work with law enforcement. You wanna come in?” Brother Marshall swept a hand toward the towering doors of the cathedral, which he held open with a foot so that they wouldn’t swing shut on her. There was something comfortingly Southern about his hospitality.

      Charmaine caught herself smiling. “Sure.”

      The cathedral was a sight to see. She couldn’t help but stare at the towering stained-glass windows and all the scenes they depicted. Charmaine had been Catholic until her family’s pastor had told her that being a transwoman meant she was going to Hell. After that, she’d decided she had better shit to do with her Sundays. Still, much of her nostalgia remained.

      She especially loved the blocky designs of stained glass. These particular windows didn’t depict familiar Biblical scenes and saints, though. They depicted two of the triad of deities—a man and a woman—facing various trials. In some, the female wielded a pair of swords. She cut down triangular red demons with an expression of peace on her face. Other images depicted the male journeying through gray lands without features, blocky magic rippling over his arms.

      The most realistic depiction of the gods was at the front of the room. The mural behind the pulpit was near-photorealistic, depicting the gods amid a lush garden. Both were black haired and eyed despite their white skin. It gave them an unearthly look. Appropriate, given that they weren’t earthy creatures.

      “This looks like your first time in a triadist place of worship. Can I answer any questions?” Brother Marshall asked. He’d caught Charmaine staring.

      She shook her head. “I’m not here to get educated. Just need to talk about the case, if you don’t mind. Although…”

      “Yes ma’am?”

      “Do you do worship on Sundays, like a normal church?” she asked.

      “Most triadists don’t.”

      “But here, at the Holy Nights Cathedral?”

      Lincoln grinned. “I do. Call it an old habit. I haven’t always been a good gods-fearing man, but even in my darkest times, I’ve always set aside Sundays for worship. Triadists don’t have origins in Christianity, though. It’s a whole new thing.”

      “I can see that,” Charmaine said. “I’ve heard from the Hunting Club that you are one of the founding fathers of the religion. Brianna Dimaria has referred to you as an apostle before.”

      He laughed. “An apostle. Wonder what she’d have to say about that.” He jerked a thumb toward one of the stained-glass visions of the female deity. “Bet she wouldn’t want nobody saying they’re her apostle.”

      “You know God well enough to guess at her opinions?”

      “Sure, but it doesn’t make me special. Dana knew her like that too,” Lincoln said. “Lots of people did. It’s weird being the first generation of followers for a god.”

      More than weird, it was unsettling. Charmaine had so many questions that she didn’t even know where to begin. Instead, she said, “Perhaps I can visit during one of your…sermons? For now, we should focus on work.”

      “Of course. I’m sure you’re real busy in these parts. Mind coming to my office?”

      Brother Marshall led her through the nave, going to a hallway behind the pulpit.

      Charmaine was probably imagining things, but she thought that the mural of the gods was watching her movement through the cathedral.

      She wondered if they were real, and not for the first time. Brother Marshall claimed they were. Dana had as well. So did Anthony. Yet it was easier to think that these people were mutually confused rather than believing that humans had ascended to godhood.

      Even though she wasn’t exactly a believer, Charmaine spent a lot of time noodling on those gods. Mostly on the full and new moons when her body went from human to coyote. Charmaine didn’t hate being a shifter. It was just something else she lived with. But she wondered why the fuck gods would have done that to her, and she often wished she could have asked them personally.

      By the grace of Brother Marshall, maybe she could someday.

      Charmaine stepped into the back hallway. It cut the mural out of view, and she lost the creepy sensation of being watched.

      “I’ve made six sample Garlic Shots,” Brother Marshall said. “I know it’s not a lot, but the Hardwicks couldn’t afford to send me much by way of supplies. To be honest, I’m surprised they sent me this much. Think they felt guilty for not donating supplies before we lost Dana.”

      “Damn shame about that girl.” Difficult as she could be, the world needed more Dana McIntyre in it, not less.

      Brother Marshall’s office was small and modest, though he’d fit an apothecary’s table in the corner. A glass bowl glowed with green smoke at its center. Six slender vials bubbled over a magical golden fire.

      “Those are the Garlic Shots?” Charmaine asked.

      He nodded. “Hopefully it’s enough for the Office of Preternatural Affairs to synthesize more. It’s long past time we had something resembling a vaccine for vampirism. We’ve been able to cure lycanthropy for years, but I’ve been real worried that vampirism would go all epidemic on us.”

      “Even if it’s not enough for them to synthesize more Garlic Shots, it might be enough to keep the deputy secretary off of my back.”

      Brother Marshall puttered around the apothecary table, grabbing jars off of the surrounding shelves. “This’ll take a minute to polish off and secure. You can sit.” Charmaine took a chair, pushing it back so she could watch him at the same time as the entrance to the room. Years working for the police had made her paranoid. “The OPA still threatening to invade?”

      “No, and that scares me. I feel safer when they’re blustering. The OPA’s always executed most of their plans in utter silence.”

      “They’re silent now?”

      “Unfortunately.” Ever since a public clash between the Hunting Club and the Paradisos in Boulder City, Charmaine had been on the phone with the secretary every day. But they’d gone silent after the Gantry warehouse fire.

      Charmaine wasn’t stupid enough to think the quiet meant she’d gotten away from the OPA’s threats of seizing Las Vegas. She needed a way to convince the secretary that she still had things under control.

      Enter the Garlic Shots.

      Brother Marshall glanced at Charmaine over his shoulder. He was a gorgeous man, and if he’d grown up in Los Angeles, it was pretty much guaranteed that someone that pretty would have been swept up for acting or modeling. It was odd to see him draped in the robes of a holy man. And the looks he gave Charmaine always made her heart go pitter-pat even though she was too old and cynical to make anything of it.

      “You’ve probably got shortfalls ahead without McIntyre’s help,” Brother Marshall said. “I know how reliant cops can get on consultants, sometimes. The good ones are worth their weight in dimes and then some. If you need help with anything else after this, knock on my door.”

      She was honored by the offer. The way the Hunting Club talked about Brother Marshall made it clear he was big news in the preternatural world. “Do you consult often?”

      His mouth twitched. “Used to be a deputy.”

      “Really? Where?”

      “Back east. I worked in Northgate before it became, you know, Northgate.” That was the city where the Alpha werewolf lived. “Used to think that the law was going to be my whole life, until…” He waved a hand at the cathedral.

      “Genesis,” Charmaine filled in.

      “Something like that.”

      “Thanks for the offer,” she said. “I might take you up on it if—”

      “Wait.” Brother Marshall sniffed one of the glowing vials. “This isn’t a Garlic Shot.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. It didn’t react when I activated the apothecary table, so it’s not a Garlic Shot.” He dipped his pinky in one of the vials and tasted it. “This is lime Jell-O mix.” He swung around to search the shelves, but Charmaine knew it was in vain. She already knew what had happened.

      Someone had stolen the Garlic Shots.

      “What’s your security like around here?” Charmaine asked.

      “I live in a magical cathedral filled with gargoyles,” Brother Marshall said. “Most folks wouldn’t dare try to steal from here. They’d get Dale Junior on their doorstep within a few minutes.”

      “Dale Junior?”

      Brother Marshall whistled. A gargoyle lumbered into view on the other side of the doorway. It was three times as wide as an average person, and half again as tall. Its eyes were empty of cognition.

      “All right,” she said slowly. She wouldn’t want Dale Junior visiting her, that was for sure. “He’s here, not chasing a thief. Who could have taken the Garlic Shots?”

      “A triadist, maybe,” Brother Marshall said. “Someone who’s got top privileges. Except none of my brothers would have had reason to take the Garlic Shots.”

      “Who else has such privileges?”

      He clenched his jaw. Folded his arms.

      “Only Dana McIntyre,” he said.
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      Charmaine was halfway out the Holy Nights Cathedral when she was intercepted by Anthony. Theoretically, it would have been nice to see him outside of an investigation, and at another time she’d have happily invited him to her favorite cop pub. But what should have been an easy pick-up of supplies from Brother Marshall had turned into more serious business, and she could barely muster a smile, even for a familiar face.

      “Just the police chief I was hoping to see,” Anthony said, swinging around to follow her back out the door. “You got a minute?”

      She had no minutes. She also had no hope. She’d been relying on the Garlic Shots to get her out of trouble with the OPA, and now…Charmaine had no clue what she was going to do next time Secretary Friederling started breathing down her neck. “You’ve got as long as it takes me to get to my desk at the precinct. Want a ride?”

      “Sure.” He jumped in her passenger’s seat. “So I took a sample from the warehouse on Gantry.”

      Charmaine got the engine going, blasted the AC, and rolled down the windows until it cooled off. “You’re not supposed to tell me that you stole evidence. In case you forgot, I am the chief of police.”

      “You’ve already got enough dirt on me for an arrest. If you haven’t done it before when the Hunting Club’s been a bag of dicks, you’re not gonna do it now, when the Hunting Club’s trying to be helpful.”

      The reminder didn’t help. Charmaine was getting a thundering headache, in fact.

      No Garlic Shots for the OPA.

      There was an outbreak of lethe addiction—probably tainted lethe, mixed with something more virulent—that had her cops working even more overtime than usual.

      And if Secretary Friederling was spending his quiet time taking a close look at the department, he’d see all the times that Charmaine let the Hunting Club get away with murder. Literally.

      How would she explain to the head of the OPA that she was using her best judgment with the vigilantes? They were great at their jobs. They fixed more problems than they created.

      But they did create problems.

      Charmaine was happy to sweep those problems under the rug for them. She tried not to treat them like friends, but they were better than anyone else in her social circle. Nobody else had accepted her so readily. An Afro-Cuban transwoman, a were-coyote, a blue-blooded cop who lived and died by the badge.

      Something about her was guaranteed to offend anyone in Vegas.

      But not the Hunting Club.

      It was easy to look the other way when Charmaine didn’t want to catch them getting into trouble. It was a lot harder if she had to justify it to someone like Secretary Friederling.

      Yep, that was definitely a migraine budding in her temples.

      “You took evidence and analyzed it,” Charmaine said, feeling exhausted. “Doesn’t matter. We analyzed it too.”

      “So you know all about the iron and silver that was mixed in with that ash,” Anthony said.

      “And the accelerant. Seems likely that someone was planning on burning that warehouse down.”

      “And you found the traces of unobtainium?”

      She stopped at a light and glanced over to see if Anthony was joking. Charmaine noted that he was growing stubble along the triangle of his jaw. She wondered if he was growing out a proper beard in respect to Dana’s hatred of his Ricky Ricardo mustache.

      He looked serious. Definitely not joking.

      “The department’s not capable of testing for unobtainium,” Charmaine said.

      “Good thing I stole evidence, right?”

      “Sorry, I’ve gone deaf. Not sure what you said just now.” The light changed and she gunned it. “Is it a surprise to find unobtainium burning at the warehouse? You said the Paradisos were known to have the recipe for the completed cure.”

      “On its own, it’s not surprising. But between unobtainium, iron, and silver, you have a cocktail of supplies capable of killing most gaeans. Iron and silver in those quantities are hard to get, too.”

      Charmaine’s heart skipped a beat. “You’re thinking that Dana died because she uncovered a conspiracy by the Paradisos.”

      “You can’t tell me the thought didn’t cross your mind.”

      More than a few times. “I’ve investigated the Paradisos for connection to recent murders, but never found anything. It doesn’t matter if suspicion crosses my mind if there’s no evidence.”

      “Those murders? Dana thought they’d happened because the Paradisos were stealing silver and iron,” Anthony said. “She thought they were going to poison the water supply to kill local preternaturals. Everyone but vampires. That’d be a conspiracy worth killing over, don’t you think?”

      “If you had proof of it, it’d be potential motive for killing Dana,” Charmaine said. Emphasis on the first part. If you have proof. She chewed over her next words, thinking carefully. “Someone’s stolen the Garlic Shots from the Holy Nights Cathedral. Know anything about that?”

      Anthony’s eyebrows lifted. “Being able to thieve anything from there is sort of like managing to break into the president’s bedroom while he’s sleeping to pee on the foot of his bed. Security’s insane. You just can’t do it.”

      “Dana McIntyre could,” Charmaine said.

      Anthony’s eyes darkened. “She could have.”

      “What are the odds Dana faked her death to get us going after the Paradisos?”

      “That’s not her style.”

      “Maybe she thought her usual style wasn’t working and decided to try something new.”

      “Faking her own death? You think she’d do that to her wife?”

      “Yes,” Charmaine said.

      Anthony grunted. “You’re probably right. Dana’s a McIntyre. She’d do anything to keep Vegas safe, and if she thought that Mohinder was going to use those pumps to distribute silver throughout the city’s water…”

      They both knew how ugly that would get. There weren’t as many shifters in Vegas as there were vampires, but there didn’t need to be a lot of shifters to cause a lot of devastation.

      A silver-poisoned shifter was a time bomb.

      “Where are these pumps located?” she asked.

      “Not near here,” Anthony said. “You’ll probably wanna drink bottled for the next few weeks, though.”

      “Noted,” Charmaine said.
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      The precinct was busy when they arrived, as always. Vampires usually weren’t a problem; the Paradisos had always done well controlling their people. But something about being in Sin City made mundanes go wild, and the Paradisos didn’t care what humans did so long as they kept spending money. They weren’t in the habit of policing human tourists.

      Lethe addiction was making it worse. It was bad in a few parts of the country, mostly on the East Coast, but it had hit hard in the area. She had gotten more lethe addicts through her doors in the last month than she’d hoped to see in her entire career.

      Anthony looked bothered by all the people hanging out in the lobby of the precinct, waiting to be charged and processed. “Busy night.”

      “All my nights are busy,” Charmaine said. One of the people in the lobby was trying to operate the water fountain to get a drink, but their fingers kept slipping off the lever. Charmaine gently took the cup from his hands. “Here. Let me help you.” She filled the cup and made sure it was steady in his fingers before letting go.

      “Thanks ma’am,” he said.

      The gratitude rankled. These people needed so much more than a cup of water—and much better than getting packed into the stations like sardines. Charmaine and Mayor Hekekia had been reaching out for extra mental-health resources, but everywhere was tight in the country.

      “Hang in there,” she said.

      She waved to the receptionist, who gave her a foggy-eyed smile before hitting the button to open the locked door. Charmaine escorted Anthony into the back. Maybe things around the precinct were worse than usual—all her guys were looking tired, like they hadn’t slept in weeks. Almost like zombies at their desks.

      Officer Jeffreys intercepted Charmaine on the way back to her office. “He’s here,” he whispered urgently.

      Charmaine’s heart dropped into her stomach. “Secretary Friederling?”

      “No, his undersecretary. He says he’s here with the secretary’s full authority. He’s been here for an hour.”

      Charmaine checked her shirt, her gig line, her badge, her gun, her hair. Everything needed to be in place. She couldn’t let one gods-damned thing be out of order. “He’s early. Where?”

      “Your office,” Officer Jeffreys said.

      She swallowed hard, took two steps toward her door. Then she took another look at Officer Jeffreys. He had a bandage on his neck. Not a big one, but he’d been out sick a lot lately, so it caught her attention. “You okay?”

      “Not really,” he said. “I’m gonna have to call it an early night.”

      Charmaine didn’t like the idea of it. Officer Jeffreys was one of the few men she trusted to be more on her side than on the OPA’s. But if he was sick, he was sick. Not his fault. “All right. Check in with you tomorrow.”

      She squared off with her shut door. The blinds were drawn. There were two men posted outside, both of them sidhe. The glamours on their collars prevented them from warping the world the way sidhe typically did, but Charmaine could smell the truth. These were seelie sidhe, probably from the Summer Court, and they served as the personal guard for important OPA members.

      She tried to decide if she should be insulted that it wasn’t Secretary Friederling himself. It wasn’t surprising, really. Vegas was a big metro area, but not the biggest. And Secretary Friederling had big, big fish to fry on his end of the country. But if he’d delegated authority to his right-hand, then Charmaine didn’t know how to prepare herself. She knew Friederling, a little. The other guy was an unknown quantity. No way to tell if he’d hear reason. No way to tell if he was going to make things better or worse until the dirty deeds were done.

      A warm hand spread between her shoulder blades. Anthony’s sympathetic face loomed nearby. “Can I come in too?” he asked.

      Charmaine nodded. “Sure.”

      But before she could open the door to her office, chaos erupted.

      The receptionist was screaming.

      Charmaine’s sidearm was drawn instantly. She was only a couple strides from landing at the front desk, and being in a police precinct meant that she had plenty of company. There were a dozen cops on her tail when she burst into the lobby.

      The old guy she’d helped get a drink of water was standing in the middle of another man’s remains. One had torn the other in half. There was blood everywhere.

      The blood-drenched attacker showed no sign of his earlier gratitude. He hissed at the sight of her. His eyes burned brilliant gold. His veins bulged from his cheeks, his forehead, his arms.

      “Oh shit,” Anthony said. “Get back, Chief!”

      She couldn’t step back to let a civilian—even one like Anthony—face down whatever the fuck was happening. “You find cover.” She turned to address the shifter. “Hands in the air. Don’t move!”

      He lifted his hands into the air, all right. He looked at them, drenched in blood, shreds of skin hanging from his fingertips.

      His whole body shivered. Skin rippled.

      “He’s shapeshifting!” Anthony barked. “Everyone get behind the wall! Move!”

      Too late.

      His flesh erupted. A wolf tore free of his bone cage.

      Charmaine had never seen a shifter change like that.

      She’d been through hundreds of moons at this point. Every full moon and new moon ever since Genesis, in fact. She knew painfully well what it was like to shed human hair, human teeth, human fingernails—to become a beast.

      It was never like this. Never this fast.

      Not unless the person in question was suffering silver poisoning.

      “This isn’t about tainted lethe,” Charmaine said, feeling incredibly foolish.

      Fuck Mohinder. Fuck Mohinder, fuck the Paradisos, fuck all vampires.

      Within seconds, he was full-blown wolf with shiny fangs as long as Charmaine’s hand and froth dripping from his jaw. His fur stuck up in sticky spikes from all the fluid that had gushed during the transformation.

      As if his transformation had triggered others, a handful of the other people cuffed to the benches started shaking too. Screams ripped through the air.

      “Get out of here!” Charmaine shouted to her staff. They weren’t running. They were closing in, circling around, trying to get a bead on the shifters.

      “But—” Anthony said.

      She gripped his arm. “Nobody here has silver bullets, Morales!” Not since their supplies had been stolen weeks earlier. They’d applied to the Alpha for more, but she was stingy with that stuff. Wasn’t like she wanted to make it easy for law enforcement to kill members of her pack.

      “Fuck,” Anthony said with heat.

      And then the first werewolf dived at him.

      Charmaine stepped in the way.

      She took the brunt of the blow, slammed into the wall back-first. Felt like her spine snapped, her skull cracked. They probably had. She peeled away from the drywall and hit the ground face-first. A paw rested against her shoulder blades, the full weight of the beast digging into her.

      Heat flooded Charmaine’s body. It wasn’t the heat of adrenaline—though she had that too. It was the healing power of a shapeshifter.

      Even while the werewolf was trying to dig furrows into her spine, she was healing. Bones popping. Reassembling. The fire seized her and she screamed out commands between breaths.

      “Get Wilson! Bellet! Hume!”

      “You heard her! Go!” Anthony sounded more distant, and Charmaine couldn’t tell if it was because he’d taken cover or because blood was rushing through her ears.

      The werewolf scooped her off of the ground. Threw her into the doors.

      Glass shattered. Charmaine rolled out onto the street, skin pricked by glass.

      “Great,” she groaned, staggering to her feet. Her right knee buckled under her.

      She shoved a hand into her pocket, closing her fingers around an enchanted moonstone.

      Under ordinary conditions, shifters were strongly discouraged from changing outside of the normal tides of the moon, as dictated by the Alpha in Northgate. But right now, Charmaine was facing off one, two—shit, four different shifters suffering silver poisoning. They filled the lobby of her precinct with furred bodies so massive that they spilled over the benches.

      Nobody had silver bullets.

      Charmaine clutched the moonstone charm and began to change.

      She wasn’t silver-poisoned, so it took time. Her kneecaps popped and reversed. She toppled forward onto hands that oozed blood because her fingernails had already fallen out. She tasted copper, felt the press of canine teeth within her jaw. Her facial skin tore as the coyote’s muzzle elongated from her grinding bones.

      The most annoying part was her hair falling out, leaving her bald, bare. Only for a moment. Then heat flushed over her skin as the fur erupted. It was coarse desert-brown coyote fur. Not a pretty thing. Not like those enormous shaggy wolves.

      In her animal form, Charmaine was much larger than mundane coyotes, though still half the size of a werewolf. The figure reflected in the one unbroken window was dainty and still had a few human features.

      She couldn’t wait to finish changing. The receptionist had slammed the fire doors down to block the werewolves from getting into the back of the precinct, but there were civilians and cops in the lobby. People who had committed no crimes worse than vandalism. People who were getting shredded apart by shifters on Charmaine’s watch.

      She leaped through the doors again.

      Charmaine struck the nearest of the wolves, and she had to let instinct take over. The coyote was better at fighting than she was. Faster, more ruthless.

      They ripped into each other.

      She tasted blood. Felt skin under her claws.

      Teeth clamped on her flank, and muscle tore.

      Charmaine managed to get her mouth around the muzzle of one of the werewolves. It was a show of dominance that meant little to her coyote spirit, but communicated volumes to the wolf. It should have made a rational shifter kowtow to her superior status. Instead, he thrashed harder.

      His eyes were rolling and his muzzle reeked of silver.

      One of the fire doors reopened. Three more animals were crouched on the other side. Two wolves and a mountain lion. Those were the officers she’d called for—Wilson, Bellet, and Hume—who were shifters staffing the precinct that night.

      The cavalry had arrived.

      They dived into the fray.

      She couldn’t see what they were doing. Couldn’t think, couldn’t feel anything but the pain of teeth sinking into her foreleg, claws gashing her spine. She got a good view down the mouth of one of the slavering poisoned werewolves when it grabbed her whole fucking face in its teeth. Fuck, it hurt—but it got her close enough to dig her paws into his chest, ripping him open.

      Bang. Bang. Bang.

      Gunshots.

      What idiot was opening fire on the werewolves? Lead bullets wouldn’t do jack shit to shifters gone wild.

      Except then one of the bullets hit the werewolf she was grappling with right between the eyes.

      And he splattered.

      It was a silver bullet.

      Charmaine got the fuck down and out of the way, slinking under the bench with her belly to the ground. She hadn’t even realized how damaged she was until she saw the streak of blood she trailed. And…were those her intestines? Had she been gutted? It didn’t feel like she’d been gutted. Everything hurt so badly that she’d gone into shock.

      She shivered under the bench while the unseen shooters continued to fire.

      They had good aim. One at a time, they took down each of the werewolves who’d been silver poisoned. And they didn’t hit her officers.

      Within moments, it looked like her lobby had been wallpapered in blood and werewolf guts, and things were quiet.

      Black boots crossed in front of her bench.

      “You’re good to come out,” said a male voice.

      Charmaine dragged herself out, still shaking hard. Anthony leaped across the room to her side. Helped pull her free.

      “You okay?” he asked, his fingers running through her fur, inventorying her injuries.

      Charmaine shook her head. It was the only way she could communicate in coyote form.

      Anthony must have known what she wanted to ask, though. “I went in to your office to get backup,” he said grimly. “Sorry.”

      She rolled over to see who was wearing those black boots.

      Standing over Charmaine were three people. All of them wearing OPA black. Two of them bore glamours that hid their species. The man in the middle—the one without a glamour—had a yellow Steno pad, a half-smile, and a halo of magic. He was surprisingly attractive. Charmaine actually felt a jolt when she saw him, like she’d accidentally stumbled into a bizarre advertisement for perfume populated by pretty male models.

      “Good evening, Chief Villanueva,” said Undersecretary Hawke. “Looks like we might have to put off our meeting until a healer can look at you.”
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      Charmaine had the benefits of accelerated healing, as any shifter did. She would have repaired the damage inflicted by the werewolves within a few hours. But those hours were too long for her to waste at a time like this.

      The advantage to being mauled with Anthony nearby was access to his healer, Edie Ashe. She was well versed in preternatural medicine. She could do more than fix wounds; she had a moonstone to bring Charmaine back into her human form first, and then mixed a potion to restore her energy before she started zipping together the injuries.

      “I brought you some of Dana’s clothes too,” Edie said. “Figured you could use them when Anthony said you had to shift unexpectedly. Dana’s stuff should be long enough to cover you.”

      “Appreciate it.” Charmaine wasn’t looking forward to meeting Undersecretary Hawke in a baggy Godsmack shirt and ripped jeans, but it was probably better than meeting him naked, which was her other option at the moment.

      “Gimme a ring if you need anything else.” Edie slipped a card into Charmaine’s palm. “I’m used to being on call.”

      Charmaine frowned. “Thanks.”

      “Problem?” Edie asked, packing up her bag.

      “I got an offer to consult from another friend of the Hunting Club earlier. Just wondering where the sudden friendliness is coming from.”

      “Don’t feel too special. All the Hunting Club associates get my card.”

      “I’m not an associate,” Charmaine said. “I’m the police chief.”

      “That too,” Edie said.

      Charmaine bit back a response. Edie wasn’t the problem. But if someone in the Hunting Club was circulating rumors that Charmaine was on their side, it was going to make her life a hell of a lot harder at the meeting with Undersecretary Hawke.

      Clearly Charmaine needed to have another talk with Anthony.

      She dropped Edie’s card in a drawer.

      “Thanks,” Charmaine said again, opening the door to let Edie out of her office.

      Undersecretary Hawke and Anthony were on the other side, waiting.

      The professional vein in Charmaine prevented her from swearing aloud at the sight of them. Her urge to look professional had taken her far—all the way to the top of her department, in fact. And it helped her now, making sure that she could manage a smile and a firm handshake for Undersecretary Hawke even though she felt horribly underprepared.

      “Come in, take a seat,” Charmaine said.

      Anthony didn’t immediately step forward, but Undersecretary Hawke beckoned to him.

      “You might as well come in,” Undersecretary Hawke said. “This will concern you too.”

      “Shit. We’re getting our license yanked, aren’t we?” Anthony asked.

      “Save the freakout,” he said. “Let me start with the good stuff.”

      They settled around Charmaine’s office. Edie had brewed a pot of coffee in Charmaine’s pot, and there was still plenty left. She poured herself a cup. “Anyone else? Undersecretary?”

      “Never been a fan of coffee,” he said, settling into her chair easily, even though he looked too tall and broad to use normal-people furniture. “And you can call me Cèsar. I don’t like the title. I’ve just come out of retirement—used to work for the government, but I got spoiled on being treated like a normal person after I quit.”

      “You look young to have retired and come back out again.” Charmaine couldn’t quite pin the undersecretary’s age down, but she’d have estimated him from anywhere between twenty-five and forty-five. He must have been a lot older to have achieved his current position, though.

      “A few years at home chasing kids keeps you young,” Cèsar said. “But I’m back, and you’re my new project.”

      Charmaine couldn’t bring herself to smile. “Great.”

      “Mr. Morales tells me that he’s got no clue what happened to those shifters out there. I’m hoping you’ll have more of an answer for me.”

      She struggled not to look at Anthony. He sure as hell had a theory—one that Charmaine felt was confirmed now that she’d been treated like a werewolf chew toy. But saying that vampires had poisoned the city sounded like a great way to encourage the OPA to daylight bomb them. “As you can imagine, we will be investigating extensively. I’ll keep you apprised of anything we learn.”

      “Oh, I’ll be heading this investigation,” Cèsar said.

      “But sir—”

      “Look, nobody wants to make a mess out of this,” he said, spreading his hands in a helpless gesture. “Fritz and me least of all. Uh, I mean, Secretary Friederling. We don’t want to have to pay that much overtime.”

      “It’s good to know you’re worried about overtime,” Anthony muttered.

      “We’ve got multiple concerns about our preliminary investigation into Clark County’s handling of preternatural affairs,” Cèsar said. “Your officers’ attendance is shocking. Evidence goes missing, or gets logged incorrectly and thrown out. Your local vigilantes are involved more than anywhere else in the country. You didn’t even have silver bullets on hand to take down shifters. If Trevin hadn’t been packing, you’d have been fucked in the ass.”

      “We can handle the investigation on our own,” Charmaine said. “I’ve got good men here.”

      “So where’s your silver?”

      The undersecretary was clearly asking because he already knew the answer. She couldn’t lie or obfuscate her way out of it. “We had a theft, sir.”

      “I told you, call me Cèsar,” he said.

      Charmaine was not feeling that friendly. Nothing Cèsar Hawke said could make her forget he was going to seize her city, daylight bomb its streets, and shut down the Hunting Club.

      “All I want to do is get this city under control,” he continued. “I’ll call the shots for a while. Take a close look at your office, see if anything can be improved. Think of me like a friendly auditor. I know it’s the Wild West out here, and you’ve been bending rules, but I won’t worry about the past so long as you’re cooperative moving forward.”

      All right. Cards on the table. “I know that things are different on the federal level, but our only priority is protecting people. If I feel that bending a few rules cast down from on high will help us achieve that, then I’ll do it.”

      “Not to poke holes in your hot-air balloon, but I just had to save your asses from shifters who’d been improperly secured,” Cèsar said. “And if you weren’t bending our rules, maybe you wouldn’t have dealt with poisoned shifters in the first place.”

      “Our handling of local events means we’re on the brink of curing vampirism, which is something that even the OPA hasn’t done,” Charmaine said.

      “Speaking of which, the promised cure…?” He folded his arms across his chest, looking at her expectantly.

      She squared her shoulders. “The samples were stolen too. We’ll find them.”

      “Yes, we will,” Cèsar said. He stood, headed for the door. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fully involved every step of the way, Chief Villanueva. I’m here to save Las Vegas. That means leaving its power structure intact to continue with minimal OPA supervision in the future.”

      “How far in the future?”

      Cèsar smiled. It was a kind smile. Sympathetic, apologetic. “We don’t have precogs who see that far anymore.”
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      Dana awakened in the sewer.

      For a blissful moment, she thought that she was in the crypt back at Holy Nights Cathedral. It was dark enough to believe it. But she’d never been so soggy at the cathedral, and the stench was also unique to the sewers.

      She peeled her eyes open to face her tiny corner of Las Vegas’s underbelly. She’d turned a three-foot-tall gap between two chambers into her bedroom. That meant a hard patch of ground and the trophies she’d collected from her vampire victims piled against a wall.

      Cozy. So fucking cozy.

      From the corner of her vision, she could make out the glimmer of protective magic encompassing her hideout. She’d stolen them from a witch elsewhere in the sewers to ensure nobody could see or enter where she was sleeping. As long as she was inside that three-foot gap, she was encased in the safety of glimmering gold. It was almost pretty enough to make her forget she was sleeping on literal shit.

      Today, there was also a white envelope just outside of the wards. A tidy white square enclosed in a sandwich bag a couple inches in front of Dana’s nose.

      It was too clean to be a coincidence.

      She glanced around the sewers before extending her hand to grab the bag. She sat up, hunching over the envelope as she tipped it into her hand, slid her thumb under the lip to tear it.

      When she flipped the envelope over, a cluster of curls fell onto her knee.

      Brown curls.

      Penny’s curls.

      The Fremont Slasher knew that she was in the sewers. He knew that she was hunting down Paradisos vampires and that she was feeding on their blood to strengthen herself. He wanted her to know she wasn’t safe. She’d never be safe.

      And neither would Penny.

      One advantage to being dead was that Dana felt no adrenaline rush at this. The envelope of hair wasn’t new. It wasn’t surprising. The shock and anger didn’t overwhelm her as it usually did.

      She did feel angry.

      Very angry.

      Dana had been hunting vampires in the sewers. Was she getting too close? Had the Slasher seen her?

      He must have been near during the daytime, if nothing else. The fact he’d let her survive could have meant one of two things: he still wasn’t interested in killing outside his profile, or he just hadn’t been able to pin down Dana’s exact location thanks to the wards.

      Either way, he’d been close.

      She crumpled the envelope in her fist.

      “Just wait,” Dana whispered. Her lips had peeled back in a vicious grin. It was manic, a little crazy, much like the way Brianna smiled when she was pissed off. “Just you fucking wait.”

      She wasn’t safe from the Slasher, but he wasn’t safe from her either.

      Dana opened a suitcase she’d tucked behind clothes stolen from the couriers she’d killed. She kissed Penny’s hair, inhaled the traces of the blacksmith’s scent, and tucked the curls alongside six neat little vials of Garlic Shots.

      [image: ]

      Tormid received word of the attack on the police station less than an hour after it happened. Had he been a true Alpha, like the one in Northgate, he’d have likely known the instant that it happened. He’d have felt the poisoning within his pack, and maybe he’d even have been capable of responding to it before so many lives were lost.

      No matter how many times Tormid’s people called him an Alpha, though, he wasn’t an Alpha.

      So it took him an hour to find out about the attack.

      “How?” he asked.

      He was with another raven shifter, a childhood friend who’d followed him from Denmark. His name was Harald. Where Tormid was tall and fair, Harald was middling in every way, from his height to his feathers and his dull golden eyes. Normally the mirth dancing in his pupils made up for his plainness. There was no mirth in him now. “They must have gotten silver somewhere,” Harald said.

      “But we stopped them from buying it!” Tormid still had an entire crate of silver bars—enough silver to choke the Alpha herself, were he to desire it.

      “Who else would have poisoned us?” Harald asked. “It had to be a weapons test from the Paradisos.”

      Tormid couldn’t disagree. They’d known this was coming. Or at least, they should have. Achlys had put this kind of plan in motion long before she was betrayed and murdered. It was no surprise that the usurpers would take advantage of what she’d left behind.

      “I made a mistake, Harald,” Tormid said, striding along the sewers. His feet splashed in the muck. It was extra drippy in the sewers, even though the rain had quickly cleared; the torrent meant they’d be stewing for days before the low humidity dried everything out again. “I assumed that Achlys’s replacement would be money driven.”

      “So?”

      “So Mohinder clearly doesn’t care about money, or else he wouldn’t poison shifters,” Tormid said with all the patience he could muster.

      “We’re not the source of all the money here,” Harald said.

      “No, but who’s going to come to a Las Vegas with shifters attacking people unpredictably?”

      “It might be an allure, to be honest. Tourists are impressively stupid.”

      “But typically not suicidal. No. Mohinder doesn’t care about money. He’s driven by something else.” Tormid just couldn’t imagine what.

      Tormid had been with the Paradisos as long as Mohinder. Four years prior, Achlys had performed a membership drive, murdering any vampires who refused to swear fealty. Mohinder had been a free agent, and he’d joined Achlys without argument. It had confused Tormid at the time. Mohinder was obviously as powerful as Achlys. Where was the advantage in swearing fealty?

      Whatever was happening in Mohinder’s mind, Tormid had no clue. He’d never known.

      But he’d need to find out soon.

      “How many victims?” Tormid asked.

      The answer came from Baraek, a werewolf who’d transplanted from the Bay Area and was scurrying to keep up with them. “Three of ours were shot by the OPA.”

      Tormid bristled. “All dead?”

      “I couldn’t confirm it,” Baraek said. “Dario definitely died.”

      Dario Bellet had been their man inside the police. He was an officer of the law, and unlikely to have been poisoned by silver. “We’re fucked.”

      “I have good news,” Baraek said.

      “Throw it at me. I could use some good cheer.”

      “I caught a vampire for you to torture.”

      That was good news. Not that Tormid was much for the act of torture—it was more of a chore, really. He’d learned how to do it well from Achlys, but he’d never really warmed to the task.

      Keeping control as a non-Alpha wasn’t easy. It took a willingness to inflict pain that Tormid certainly possessed.

      That didn’t mean it was fun.

      Still. A vampire in Las Vegas meant a member of the Paradisos, and that meant getting information. It did cheer him up a little.

      Tormid detoured to his throne room—at least, what Harald jokingly called the throne room when he was in a better mood. There was nothing regal about the space where Tormid gathered his pack. They’d fitted a chair between a few pumps, filters, and heaters, and then they’d stuck risers up above so that packmates could watch. Everything still smelled like sewage.

      After rains, like the most recent downpour, Tormid had to wade through ankle-deep water the color of a dirty toilet bowl to reach his chair. It was not a throne room. Just the most spacious and convenient space to conduct business in the sewers.

      Today, that business would involve making a vampire weep, so maybe it would have been better to call it a torture room.

      Either way.

      “Bring him to me,” Tormid said, climbing carefully into his chair.

      “Her. It’s a lady-vampire.” Baraek put his index finger and thumb to his lips and exhaled. The whistle was sharp, echoing through the tunnels. “There’s not much fight in her. You’ll have to be careful.”

      The instant that Baraek’s friends dragged the female vampire into the room, Tormid realized exactly how stupid and wrong Baraek was.

      The woman that they were hauling into the throne room was tall, as far as females went, and she had a layer of fat over dense muscle. A well-trained body with mass like an Olympic body-builder. Her hair was white. Platinum white. It might have been spray-dyed another color, but she was plastered in so much crap that Tormid couldn’t tell what it used to be. She smelled like magic and metal.

      Tormid shot to his feet. “You morons! You didn’t tell me it was her!”

      All the reports he’d heard said that Dana McIntyre was dead.

      Permanently dead.

      Yet there was no mistaking the woman tossed into the puddle at his feet, even if she really didn’t seem to have any fight in her. She wasn’t struggling. She was barely even recognizable, since she’d stripped down to a sports bra and baggy shorts that exposed all her tattoos.

      “What’s wrong?” Baraek asked.

      Tormid realized he’d been backing up toward the wall. He forced himself to stop, hold his ground. He had to posture himself like an Alpha even if he wasn’t one. “Don’t you realize who that is?” Baraek hadn’t been there on the previous day that Dana McIntyre visited, but he still should have known.

      Everyone knew about this woman.

      But she wasn’t moving. She looked unconscious.

      “Should I just stake her?” Baraek asked as his friends rolled her over, tipping her head back so that her face wasn’t in the water. Her eyes were shut.

      Tormid said, “Grab a stake just in case.”

      And Dana’s eyes popped open.

      “How about we don’t?” she said, and she grinned.
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      The shifters closed in to restrain Dana.

      They were too slow. She’d already broken free of the zip ties that had been tethered so tightly around her wrists.

      She was on her feet instantly, soaked in sewer water, almost every inch of her colorless flesh exposed. Blood trickled down one wrist where the zip tie had cut into her. Tormid’s gaze fixed upon that point.

      “Hypocrisy,” he said.

      “Don’t worry,” Dana said. “That’s vampire blood. I’ve been busy.”

      Water splashed behind her. Shifters were trying to sneak up on her while she was focusing on Tormid.

      Dana whirled. The speed of her strike couldn’t quite keep up with the speed of her senses. Her muscles bulged, flexed, relaxed. Her elbow swung up above shoulder height. The shifter was slower, inching toward her, putting his face exactly where she wanted it.

      She snapped the bridge of his nose cleanly, ensuring that his shifter healing powers would need a few minutes to heal it.

      And then she was sweeping under him, sliding easily through the water, feet skidding on the mildew.

      Dana twisted around his legs. Hooked a foot behind his knee. Yanked hard.

      She had laughable amounts of time before the next werewolf dived at her. He must have thought he was being fast. He must have thought that he was going to surprise her.

      Cute. Very cute.

      She jumped at him, wrapped her arms around his trunk, slammed him into the wall.

      The fact that it felt like a slam even when Dana was running at hyper-super-vampire speed was devastating. It meant she caved in the concrete by several inches. It crumbled around her like snow, spattered with blood.

      Blood.

      Dana jerked back, staring wide-eyed at the blood that spilled from the shapeshifter. He’d cracked his head. It was coming from somewhere on his scalp. It smelled so fresh—so tangy. Dana’s stomach cramped with hunger.

      When she stumbled back, clutching at her belly, it was still in super-speed. She forgot to turn it down until she’d already hit the opposite wall, as far from the shifters as she could get.

      “Wait!” Tormid shouted.

      Dana clapped a hand to her mouth, sank to her knees.

      Her fangs had elongated. Same way that a man got a boner when he thought he was gonna get laid, her teeth got huge when she thought she was going to feed.

      She couldn’t feed off shifters. She wouldn’t.

      “Lithen to me, ath-hole,” Dana said, lisping around the teeth and through her fingers. She cringed. “Fuck. What the fuck ith happening with my mouf?”

      Tormid cawed a laugh. “Get the stake.” He held out a hand, and a moment later, one of his waxed shirtless buddies had handed him a weapon.

      “If you think you can get that anywhere near my heart, you’ve got another think coming,” Dana said, carefully avoiding words that would exaggerate her lisp. It was hard to negotiate with people when she sounded like fanged Elmer Fudd.

      “I’ve been a shifter longer than you’ve been a vampire. You don’t have a gods-damned clue what to do with your powers, even if you have figured out a flashy trick or two,” Tormid said.

      “They’re not ‘my people’,” Dana said.

      “Is Nissa one of your people?”

      Dana bared her teeth. “Ethpethially not Nitha.” Damn it. This wasn’t working. Dana took a few deep breaths, stretched out her mouth, spoke more carefully. “Look, Nissa did this to me. I was an idiot to think I could use her for help.”

      “Sounds like you’re edging toward an apology,” Tormid said.

      Fat chance of that happening. “Mohinder and Nissa are going to flood the system with silver. They’re going to kill all of you.”

      “They’ve already started,” Tormid said. “Several shifters came down with silver poisoning and attacked the police station today.”

      The police station? Dana tried to mask her alarm at the idea of Charmaine and Officer Jeffreys at the mercy of silver-crazed shifters. They would be fine—they were skilled at their jobs, as far as such things went, and Charmaine could heal almost anything other shifters threw at her.

      But Dana was falling behind. She’d hoped that all the vampires she’d been killing in the sewers lately would slow him down, but Mohinder had already started his plan. “I know how Mohinder is planning to distribute silver to make the rest of your pack go wild or drop dead,” Dana said. “I’ll tell you once you’ve agreed to help me stop him.”

      Tormid scoffed. “Help you? The Hunting Club?”

      “They won’t be involved.” She couldn’t let them see her like this. As far as they knew, Dana was already dead, and it was better that way. Easier than trying to say goodbye. Easier than going back into their arms, only to blow away on the wind as a pile of ash in a few days anyway.

      “You’re a liar,” Tormid said. “Why the fuck should we help you?” The vehemence in his words got the pack all excited. One of his guys threw his head back and howled. It echoed throughout the sewers.

      “I’m not asking you or giving you an option. You are going to help me.”

      Tormid sauntered forward. “Tell you what. If you can beat me in a fair fight, then I’ll help you. And if I win, I get to stake you.”

      Dana laughed. “You’d rather stake me than get my information on Mohinder?”

      “The world doesn’t orbit around you, McIntyre. You’re not the only person capable of holding this city together and you’re not the only person who can stop the bad guys. Prove to me you’re strong enough to be an asset, and you can stay.”

      “Fine, on one extra condition.” She cracked her knuckles. “I don’t want a fair fight. I want you to throw your whole pack at me. And when I’ve got you all weeping on the floor like babies, you’re going to do every gods-damned thing I say without questioning it.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, boss,” one of the shifters whispered to Tormid.

      But the raven shifter said, “Done.”
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      Dana had had worse ideas than fighting an entire pack of shifters at once, but not many.

      It might have been her most suicidal thought, though.

      On the bright side, if she was gonna die, getting torn apart by a bunch of oversized animals would be a pretty bad-ass way to go down.

      They gave her a minute. Set aside the wooden stake. Offered her clothes. Dana declined. She’d wrecked her jeans and shirt hours earlier slaughtering vampires; a freshly fed bloodless was awfully bloody when torn to pieces. Dana didn’t have modesty to protect and planned to wreck her clothes with shifter blood anyway. She might as well stay half-naked for the time being.

      “Can I get you a weapon?” Tormid asked.

      “Nah,” Dana said.

      And she punched him in the face.

      At least, she tried to punch him in the face.

      It turned out that Tormid expected dirty tricks from Dana. He turned to the side at the last moment and Dana kept going—too fast to stop. Her momentum carried her into the wall and embedded her fist wrist-deep into the concrete.

      That slowed her long enough for Tormid to swing for her kidneys.

      She delivered a donkey kick to his nuts.

      Tormid staggered and shouted. His cry of pain was enough to bring the rest of the pack in to attack, too.

      They weren’t as slow as they had been at first. They’d realized how fast Dana could move, and now they weren’t holding back in the slightest.

      She was swarmed.

      Dana felt the hands—they clutched at her shoulders, hips, neck. Trying to rip her apart. That was her guess, at least. She wasn’t going to let them apply pressure.

      She wrenched her fist out of the wall and took a huge chunk of concrete with it. Dana swung it around like a shot put and pulverized some guy’s head. “Fuck!” It was the only word he could get out before he splattered in the muck.

      He was replaced by another of Tormid’s men, who linebackered Dana into a pump. Spine hit metal. Metal bent before vampire bone. The pipe cracked open, fluid gushed out, and Dana saw it emerging like liquid diamond erupting from a copper vein. She ducked underneath it. Let the force of the blast throw the shifter backward.

      Dana cackled wildly as she leaped behind another pump, and another, keeping them between herself and the shifters. She was wedging herself into the narrow maintenance passage behind the equipment. Making sure the shifters could only come at her one at a time. Make it easier to pick them off.

      “I don’t know how you thought you could beat me!” she shouted into the room. It felt like she had to slow herself down to be understood, to keep from speaking a million words per minute. “I might be untrained, but I’m still better than all of you!”

      “McIntyre!”

      Dana zeroed in on Tormid, who hadn’t bothered trying to follow her into tight confines. He was a few feet away in knee-deep sludge. He was holding a knife.

      He slashed his own throat.

      It wasn’t a silver weapon, so the cut wouldn’t last. But it was deep enough that blood fountained over his chest.

      “Being an untrained vampire is more dangerous than you know,” Tormid said. The words bubbled in his shredded throat, squeezed out of his reddened face. The cut must have hurt. A lot. The fact that he showed pain only made the blood more tempting. It made Dana want to kill him.

      He dug the knife in again as soon as it began to heal. Fresh blood flowed.

      “Thit,” she said through her freshly elongated fangs.

      The smell of blood turned off her brain. Like it crowded out all those rational hunter thoughts and replaced them with nothing but raw adrenaline and need.

      It turned her stupid.

      So stupid, in fact, that Dana forgot Tormid wasn’t the only shifter she was facing down.

      Two of the others collided with her at the same time. Dana had trained in being pinned like this, arms twisted behind her back, and her instincts carried her through. She brought her legs up. She kicked them away harder than she’d intended. There was a lot of potential power in the dead springs of a vampire’s thighs; she was shocked to see them go flying.

      But not so shocked that she could stop obsessing over Tormid’s blood.

      He cut himself again. It dripped, a river down his front.

      It smelled like life.

      She was so hungry.

      Dana tore through the other shifters, backhanding them, elbowing them, sending them flying into pumps and walls. The way that the sewers shook made her think everything was going to come tumbling down. She couldn’t get control of herself, so she couldn’t even appreciate the slow-motion way that concrete dust showered around her, creating expanding circles on the water under her feet, tipping Tormid’s hair in white.

      She could only think about draining him.

      He opened his arms to her as she raced closer.

      “Come here,” Tormid said. “I know you want it.”

      She did want it.

      So badly that she almost didn’t realize he was holding the wooden stake again.

      Even when Dana caught a glimpse of it, she still didn’t give it any thought. She didn’t even think about how suspicious it was that Tormid would passively wait for a vampire to drink his blood.

      As she ran, her necklace bounced against her chest. It lifted briefly in front of her eyes. The triadist charm caught the light, and its mirrored surface shined the blood at her.

      You don’t want to drink from him.

      Dana’s soul balked.

      She stopped. Dug her heels in.

      “No,” Dana whispered.

      “What’s that you said?” Tormid still had the knife in his other hand. He drew it across his wrist, creating a crimson line of fresh blood that smelled like baseball-game hot dogs, a whole keg of beer, like Penny’s sweat when she’d been working in the forge. All those delicious, irresistible things that turned Dana to putty.

      Except this wasn’t Penny’s sweat or a good beer, but blood.

      Still, Dana took another step. And another.

      Then she gripped the triadist charm so hard that its edges dug into her palm and stopped. “No,” she said again, louder, more forcefully. Footsteps heralded another attack from the shifters. She elbowed the nearest of them in the face without looking back, then stuck out her leg to throw a second over her hip. She snarled at Tormid. “I’m not going to drink your fucking blood, you stupid bird!”

      He raised his voice. “The fight’s over. Stop.” He tossed both stake and knife aside.

      “What?” Dana asked. “That’s it?”

      “That’s it,” Tormid said. “You’re strong enough to work with me.”

      “I didn’t even get around to killing any of you.”

      “Exactly.” He wiped a hand down his neck, exposing clean, healed skin underneath. “You’re already stronger than half of the Paradisos without training. You can resist blood. And that means we can work together.”
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      After that, Dana finally got dressed. She stole a baggy pair of jeans from one of the shifters. Another shifter, Harald, donated an oversized tee. Dana looked extra butch dressed in men’s clothes, and had she not been vampire-pale, she’d have thought it was pretty sexy.

      “These pumps belong to the Paradisos,” Dana said, leading Tormid to the Gaslight Corp pumps she’d found last time that she was held captive by the shifters.

      Baraek sniffed the air. “Smells like snakeskin and human blood. Vampires have been here recently. Very recently.” He stooped onto the ground next to the pump, running his hand over the concrete. “The sewer water has washed much of it away, but there was blood here.”

      “I checked the water supply in the area after I spotted this shit,” Dana said. “This pump alone covers a couple blocks in the Fremont Street area.”

      “So this is what Mohinder is doing with the silver.” Tormid radiated fury, his golden eyes so hot on the pumps that it seemed like they should have caught fire. “He’s going to poison us all.”

      “Slow your roll,” Dana said. “I’m pretty sure that’s the plan, but if it is, he’ll need to poison a bigger geographic area to have a real impact. There must be more pumps. We need to find them. I’ve been trying to pick off his guys in my corners of the sewer, but—”

      “Your corners?” Harald asked.

      “I’ve been hanging out down here for days. I’ve claimed some spots as mine. Like this.” Dana fished around in a cubby behind the Gaslight Corp pumps. It must have looked like her arm was vanishing into the wall; she’d used a glamour to conceal the hole so that nobody would steal her supplies.

      When she pulled her hand out again, she was holding a sword.

      The shifters leaped back. “Whoa!”

      “I don’t smell you around here,” Tormid said.

      “I do, but the smell’s old,” Baraek said. “Days old.”

      “I’ve been here more recently than that. This morning, actually. You think a human hunter isn’t gonna have some tricks up her sleeve to make sure that she can’t be hunted back?” The only reason Dana had been able to keep on equal footing with preternaturals as a mundane was because of her resourcefulness.

      “Did you lure us here to kill us?” Tormid asked, turning his deadly glower on the sword. “Is this just an elaborate trick?”

      “Yes,” Dana deadpanned.

      She turned the sword around and buried it in her own gut.

      It didn’t cut.

      This was Wardbreaker—the magical blade that Penny had forged from such powerful enchantments that it had lost physical form. It looked like a normal sword. But the only tangible part of it was the hilt.

      “The blade can only cut magic,” Dana said with a mischievous grin, tugging the sword out of herself again. “That’s why these pumps are no longer enchanted. I cut through the protective wards with my blade this morning. If you guys wanna remove the pumps, be my guest—there’s no magic left to kill you.”

      “But Mohinder has enchanted the other pumps?” Tormid asked.

      Dana nodded. “I assume as much, but I haven’t been able to find them. That’s why I need your help.”

      Tormid turned to Harald and Baraek. “Get some of the other guys to help you sweep the city. Kill any vampire you see—except for Dana,” he added, almost as an afterthought. “Meet back at the throne room at midnight.”

      Dana snorted. “Throne room.”

      “I know,” Tormid said, rolling his eyes as his men loped away. “I haven’t forgiven you for siding with Nissa, McIntyre. I hope you know that I can’t ever trust you again.”

      “Full honesty: I haven’t forgiven myself either. And I’m not gonna trust myself again either. Next time I get the urge to be nice to someone, I’ll kick that urge in the nuts.”

      “Speaking of kicks to the nuts…” Tormid shot her an especially venomous look. He hadn’t forgotten what Dana did to him in the fight. Apparently slitting one’s throat was cool, but getting a boot to the junk wasn’t.

      Dana returned his expression with a blank stare. “All’s fair in forging alliances and ball-busting.”

      “These violent delights have violent ends,” Tormid said. “You’ll never make real friends with this attitude. No matter how many enemies you kill, how many lives you save, and how many cities you protect, you’ll always be alone as long as you remain a class-A bitch.”

      “How sad, boo-hoo, I weep for my loneliness,” Dana said. “Now let’s talk Vampire Vegas. It’s opening tonight, don’t you know?”

      “I know,” Tormid said. “Even if I hadn’t heard Mohinder talking about it for years, I would know. The advertisement washes down here and clogs up the drains. If that’s how much they’ve spent promoting it, I can only imagine the security spend. Mohinder probably expects me to rally against him. I’m not risking my pack like that.”

      “Don’t be a wuss,” Dana said. “Don’t you think Vampire Vegas looks fun? There’s gonna be that dance floor with the bubble pool, that big fish tank, all those liquid decorations…all those vampires shriveling away into permanent death…” She fished around in her sports bra and pulled out one of the vials of Garlic Shot. “You wanna be my date to the party? No hetero.”

      Tormid burst out laughing. “You have a way with words, McIntyre. All right. Let’s go to Vampire Vegas.”
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      “Dana is alive.” Penny announced this with all the certainty of someone who had witnessed the resurrection of Lazarus himself.

      Charmaine was slightly more skeptical.

      “Look, I can see why you’d think that, but…” Gods, how was Charmaine supposed to go about telling a widow that her estranged wife wasn’t alive under any circumstances? She was undead at the best. And undead wasn’t good where Dana McIntyre was concerned.

      Charmaine had spent the whole ride back to Holy Nights Cathedral trying to think of how she was going to handle this conversation with Penny. Anthony had warned her that the Hunting Club was going through some serious “Elvis lives” stuff with Dana. Tinfoil hats abounded, especially since the Garlic Shots had gone missing.

      “I know how it sounds,” Penny said, sitting on the pew next to Charmaine. “You must think I’m crazy or naïve or—”

      “You’ve got good reason to think that,” Charmaine said.

      Penny perked up again. “Right. And so I’ve been looking for this book—it’s an ebook, actually, and it was never published officially—which was written by someone who claims that they were a vampire before Genesis.”

      “A vampire before Genesis? Really?” Charmaine hadn’t thought there was any such thing.

      “I can’t prove that they are who they say they are, but I did get the book,” Penny said. “The book is real even if the vampire isn’t, and it has theories about curing vampirism. Did you know that they get more than just energy from blood? They get everything—a little bit of everything that the victim ate, what medicine they take—”

      “Penny.”

      “So if a vampire drinks from someone who’s had enough apotropaics, like garlic, then it can sometimes poison the vampire who drinks. It made me think: if the Garlic Shot is deadly to full-blooded vampires, what would it do filtered through the blood of a human? We could experiment with it. We might still be able to turn Dana human again. So if—”

      “Penny, just because we suspect Dana’s not gone doesn’t mean we can find her,” Charmaine said. “Not if she doesn’t want to be found.”

      Penny just set her shoulders with a determined slant. “The police have resources the Hunting Club doesn’t. You have trackers that even we can’t use! If she’s using contraband magic, then you’ll be able to see it.”

      “Normally I would.” Charmaine sighed, leaning back in the pew. Was it her imagination, or were the gods on the mural scowling at her? “The problem is that…” Oh fuck, it was hard to admit it, even with someone who was as good a friend as Penny. “My office has been taken over by the undersecretary of the OPA. I can’t set foot in that building without asking his permission first.”

      Penny wilted. “Oh. The OPA are here.” The arrival of the OPA was grim news for Penny. Whether Dana was still a blood virgin or had gone to the dark side, the OPA setting up Vegas for a daylighting would be fatal.

      Penny was trembling, like she might start crying. “But there might still be a cure. There’s still hope.”

      Charmaine put her arm around the orc. It felt kind of silly, trying to comfort a woman so much bigger. It was like attempting to reassure a boulder. “We can’t be sure Dana’s still out there. There are alternative explanations for what could have happened to the Garlic Shots and Wardbreaker. Don’t you think Dana would have contacted you by now if she were alive?”

      “Not if what Nissa Royal said was true. If Dana had drunk blood…if she’d turned…” Her face fell into her hands. “Dana wouldn’t want me to see her like that. And not only can we not use police resources to track her, the OPA is going to light up the city and kill her for sure.”

      “The OPA is still trying to decide if such drastic measures are necessary. I promise you, Penny, I’m working my ass off to keep control of the city as best I can.” But she sure as hell felt like a failure now, knowing that Cèsar Hawke would be sitting at her desk right at that moment, pretending to be a nice guy while he was pillaging her department.

      “We might have another way to find Dana.” This announcement came from Anthony. He’d just emerged from the catacombs with Brother Marshall. Standing in the cathedral, bathed in the light that shined through the stained-glass windows, Anthony Morales looked like an angel come to deliver them.

      “I’m listening,” Charmaine said.

      “Nobody’s importing iron to the area anymore, so it stands to reason that the Paradisos got everything they needed there. Right?” Lincoln ambled over, handing Penny a tablet with a shipping ledger on its screen. “They must not have gotten enough silver yet because there’s been at least two thefts of silver from local medical centers in the last two days. I reckon that when the shifters interrupted the supply chain, the Paradisos needed to get a lot more.”

      “Simple math says that they wouldn’t have gotten enough from two medical centers alone,” Anthony said. “Hell, they wouldn’t get enough from ten. So they’ll need even more.”

      Penny swiped through the pages, and Charmaine leaned around her elbow to look. “That’s a manifest for OPA supplies shipped from Los Angeles,” Charmaine said.

      “They brought lots of silver bullets with them,” Lincoln said. “Ain’t nowhere else they can get silver from, especially since Tormid’s smart enough to have gotten whatever he stole destroyed. This might be the last chance to pick up silver before the region’s daylighted.”

      It was a compelling enough argument for Charmaine, and the truck with the supplies was due to arrive within the hour. “I’m willing to risk ticking off the undersecretary to check on the shipment. Not sure I can get invitations for any Hunting Club members, though.” Even if she could have, she wouldn’t. Not when word was already getting around that she gave them too much favorable treatment.

      Anthony grabbed his hydraulic staking machine from the table by the pulpit. There were a few other weapons there too, many of which were surely illegal and which Charmaine pretended not to see. He grinned as he slung Buffy over his shoulder. “Who said we were going to ask for invitations?”
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      Charmaine didn’t roll up to the receiving bay with her sirens screeching, though she was tempted. Las Vegas traffic was nasty. The fourth time she got cut off, she started fantasizing about flipping the switch for the sirens to watch traffic part like the Red Sea.

      “Now’s the time if it ever is,” Anthony said. He’d caught her longing gaze.

      “Vaguely suspected theft of department resources doesn’t qualify as an emergency,” Charmaine said. “I lecture my boys about being irresponsible with the sirens. Have to set a good example.”

      They pulled off the freeway at one of the LVMPD’s office buildings, where they had the biggest loading bay. That was where they received the big equipment. Everything that the OPA needed in order to function in Las Vegas wasn’t individually big, but collectively, the manifests showed that they’d be expecting a dozen semis.

      Daylighting a city wasn’t easy, it turned out.

      “Now, depending on what we find here, we’ll have to be subtle about investigating.” Charmaine rolled down her window, leaned out, and swiped her badge for the gate. “It can’t look like an investigation at all, in fact, or else I’m going to catch shit for bringing you around. Got it?”

      “You’re saying no Buffy, huh?” Anthony asked.

      “No Buffy,” she said.

      There were indeed a dozen semis at shipping and receiving. Charmaine counted them twice through the window just to make sure everything was there.

      The pilot driver was inspecting his drone fleet one at a time, checking off each item on a digital manifest under the supervision of LVMPD officers Charmaine didn’t recognize. It was a laconic day—partly cloudy and warm, but not as hot as Vegas liked to get—and the relaxed weather seemed to translate to relaxed workers. They were chatting. Taking their time with inspections.

      After seeing the victims who’d been killed over iron previously, Charmaine had expected to show up and find the whole place drenched in blood.

      She got out, strolled toward the semis. “Hey!” Charmaine called to the guys, waving over her head.

      She might not have recognized the cops, but they recognized the police chief. All hints of casualness vanished as they snapped to attention. “We didn’t know you’d be here,” said the man on the left, Shearwater.

      “I’m expecting some new targets for the shooting range,” Charmaine said, which was true. What wasn’t true was the next part. “Forgot that today was the day these were gonna show up.” She nodded toward the big black trucks. Like everything that the Office of Preternatural Affairs owned, they were an absolute shade of matte black. “Everything’s intact?”

      “Looks like it,” said the trucker, heading to the next vehicle in the line.

      “You know, uh…” Shearwater scratched the back of his neck. Looked uncomfortable. “The undersecretary asked us to keep an eye on this. He told us we’re not supposed to let anyone near until his agents arrive.”

      “Sure.” She eyed the manifest over the trucker’s shoulder. He hadn’t gotten to the semi with the silver bullets in it yet.

      “Anyone,” Shearwater said.

      Anyone including the chief of police, who wasn’t Undersecretary Hawke’s favorite person. “I was just heading up to the main building anyway,” Charmaine said. It didn’t look like there was anything worthy of her attention happening. Brother Marshall’s suspicions were just that—suspicions—and Anthony wasn’t going to get to exercise Buffy.

      Charmaine was halfway to her car when she heard the shout of surprise.

      The trucker had rolled open the rear door on his semi. It stood open so that she could see into its depths.

      There was blood inside the truck.

      A lot of it.

      And absolutely no boxes of bullets.
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      “I’m not saying that I think it’s your fault,” Undersecretary Cèsar Hawke said. “I just think it’s convenient that you were on site with a Hunting Club associate before anybody knew anything was stolen.”

      “Like I said before, I was expecting a shipment of my own.” Charmaine didn’t like feeling as though she were a suspect getting interrogated. And she really didn’t like how quickly the laconic day had evaporated.

      The OPA agents arrived with another summer thunderstorm on their bumpers. It didn’t smell like rain, which was worrying; in Nevada, lightning had a habit of generating impressive wildfires that even pyrokinetic witches couldn’t control.

      Uncontrollable wildfires, uncontrollable OPA. Seemed about right.

      “Was Mr. Morales expecting a shipment?” Cèsar was wearing mirrored sunglasses that made his mood impossible to read, and he was writing down everything that Charmaine said on a Steno pad.

      “Nope, I wasn’t here for me.” Anthony slung his arm around Charmaine’s shoulders. “We were just stopping here on the way to dinner. That said, I’ve got clearance to go anywhere most cops can. You can check the Hunting Club’s permits in the database.”

      Charmaine tensed. She shot a sideways look at Anthony. Either he didn’t notice her reaction, or he was pretending not to.

      Cèsar clicked his pen, stuck it in the front pocket of his shirt. His eyebrows arched over the frames of his sunglasses. “All righty then. Let’s see if we can’t figure out what happened.”

      Sergeant Fillmore had been supervising the team crawling over the scene. Charmaine would have liked to be in there with gloves and evidence bags, but she knew better than to push her luck. Playing tug-of-war with someone who had more political clout would be a fast track to humiliating herself. Undersecretary Hawke had ultimate authority. She didn’t want to tempt him to use it.

      “The blood is from Eichmann,” reported Sergeant Fillmore.

      Cèsar loosed a string of colorful curse words.

      “Hey, watch the language,” Anthony said. “You know we’ve got a Swear Jar in these parts?”

      He patted down his pockets. “Swear Jar, huh? The wife’s threatened to implement one of those ever since our house got filled with the pitter-patter of little feet. She also likes to threaten to scrub my mouth out with soap. Here you go.” He’d managed to find a crumpled five-dollar bill and dropped it into Anthony’s waiting hand before turning back to Sergeant Fillmore. “You’re sure it’s Eichmann?”

      “Yes, but the volume’s low enough that he might not be dead,” Sergeant Fillmore said.

      “Get a search going ASAP.” Cèsar glared into the back of the truck, arms folded across his chest. Witches were collecting the blood to prepare a tracking ritual. “You know, she’d really do it.”

      “Who’d do what?” Charmaine asked.

      “Scrub my mouth out with soap. Wife says I’m a bad influence. I’ve never been good at following rules, especially ones like, ‘Don’t use four-letter words around your crotchfruit,’ and, ‘Keep a close eye on that police chief, she sounds like trouble.’ That second one came from Fritz—the secretary of the OPA—not from my wife. She doesn’t know you exist.”

      Charmaine couldn’t decide if he was joking or not. She decided the safest reaction was to laugh uneasily.

      “How did you know this would get stolen, Chief Villanueva?” Cèsar asked.

      “It was a hunch,” she said. “Someone in the area has been stealing illegal metals for months.”

      “Uh-huh. Sounds like a pretty good ‘hunch.’ You got a hunch where that stuff might have ended up?”

      “Yes, but our type of hunches don’t suffice as probable cause in front of a judge, especially when one’s hunches leads you straight to the baddest vampire in the ‘hood,” Anthony said. Charmaine appreciated the fact he didn’t say Mohinder’s name. She could deal with being viewed as biased in favor of the Hunting Club, but throw in bias against the local vampires, and she’d be jobless in minutes.

      Cèsar nodded his understanding. “You know I can’t do anything without evidence, no matter how much I want to.” But the way the undersecretary was glaring at the bloody truck made her think that he really, really wanted to break more rules. “I shouldn’t have sent Eichmann alone. He was a good guy. Smart.” He sighed. “Fuck this job.”

      “Swear Jar,” Anthony said.

      Cèsar gave him another five.

      They followed him to talk to the trucker.

      “I swear to the gods, I’ve got no clue how that could have happened,” the trucker was saying to the detective who interviewed him. “Check the footage. Check the data! Nothing happened!”

      “Clearly something did happen.” Cèsar dismissed Detective Reyes, then shook the trucker’s hand. “Undersecretary Hawke. I’m with the Office of Preternatural Affairs. You’d be surprised how many unbelievable thefts I’ve seen. It’s amazing what magic can do! Wipe camera footage, slip a whole lot of MacBook Pros out of a store without anyone at the Genius Bar noticing… Not that I’ve got experience with that.”

      “Seems like you need a much firmer hand than one holding soap,” Anthony muttered.

      “It’s just not possible,” the trucker said. “Spells that tamper with stuff like that take time. I mean, in order for someone to have stolen our shipment—that specific part of the shipment, not even the whole thing—without any of us noticing… Even magic’s not that good. I’d know. My sisters are witches.”

      “Could have been careful telekinesis,” Anthony said.

      “Yeah, the X-Men definitely could have stolen my stuff.” The trucker was obviously joking. Anthony was not. Charmaine had a file on Mohinder that was inches thick, and one of the items on the first page specified that he was telekinetic.

      “Where there’s a will…” Cèsar scratched his chin, leaning around to sniff the air by the truck. “Yeah, I don’t think it was magic. You’re good to go for now. Stick around town in case we have more questions.”

      With the trucker dismissed and an experienced team of OPA agents combing the scene, Charmaine felt disjointed, disconnected.

      Even the undersecretary’s attention was soon diverted. He was more interested in his tablet than her. He was looking over the footage. Despite his friendly tone, Charmaine doubted that he’d appreciate having her looking at it, too.

      After all, he was supposed to keep a close eye on her.

      “We need to talk, Undersecretary Hawke,” Charmaine said.

      “No titles, remember?” he asked. “And go ahead. I’m listening.”

      “I understand that my department colors outside the lines sometimes, and I understand that it puts you in a difficult place. But I can be an asset on this case. The OPA’s vampire experts still don’t have as much experience as the average guy in my office, and you won’t get volunteers to offer that expertise if you don’t give us some slack.”

      He didn’t look up from the tablet. “You mean give you some slack.”

      “I can tell you whom to talk to in the department. Give you guidance.”

      “I’d appreciate that, but it doesn’t change the fact I have to keep you at arm’s length from this. You’re under investigation. Nothing personal, Chief.”

      “You’re telling me you don’t want my help on this investigation,” Charmaine said, just to make sure she understood.

      “Not directly,” Cèsar said. “In case I’m not being clear, you are expressly prohibited from investigating this theft. I need you to take two weeks’ paid leave, in fact. Stay in town, but maybe visit a spa?”

      Charmaine had no patience for his patronizing bullshit. Stay home? Go to a spa? She was the chief of police, for fuck’s sake. “I’ll write up a report for you from home.”

      He finally lowered the tablet to smile at her. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” Cèsar was still shockingly attractive. This was the first time she’d seen him standing in direct sunlight, too. Las Vegas’s thin atmosphere and harsh lighting was doing favors for his skin. He seemed to sparkle.

      She excused herself. Anthony took a moment longer to say goodbye; he seemed eager to shoot the shit with Cèsar before they left. She was already in the driver’s seat of her car by the time he finished patting the undersecretary on the back and laughing.

      But when Anthony climbed into her passenger’s seat, he rolled his eyes and said, “Fucking fairy.”

      She lifted her eyebrows at him. She’d never heard un-ironic homophobia from Hunting Club associates before. “Excuse me?”

      “You didn’t see it? The guy’s got sidhe blood,” Anthony said. “Come on, pull out of here before he realizes what I did.”

      Her heart leaped again, this time with something more similar to excitement than dread. “What did you do?” She paced herself on the way to the gate. Speeding would make them look guilty.

      Anthony pulled a laptop out of the duffel bag he’d brought along with Buffy, and he showed a chip to Charmaine before plugging it in to the port on his laptop. “I might have duplicated the footage and data from the drone fleet.”

      “That’s illegal tech,” she said.

      “Illegal, unethical—such negative words.” He grinned at her. “I prefer to call it creative tech.”

      Letting him get away with that behavior was the exact kind of thing that had gotten her department seized by the OPA. She felt seven kinds of queasy.

      Charmaine suppressed the urge to clap Anthony in cuffs instantly.

      She loved justice. You didn’t get far in a career as a law enforcement officer if you didn’t. But sometimes the system got so busy following the rules that bad guys slipped through the cracks, and it took people like Anthony Morales to bring them to justice.

      If she wasn’t going to be a police chief, she might as well still save her city.

      Dana would have liked it that way.

      “Where are we going?” Charmaine asked as Anthony skimmed the footage.

      “Give me a second to figure out what happened.” He typed rapidly. “Or have Dionne figure it out. She’s on right now, and that girl has a great set of eyes for picking up aberrations in security footage. For now, let’s head to the Lodge.”

      Charmaine gunned it onto the freeway. “Thanks for trying to cover for me back there.”

      “Hey, I didn’t give you a choice but to let me tag along,” he said. “It’s the least I could do.”

      “The way I remember it was that I asked you to work more with the department. So it’s all on me.” This was Charmaine’s fault. She was the one with bad conduct, she was the one who was going to be punished by Cèsar, and she was responsible for Anthony’s behavior.

      “We can play the blame game later. Dionne already spotted something.” He pressed a button, and Charmaine risked a glance at the laptop screen. It didn’t look like footage pulled off of the undersecretary’s tablet.

      “Is that traffic camera footage? You guys aren’t supposed to have that.”

      “Then no, it’s definitely not traffic-camera footage. But Dionne saw a pickup chasing the OPA’s drone fleet when it came into town on the not-traffic cameras, and it peeled away with one more warm body than it had approached with. See?”

      Anthony showed her the footage. It was the kind of traffic footage with biometric screening that could count people in the car. It was usually utilized for issuing tickets to people who tried to use the carpool lane without carpooling.

      He was right. One minute, there were two people in the vehicle. Then there were three.

      “Is that pickup big enough for everything that was stolen from the semi?” Charmaine asked.

      He checked the manifest. “All the silver bullets. Bet you’ll find everything else flung around the desert later, discarded. Trying to obfuscate what they were really stealing.”

      “Where’d the pickup go?”

      Anthony’s fingers flew across the keyboard again. “You’re not going to be surprised by the answer.”

      “Judex?”

      “Vampire Vegas,” he said grimly. “And it’s opening night.”
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      Halfway across town, in an air-conditioned and windowless basement club, an OPA agent spilled to the floor at Nissa Royal’s feet. “What’s this?” she asked, nudging him with a toe.

      “It’s a sidhe I picked up at the same time as the silver bullets,” Mohinder said. “You haven’t tried sidhe blood yet. It’s a treat. You’ll like it.”

      In the lights from Vampire Vegas, the agent looked unremarkable. Almost human. Were it not for the unnatural symmetry of his features and his impressive build, she wouldn’t have guessed he was sidhe.

      Mohinder had brought him to the club on opening night so that Nissa could have a sip. She stared down at the unconscious agent, unsure if she was feeling anxiety or if she was picking up something from the sidhe’s dreams.

      Nissa had felt like she’d had a hangover ever since she finished reading the Fremont Slasher’s files. She’d read them all the way through three times, start to finish, again and again. There were no new details for her to absorb the third time through. There was no flashing sign that said, “This is all about your sire.” But she hadn’t been able to pry herself away from those documents, those victim profiles.

      The anxiety might have been hers.

      Gods, it was hard to tell the difference.

      “Where’d you find a sidhe in Vegas?” Nissa asked, tilting her head to study his features. He didn’t look anything like Shawn Wyn, who’d been blue-toned in flesh and hair. This one was more earth tones. Very beautiful in a very different way.

      “He’s an OPA agent,” Mohinder said.

      “So you’re trying to poke the tiger deliberately.”

      “I don’t care if the ‘tiger’ feels ‘poked’ at this point. We won’t have to worry about anything from the OPA in a few more hours.” Mohinder turned to another vampire. “Take him upstairs.”

      Nissa didn’t look up to see which of his servants was taking care of the sidhe. She was still staring at the floor for several long seconds after the sidhe’s unconscious body had been relocated, watching the way that the club’s lights slithered over the black flooring.

      A hand touched her chin. Lifted her face.

      Her sire surveyed her features, his expression as unreadable as Nissa’s own emotions. “Everything is ready,” he said after a moment. “We’re about to win a victory that nobody can take away from us. We’ll have thousands of feeders under our roof, along with all Paradisos, and we’ll be untouchable by the OPA.”

      It didn’t feel like a victory.

      But she turned to take in the sight of the club. She had worked hard with Mohinder on Vampire Vegas in the last few months—hardest of all in the last couple weeks—and it really was a win for both of them. For the entire murder.

      Human minds pressed against hers from outside the building. Those minds belonged to thousands of mortals who wanted to experience the newest casino on the Strip. The bouncers wouldn’t be allowing people inside based upon how attractive they were—rather, based upon how good their blood smelled.

      Once the witching hour hit, all those delicious victims would be drugged and shoved into secondhand kennels from the City of Dis.

      The OPA could daylight bomb the whole city and the Paradisos wouldn’t need to care.

      Nissa wondered if Mohinder had encouraged the bouncers to look for mousy girls with curly hair.

      “We don’t want to be down here with the masses when the doors open.” Mohinder offered his elbow to her. “Coming?”

      “Yeah,” she said, curling her fingers around his arm. “I’m coming.”

      Mohinder had created a special office that looked down upon Vampire Vegas from on high, like a foreman watching the pigs milling around on his farm. It was chic, sleek, and smelled of expensive scotch. Thick walls muffled everything so that they couldn’t hear music in the club, even though it must have been playing based upon the lighting down on the floor.

      Those thick walls also meant nobody would hear it if there were screams inside the office, Nissa realized.

      It wasn’t enough to shield her psychic abilities, though.

      The doors to Vampire Vegas opened. People entered, and the excitement spilled over her. It was a torrent of joy. Half of them were already drunk.

      Look at that fish tank.

      Oh my gods, the pool! The bubble pool!

      Spiky chairs? This is so creepy. I fucking love it.

      A lot of idiots in the crowd, too.

      “Any threats?” Mohinder asked, strolling over to stand beside Nissa, gazing down at the floor as people filed into the club in small groups.

      “Not among the mortals. It’ll take me longer to adjust to ‘hear’ what preternaturals are thinking.” She smiled when she noticed a towering drag queen entering the room. “Is that…?”

      “Wenda the Wicked, yes,” he said. “I’m also expecting visits from the all-vampire male revue. We have one hell of a night planned.”

      “How’d you get those guys?” Nissa had gotten a quote on how much it cost to hire them, and it had been too high.

      “They aren’t here to perform. I ordered them to come as the new master of the Paradisos. Also, I promised that they’d get to try every one of my delights before anyone else.” With that last word came coiling, slithering self-satisfaction. Mohinder had made a playground for vampires that Achlys would never have allowed. And now he was going to enjoy watching everyone experiencing the gift he’d given them.

      It felt like a gift now. But once they were trapped in Near Dark, it was going to feel like a prison for everyone involved. Wouldn’t it?

      “I’m hungry,” Nissa said.

      Mohinder’s servant had left the sidhe victim on the couch. The agent’s glamour had been stripped away. Now he looked like the beautiful, pristine subject of a classic painting. His skin had no visible pores, no blemishes. His hair was sleek. She was certain that no matter how close she looked, she would find no split ends.

      Nissa had spent a lot of time gazing at Shawn Wyn noting similar details. There was nothing special about this particular sidhe. All of their breed were like that.

      She traced her fingers over his forehead. In his dreamless unconsciousness, there was nothing to read. His mind was as impenetrable as Mohinder’s.

      “What do sidhe dream about?” she wondered aloud.

      “They dream of their faerie queen riding within an empty hazelnut with spider legs for spokes,” he said. “Their lovers dream of love, and their soldiers dream of blood spilled, and when they’re bad they get to be plagued by dreams of syphilis. Their insides are as magical as their outsides.” Mohinder took her hand, guiding her to sit on the couch. “What do you dream about?”

      She stroked the ruby strands of hair off of the sidhe’s copper forehead. His skin felt like silk. “I don’t dream. What about you?”

      “I dream of pigs,” he said.

      Nissa looked up when metal jangled. Mohinder had pulled his claws out of his pocket. She’d seen him use them before without giving them much thought; melodramatic weapons weren’t uncommon among vampires. But now she looked at them again.

      Each of the claws was jointed so that they would bend along with Mohinder’s long fingers. The sharpened tips were inches long.

      “Bacon, as a matter of fact,” Mohinder said.

      His fingers flashed.

      Nissa jerked back, but not quickly enough to avoid the emerald blood splattering her shirt.

      “Drink,” he said.

      He didn’t have to urge her. Nissa’s entire body was consumed by hunger as soon as she smelled it.

      The sidhe’s blood smelled the way that their magic felt: like the tiniest worms twisting on the fingertip of a child, entire barrels of potent liquors, and the money that men wasted on Las Vegas’s green fields of tables. The giddiness of it all. The heady illusion of magic.

      Nissa might not have dreamed before, but she knew what she’d be dreaming about now. If it weren’t the files about the Fremont Slasher, it would be about this. A faerie’s blood.

      She wished, belatedly, that she’d licked up Shawn Wyn’s shattered skull after Dana broke it open for her. His blood had been sapphire but smelled like sun-warmed watermelon.

      “Drink,” Mohinder said again, and she barely heard him.

      With an arm underneath the sidhe’s shoulders, she lifted him, bowed her head, and drank.

      When she latched on, Nissa was flooded by dreams.

      She could see the Summer Court in this faerie’s mind. Its vast fields of emerald hairs, murky forests filled with the silvery bodies of unicorns, the queen’s sprawling beachside palace.

      The places within Nissa’s mind were so much darker.

      Blood brought power, and power brought memories.

      Four years earlier, Nissa had slammed against the pavement on Fremont Street. She had felt the crushing weight of a hand on her throat and seen the glimmer of metal as claws raked over her face. Metal joints chimed when they moved. She’d felt it more than heard it, deafened by music pulsing over the street.

      Nissa was inside of a glass box, cowering in her underwear, given little more space than a chicken at a battery farm. The legs curled underneath her were green-toned and muscular. She looked up and saw the Slasher coming for her. Arriving to lap at her fresh blood.

      Mohinder was watching Nissa drink from the sidhe.

      Dana was saving Nissa from this glass box, her face contorted into lines of rage.

      Nissa lifted her mouth from the sidhe’s throat and reality snapped back into place with a dizzying lurch. The blood rapidly cooled on her lips, chilled in the air conditioning. She could almost hear the music in the club. From that angle, she could see that Wenda the Wicked had gotten onto the bar, and her mouth was open in a noiseless shout as she sprayed faerie liquor over the excited crowd.

      Soon those mortals would thin out. There were so many that nobody was likely to notice a few picked off, shoved into boxes in Mohinder’s underground human-meat factory.

      He knew what he was doing. It wasn’t his first time.

      “Why did you stop?” Mohinder asked.

      Nissa had just been drinking, but her mouth felt parched. “Why me?”

      “I thought I’d treat my fledgling, like I said.”

      “No.” She met his eyes, crimson against crimson. “I mean…four years ago. You didn’t treat me like the victims who came before. You changed me instead of holding me captive.”

      Mohinder looked surprised. He really hadn’t realized until that moment that Nissa knew the truth about him, but now that he did, he recovered quickly. He almost looked pleased. “I had watched you for hours. I watched the way you watched the world, and I knew that you saw humans the way I do. You’re not one of the pigs. You’re a butcher.”

      That calm, cool analysis turned Nissa’s blood to ice.

      She had never butchered anyone before. She wasn’t like the Fremont Slasher.

      For fuck’s sake, she had taken four years to work up the nerve to kill a human even after she had a good excuse.

      Was she different?

      Mohinder settled onto the couch beside her. Even seated, his presence was enormous. He was a black hole at the bottom of a grave consuming all light.

      “You watched me,” Nissa said.

      He nodded, tracing his fingers along the sidhe’s veins, almost like he was petting their victim. “I watched all of them for a while to decide which ones I wanted.”

      “But nobody looked at me,” she said. “Nobody ever noticed me. I was invisible.”

      “Not to me,” Mohinder said.

      Ice turned to blossoms of warmth.

      Gods, Mohinder was different too. Different from all men that Nissa had known. Different from any other vampire she’d ever met.

      He was different from Dana McIntyre as well. She was a cold bitch who killed everyone she decided to kill.

      But Mohinder wanted to kill.

      It was a nuanced difference, but one that lifted him above all others that Nissa had admired. He was so much better than Shawn. And much better than Achlys, too. The last master hadn’t seen Nissa; she’d only seen herself, and her own regrets, and she’d misjudged Nissa based upon that vanity.

      Mohinder saw Nissa. He saw that she was like him.

      The deadliest serial killer Las Vegas had ever known had seen Nissa, and he’d chosen her.

      “I want to do it,” Nissa said. “Share blood. Bond us as master and fledgling.”

      Mohinder registered as much emotion as he usually did, which was to say, none at all. That was why his mind was so impenetrable. Not because he was a vampire, but because he was a sociopath.

      He slid closer to Nissa on the couch, lifting his arm so that she could nestle underneath. The sidhe stretched across their laps.

      “Let me,” Mohinder said, arranging the limbs of the OPA agent so that it was comfortable for both of them. He tilted the agent’s head. A light press of his fingers on the back of Nissa’s skull urged her mouth down toward the sidhe’s throat again, and she rested her lips upon his weak pulse point. “Good. Like that.”

      And then he lowered his mouth to the sidhe’s shoulder, only a few inches from Nissa. She glimpsed a flash of fangs just like hers when he opened his mouth.

      They bit at the same time.

      They drank.

      When she sank into the depths of the sidhe’s mind, Mohinder was already there, in curls of black smoke and in the hollowed hazelnut chariot and in the forests slaughtering the queen’s unicorns. He drank from the sidhe and let traces of his venom linger in the veins. Nissa could taste its familiar bitterness. She knew Mohinder’s venom the way that a baby knew its mother’s milk.

      She was losing herself into Mohinder’s black infinity.

      It was an endless place without emotion. Without soul. It was somewhere that a god resided, and Mohinder knew that he belonged there. He was better than everyone who shared the universe with him.

      This world crawled with pigs. Cattle. Farm animals stewing in the dirt, bleating in their cages, soiled by their own filth. Mohinder was not cruel, not exactly. But he deserved this world and they didn’t.

      Nissa was like him.

      He loved her in the only way that Mohinder knew how, because he loved himself like that too.

      The sidhe’s skin was losing temperature against Nissa’s mouth. She had to suck harder to draw blood out of him. It took almost an hour to drain a human completely when only one vampire fed; two vampires were much faster, especially since Mohinder was master. It was easy to withdraw once the blood no longer flowed. Nissa shoved the sidhe away, and he crumpled to the floor in a pile of lightless limbs, no longer glimmering with internal light.

      Nissa gasped and panted, struggling to breathe.

      She wanted to breathe.

      Spreading her hands in front of her, she stared at the gemlike glow of her colorless flesh. Her veins raced with electric blue.

      “Gods,” Nissa wheezed.

      Mohinder tipped her head back with a knuckle under her chin, gazing down at her with satisfaction. “I told you it’s a treat.” His head dipped—he was going to kiss her. Or so she thought for one wild, confused instant. Then his tongue lapped along the corner of her mouth, sucking up the last drops of blood.

      If he had wanted her in that moment, he could have had her. Nissa felt alive in a way that she’d never felt alive before, not even when she’d been mortal, and it was because of him. He had given it to her. She would give him anything he demanded.

      But he only licked the blood away, and then he stood, removed the claws, dropped them into his pocket.

      He took a large jug from the bottom drawer of his desk. It was unlabeled, but she knew that it held a cocktail of diluted silver nitrate and iron. Nissa had been there when he mixed it the first time. The amount of metals in the water was minimal—enough to sicken shifters and sidhe without having them go crazy, like at the police station, and without killing anyone.

      “I’ll begin distributing this shortly,” he said. “The doors will close in an hour, once we’re at peak capacity. And then…” Mohinder wasn’t the smiling type, but he smiled now. “Take a look around. Peruse the people who have come into our club, and pick a few humans you’ll want to keep for us exclusively. They don’t have to look like you. I don’t adhere to a type as strictly anymore.” So casual about it, as though it were normal to have a profile for one’s victims.

      “Why did you like them like that, anyway?” Nissa had read so many theories. She wanted to know which was true.

      He flashed a brief smile at her. “Why do you think?”

      Mohinder strolled away.

      Nissa sat alone with the body for a moment, her eyes shut tightly, fists clenched. She could feel the sidhe’s blood inside of her. She still tasted the Summer Court and all of its magic—the warm sunlight, so much gentler than that in Las Vegas, and the kiss of salty air.

      She no longer felt fear when she remembered Mohinder slamming her to the alleyway behind Fremont Street.

      When she rose to her feet, she was strong and smooth. She could listen to every single mortal mind. It was easy to pick the voices apart, to select their thoughts.

      Nissa gazed down at Vampire Vegas and knew that she could compel every last one of those humans to kill. To hurt themselves. To turn giddiness to violence. She could do anything because she was so powerful—a god among mortals, a butcher among pigs.

      And then she saw it. A face lit by the lights within the enormous fish tank.

      Someone stood on the other side of the aquarium, like a ghost beyond the delicate coral and the bubbles that flowed from within shells. A jellyfish flitted across the tank to momentarily obscure her. But when the writhing, delicate veil of tentacles passed, she was still there.

      Nissa pressed both of her hands to the window, staring down with her heart pounding. It beat more strongly than she’d ever felt before.

      She reached out for the mind that she knew was waiting for her.

      Dana? Is that you?

      And she heard the response, crystal clear.

      Come and get me.
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      Charmaine wasn’t the most feminine of women as a matter of practicality. As law enforcement, there were regulations that she couldn’t escape even when she was off the job. She could only paint her fingernails in neutral colors. She kept her hair off the collar. Her makeup was always minimal. And that was fine.

      It also meant that she only owned one dress appropriate for Las Vegas’s nightlife. She’d gotten it for the rare occasion that Brianna and Penny invited her out for a girls’ night. But how often did she have time for that? She couldn’t remember the last time they’d gone dancing together. It had been years, for certain. She was surprised that she could still fit into her quintessential little black dress, since years of hard workouts at the police gym had given her thighs like Tina Turner.

      But Charmaine did manage to squeeze into the dress. She dusted off her only pair of pumps, which were cherry red and made her over six feet tall. Charmaine felt a little bit stupid dressing up after so much time working a desk job in slacks and blouses, but she’d have felt even stupider trying to wear business-appropriate clothes to Vampire Vegas.

      “The question is, where do I hide you?” she muttered at her handgun. The thigh holster was so clunky that it made her feel like she was walking around in a diaper. Her belt holster would have bulged weirdly under the dress, too.

      So probably no gun.

      No wooden stakes either. The vampires would smell them coming from miles away.

      It was the lack of weapons rather than the dress that made her feel naked heading back out to the car, where Anthony Morales was stretched out on the hood to wait. He was smoking a cigarette while watching the sunset. As a man, he had put no effort or anxiety into getting ready to infiltrate a club’s opening. He wore a white tank and khakis.

      “I didn’t know you smoke,” Charmaine said.

      Anthony surveyed the smoldering tip of his cigarette. “I don’t do it often. Reminds me of an old friend when I feel lonely.” He glanced over at her, then did a double take and sat up. “Suddenly I’m not feeling lonely. Damn, Charmaine.”

      “I couldn’t figure out where to put a gun,” she said.

      “I’ve got enough to share.” He leaped off the hood, stomped out the cigarette. “The Hunting Club’s got tricks to sneak weapons anywhere.”

      “If it’s illegal, don’t tell me.”

      Charmaine got into the driver’s seat, acutely aware that Anthony was shooting looks at her on the drive all the way to the Strip. She probably shouldn’t have felt so pleased about that. It was bad enough to think of Hunting Club associates as friends—even family, as far as Dana and Penny were concerned—but there was no way in conflict of interest hell that she could date one of them.

      Unfortunately, this was not a date. Charmaine Villanueva was ignoring the restriction that Cèsar Hawke set to hunt down evidence that the vampires were exactly as bad as Dana McIntyre thought.

      The fact that it happened to involve getting dressed up like a sexy spy was not terrible.

      Charmaine felt good all the way to the Strip, and even while she was parking the car. Then she got to the sidewalk outside of the Paradisos’s new casino, and she didn’t feel good anymore.

      “Good gods,” she said. “That’s longer than the lines at a Beyoncé concert.”

      Anthony jumped up on his toes to look over the heads of the crowd. He wasn’t short, but he was shorter than Charmaine in heels, and she had to smother a chuckle. “What?”

      She straightened her face. “Nothing. We didn’t consider the fact that we might not be able to go into Vampire Vegas to find evidence based on its popularity, though.”

      “Where there’s a will…” Anthony put a hand on her back, walking her into the street and to the head of the line where the bouncers were screening people. “Hey there. I’m Anthony Morales with the Hunting Club. I want inside.”

      The vampire at the door looked between them. “You’re with…the Hunting Club?”

      “What the hell are you doing?” Charmaine hissed at Anthony.

      “Bet you fifty bucks that this guy’s gonna call up to his boss and let us in,” Anthony whispered back. Indeed, the bouncer had pressed a button on his microphone and was muttering at that moment.

      “You’re really so confident that your worst enemies are going to let you into their club that you’ll put fifty dollars on the line?” She glanced at the queue. It stretched all the way around the block, and Vegas blocks were long. Charmaine didn’t want to wait that long. “You’re on. Fifty dollars.”

      “Get your wallet out, baby,” Anthony said.

      She didn’t have a chance. The bouncer had already dropped his mic, unclipped the velvet rope, and stepped aside. “Come in. No cover.”

      Anthony grinned at Charmaine and headed in.

      Vampire Vegas was everything the advertisements had claimed it would be. Charmaine’s coyote senses went wild with the flood of information: all those dry snakeskin scents indicating vampires, the heady perfume of shifter pheromones, the adrenaline from the humans.

      The beast inside of her didn’t like how crowded it was. Unlike werewolves, coyote shifters were loners, disinterested in packs and uncomfortable in groups. But battling her instincts in social settings was no worse than in professional ones. There was some comfort in the emotionless paranoia of a coyote now. After all, she’d just walked into a club where she didn’t belong, with the blessing of a vampire master, and without telling Cèsar.

      “Well?” Anthony prompted, holding a hand out. “You lost. Pay up.”

      Charmaine spread her hands wide. “Where do you think I’d have put a wallet in this dress?”

      “I could look for it,” he suggested, and then he looked horrified, clapping a hand over his mouth. “Sorry, Chief. Habit.”

      She tried to hold back a smile. “Apology accepted. I’ll pay you when we get back to the car. For now, you’re buying me a drink.”

      The space between the entrance and the bar was enough time for Charmaine to survey the setting with her eyes rather than her nose. The room met fire codes. She knew that because she’d looked up the permits, secretly hoping to find something that could shut Vampire Vegas down. There were adequate entrances, enough fire extinguishers, wide staircases.

      The staircases led upstairs. From there, Charmaine couldn’t tell if the second story met fire codes. She suspected they would. Damn.

      Still, the club was a police officer’s nightmare. Dark, crowded, noisy. Should an incident happen, the hundreds of witnesses would be incapable of relating useful information. The only thing they would remember was the drag queen up on the stage, laughing riotously as she performed a burlesque-style tease. Or they might remember the impressively colorful fish in that enormous aquarium.

      Charmaine was so absorbed in looking at that aquarium, in fact, that she didn’t look where she was walking.

      She bumped into a tall man.

      “Excuse me,” she said reflexively, looking up.

      And there he was.

      Mohinder.

      Competitor for Mayor of Las Vegas, new master of the Paradisos, probably the guy who had killed an OPA agent.

      He wasn’t looking at Charmaine. He was much more interested in her companion. “I’m surprised to see you here,” Mohinder said. “But pleased. Thank you for coming, Mr. Morales.” He extended a hand, and Anthony shook it. The muscles in their forearms flexed, bulged. Sweat popped out on Anthony’s forehead. Getting into an arm-wrestling match with a vampire was such a bad idea.

      When Mohinder released him, Anthony’s hand was red.

      “You did send me an invitation,” Anthony said.

      “I invited all of the Hunting Club,” Mohinder said. “I thought it might be helpful for you to see the enormous economic benefit that the Paradisos are conferring upon the community, especially now that I’m in charge.”

      He wasn’t even looking at Charmaine when he spoke.

      She glanced over at the nearest reflective surface—a mirror between plush leather couches. Her hair tumbled softly into her face even though it still didn’t brush her collar. The bright-red lipstick emphasized her mouth, whereas she normally went nude-toned at work. With the heels and short skirt, she looked like she was mostly made of legs.

      Mohinder didn’t realize that Anthony’s companion was the chief of police.

      Charmaine was so used to identifying people by scent that she forgot others used sight. Vampires relied on it heavily. And apparently Mohinder was kind of sexist, since he’d glanced at Charmaine, seen the lips and legs, and disregarded her as unworthy of further attention.

      “Well, I love a good party.” Anthony was smiling, slouching, obviously making an effort to look relaxed. But his shoulders had gone tight. “Everyone else is working tonight.”

      “There shouldn’t be much for the Hunting Club to do now that I’m in control. Soon, perhaps, none of you will have any jobs at all.”

      “In a perfect world, none of us would have to fight vampires,” Anthony said.

      “I can’t do anything about the world,” Mohinder said. “But I’ve done an amazing job with Vampire Vegas. I hope you enjoy everything it has to offer tonight. Don’t miss the bubble pool. If you’ll excuse me…”

      He drifted away into the crowd, and Charmaine felt like she only managed to breathe once he was gone. “He didn’t recognize you,” Anthony said, drawing Charmaine to a nearby bar-height table.

      She wiggled onto the stool. “How could he recognize me? He didn’t even look at me.”

      “Good for us. Hey, you still want a drink?”

      He flagged down a waiter, and before she could blink, there were two beers on the table between them. Anthony had gotten Pacifico—her favorite. How did he know? But she wasn’t feeling very thirsty. In fact, looking around at how many vulnerable citizens were in Vampire Vegas, she was feeling nauseous.

      “There’s a lot of shifters in here,” she said. “And we know that Mohinder has enough silver bullets for all of them.”

      “He won’t use them like that. Silver’s got more economical uses.” Anthony took a long drink.

      “Then what’s the plan?” Charmaine asked.

      Anthony looked confused. “Plan?”

      “You must have a plan other than sitting here to enjoy Wenda the Wicked shaking her boobs.”

      “Sure. You’re going to figure out where the silver bullets went so we’ve got evidence against the Paradisos.”

      “While you watch a drag queen?”

      “It’s not like Mohinder’s gonna let me go wandering around in back now that he knows I’m here. Naw, I’m going to make a distraction so that you can do your work.”

      “Good. That works.” She tossed back the Pacifico. “Nobody makes distractions as good as the Hunting Club.”

      “And tonight it’s all for your benefit,” Anthony said. “Shit. I hope that this party’s still going after you find evidence.”

      “Why?” Charmaine asked.

      “I’m thinking I should talk the police chief into dancing with me,” he said.

      She was still gaping after him when he disappeared into the crowd, finding a vampire to pick a fight with.

      [image: ]

      As promised, Anthony made a distraction. By the time it happened, Charmaine was too far away to make out details. She could only tell that Anthony bumped into someone, and then words were exchanged. The words quickly turned to shouts. That was what happened when a Hunting Club associate bumped into a Paradisos vampire—they were incapable of coexisting politely.

      Tonight, it was more convenience than trouble. It might spawn paperwork for someone, but not Charmaine. She was off the clock.

      The shouting spread throughout the club. Wenda the Wicked started yelling into her microphone, wagging her finger at people. There wasn’t a single pair of eyes on Charmaine as she headed up the stairs to Mohinder’s office.

      She nudged the door open and peered inside.

      Charmaine expected to be caught by Mohinder. Or Nissa. Or one of his many other vampires. But the room was empty and dark—so much quieter than the rest of the club.

      Adrenaline raced through her body as she slid into the room. She planned to spend less than a minute inside; it was unlikely that Mohinder would have evidence there. He’d be storing the silver bullets elsewhere. But she was hoping to find key cards or anything else to make her search easier.

      She walked so briskly toward his desk that she didn’t notice the body until she tripped over it.

      Charmaine hit the ground on all fours, twisting to look at what had made her fall. She couldn’t make immediate sense of the body in the darkness. She had to piece together the shape of the clothing he wore based upon the hints of luminous copper skin that were left exposed. Short sleeves, slacks, a collared shirt that had been torn open to expose his throat…

      And his throat.

      There were bite marks on both sides.

      She checked him for a pulse, but she knew he was dead the instant skin brushed skin. The missing OPA agent was a sidhe. Agent Eichmann was dead, and he had been killed by vampires.

      Mohinder was too smart to leave a body out. Charmaine had never found evidence of wrongdoing on his part before, to the degree that she’d almost believed Mohinder’s protests of innocence.

      Except now there was a body.

      Charmaine hadn’t had enough room to hide a firearm or a wallet, but she’d still crammed her cell phone in her cleavage. She took close pictures of the body, and then distant pictures to set the scene. To orient Cèsar Hawke to what had happened.

      When it had been a matter of looking for silver bullets, Charmaine had been happy to do everything in secrecy without OPA endorsement. This was different. This was a body, and the fact she’d found any body at all was a terrible sign. It either meant she was about to get caught by a cleanup crew or that Mohinder didn’t plan on needing a cleanup crew.

      Charmaine had already spent too long in his office.

      She still fell upon his desk, shuffling through the drawers, searching for any indication of where the bullets might be hidden.

      Instead, Charmaine found plans for the Hoover Dam.

      “The dam?” she muttered, flipping through the papers in his pen drawer. There had been updates made to the dam to preserve its integrity in recent years, but it remained a major source of electricity for the region. These plans were printed on actual, physical papers. The plans themselves might have predated Genesis.

      Charmaine took a few more snaps then began drafting a message to Cèsar. She couldn’t wait to deliver this information more gently. There was no time.

      It seemed like she wasn’t going to have time to dance with Anthony, either.

      Gods, she wanted that dance.

      “Damn dam,” she sighed, shooting a dirty look at her phone’s pictures.

      The reception in the casino was terrible. It was rare these days; most areas had repeaters to ensure that wi-fi coverage was complete. But that was probably deliberate on the vampires’ part. A way to disconnect their visitors from the outside world.

      Charmaine needed to get outside to send the pictures.

      She hurried toward the door, stepping carefully around Agent Eichmann.

      “Leaving so soon?”

      Her head snapped up.

      Mohinder stood in the doorway, arms folded, and silver claws tipping the fingers of his right hand.
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      The bubble party had started by the time Nissa got downstairs. The waterproof area took up most of the floor between all the spike-backed chairs, mirrors, and leather couches, with only a low rim to contain the majority of the foam. There was enough room for most of the dancers to wade into the pool, get soaked by the bubbles. It was supposed to be sexy. It was supposed to conceal the dancers’ activities so they felt like they could really go wild. Part of the dangerous allure of the vampire club.

      Mostly, for the moment, it served as a thorough distraction.

      That meant Nissa had something close to privacy when she approached the aquarium. Her curly-haired reflection grew in size until it was almost as big as the vision of Dana on the other side. Their eyes lined up. Two pairs of crimson eyes.

      Dana had changed into a full-blooded vampire after all.

      A laugh rose in Nissa’s throat. Not that the situation was funny. It wasn’t. There was nothing funny about Dana’s presence at Vampire Vegas, since, if she was there, it meant that people were going to get killed in ways that Mohinder didn’t intend.

      But Penny had said that Dana wouldn’t turn into a vampire for Nissa. Said that Nissa didn’t know her at all.

      Penny had been wrong.

      Dana had changed for Nissa…and she had come back to her, too.

      “You look good,” Nissa said through the tank. There was no chance that Dana would be able to hear the words through two layers of thick glass, many thousands of gallons of water, and the veil of shimmering silver fish. Nissa projected the words with her mind so that she’d be sure Dana understood the meaning.

      The waves coming off of Dana were angry—the same anger that had drawn Nissa toward her in the first place. “I look dead.” Dana’s lips moved. Nissa wasn’t sure if she could actually make out her voice over the thumping music or if she was reading Dana’s mind. The effect was the same.

      “You are dead,” Nissa said. “We’re both dead. But you’re back.”

      “That’s because I’m going to kill you,” Dana said matter-of-factly. “Couldn’t die until I finished what I should have done weeks ago.”

      Heat rippled within Nissa. She glanced over her shoulder at the bubble pool to conceal her cheeks, flushed with blood from the sidhe. She was probably blushing in shades of copper.

      Lights flashed through the bubbles, almost like a proper rave. The mingling humans, shifters, and vampires reminded Nissa quite a lot of the clownfish and jellies within the tank. So many pretty colors. So few important thoughts in their pretty little heads. So much delicious meat waiting to be roasted on a skewer.

      In less than an hour now, the doors would close, Mohinder’s special cocktail would kick in, and they’d start dragging bodies downstairs.

      Nissa regained control of her expression and turned back to Dana. “You’re a vampire now, but you still want to obliterate your kind.”

      “They’re not my kind,” Dana said.

      “Oh, no?” Nissa asked. “I think you’re in denial. You wouldn’t still be here if you thought vampires were that bad. In fact, I think you find being a vampire pleasant. Don’t you?”

      “You’re insane,” Dana said.

      Nissa’s consciousness brushed along Dana’s, breathing it in. She glimpsed Melissa and Shannon’s faces in Dana’s memory too. And for one brief, brilliant instant, Nissa felt Dana’s teeth sinking into Maximillian’s throat. “It’s useful being a vampire, isn’t it? It has a lot of utility. So much easier to fight with vampires when you’re equally fast and strong.”

      Nissa stepped along the tank, letting her fingers trail along a line of coral, her nail teasing the glass where a suckerfish’s mouth was latched. She was chased by so many tiny fish that it looked like curtains flapping in a springtime wind.

      “I’m not sticking around because I like this,” Dana said. How was it possible that her angry heat wasn’t setting the aquarium to boil? “I’m not like them!”

      “I agree. We’re not like them. I know who’s been killing Mohinder’s people in the sewers.”

      “You admit that those are Mohinder’s people acting on his orders, then,” Dana said.

      Nissa smiled. “Does it matter if I admit it? Are you going to report me to the police?”

      “No point in trying that now.” Dana was drifting too, following her along the tank, mirroring Nissa with predatory strides. “This is something the law can’t do for me.”

      “You’ve always been above the law. And above them.” Nissa flung her hand toward the rest of the club. The dancing, writhing bodies lost in mindless pleasure in the bubble pool. Hips rocking to the music, shoulders rolling. Councilmen, clubbers, vampires, packmates, anyone and everyone who thought that they mattered in this stupid little surface playground.

      “The gods put me on this Earth to protect people like them,” Dana said. She gripped a chain around her neck. That triadist charm dangled underneath her fist, catching the orange reflection of a tropical fish.

      “None of them are going to matter soon,” Nissa said. “The police won’t either.”

      “Because you’re doing something to Las Vegas’s water,” Dana said. “Is it tonight that you’re going to poison the whole county? Just save your friends and patrons who are inside of Vampire Vegas?”

      “So close but so far.” Nissa stopped before reaching the edge of the enormous aquarium. Dana stopped, too. They were framed on the right by a jagged ridge of rock, where starfish and crabs alike had made their homes.

      Kelp swayed between them. Dana’s pale-blue face, Nissa’s ghostly reflection. The glass pulsed subtly in time with the bass.

      “Be honest,” Nissa said. “Why are you still here?”

      “You’re the last thing on my bucket list,” Dana growled.

      Nissa pressed a palm to her heart. It was pounding. “Tell me how you want to kill me.”

      “Doesn’t matter so long as you end up dead.”

      “You’ve thought about it more than that. I bet you’ve been fantasizing.” Nissa extended her mind’s reach, spreading it over Dana like a web. She pressed the weight of her willpower upon it. “Tell me how you want me to die.”

      She put the full force of her psychic abilities behind those words.

      Tell me.

      Dana’s willpower bucked against hers.

      Nissa pressed both of her palms against the glass, blocking out every bit of sensory input. She tuned out the music. The sound of her own beating heart. The shouting, the laughing. She ignored the warmth of Vampire Vegas and the play of its lights. Nissa stood in a void, and there was nobody there except for Dana. No fish tank between them.

      Just two vampires.

      She was startled by the enormity of Dana’s willpower pressing against hers. Nissa’s psychic abilities were master-level, but whatever was rattling around inside the bone cage of Dana’s skull was impenetrable. Her rage was as much a shield as Mohinder’s emotionlessness. Inside her mind, Dana was a behemoth, a true leviathan of vampiric power.

      She hadn’t even begun to tap into her potential as a master vampire.

      “Gods,” Nissa whispered as she traced her mind around Dana’s form. “We’re both masters.”

      “Never.”

      She sought the cracks in Dana’s strength. “Do you think Penny would take you back like this?”

      With the question, Nissa projected images of Penny at the Gantry warehouse. Penny’s pain, Penny’s tears, the way Penny had been shaking with grief.

      And that broke Dana.

      Nissa’s willpower punched through Dana’s guards. She took hold.

      Dana pressed a hand against the glass of the aquarium to steady herself physically.

      Tell me how you want to kill me, Nissa said.

      Then she saw it.

      All of it.

      She saw Dana pinning her to the floor, felt the wooden stake in her chest.

      Simultaneously, she felt herself chained to a wall, just like the draugr had been. She felt a feathery blade worming its way between the slats of her ribcage to obliterate her heart.

      Nissa felt Dana’s hands close on her head—one on her jaw, one on the back of her skull—and yank. She felt the tendons stretch to their utmost maximum, and the discs tearing, and the shredding of the nerves within.

      A thousand deaths. All at Dana’s hands.

      Nissa’s whole body was trembling, her knees locked together, forehead pressed to the glass as she struggled to remain upright. Her ears were ringing. Even if she hadn’t been hyper-focused on Dana, she wouldn’t have been able to hear what song was playing anymore.

      Come to me, Nissa whispered desperately into Dana’s mind. Let’s make these dreams come true.

      You can die whenever you’re ready, Dana responded, equally silent.

      It took Nissa a moment to realize that she heard screaming.

      It wasn’t that her skull was ringing, or that choirs of angels had come from the sky to bless her reunion with Dana.

      Those screams were coming from the bubble pool.

      Nissa’s internal clock signaled that it hadn’t yet been an hour, so Mohinder’s pump shouldn’t have released the toxins into the supply yet. They weren’t ready for lockdown. A lot of vampires wouldn’t even be inside the facilities yet.

      Yet people were already screaming.

      Nissa peeled herself away from the tank—away from the vision of Dana on the other side—and she faced the bubble pool. The wrong people were suffering inside. Not the humans destined to be kenneled, but other vampires from the Paradisos.

      They were dying in the most painful way that Nissa had ever seen a vampire die.

      Muscles shrinking, drying out.

      Faces shriveling.

      Skin flaking away like parchment.

      This was the exact way that Achlys had died when Nissa injected the Garlic Shot into her spine.

      Someone had gotten to Mohinder’s pump downstairs with Garlic Shots.

      Dana said, “You don’t think I arrived at the party without research, do you? Here’s a pro-tip: When your murder basement’s wards are designed to hold out non-vampires, any vampires will be able to get down there. Also, you guys need to change your passwords. Tormid can still get in the system. Suck on Garlic Shots, assholes.”

      Emotion crashed over Nissa.

      She’d been wide open to attack Dana, and now her walls had been blown away, leaving her vulnerable to the dozens of vampire deaths in the bubble pool.

      Nissa was drying out. Losing every drop of blood that she had ever absorbed, her energy wrung from her skin like an orange in the juicer. She was assailed by apotropaics until every atom within her body had caught fire.

      This was what the vampires in the bubble pool felt.

      Mohinder. Help us, Mohinder. Nissa clawed for her sire. It should have been easy to reach him. She was at the peak of her power, drunk off of sidhe blood that she had shared with him, and their hearts beat in unison.

      His mind was nowhere. He was gone—or at least distracted.

      She whirled, but Dana was no longer on the other side of the tank.

      The huntress had rounded the aquarium.

      Dana’s hands clamped on Nissa’s shoulders, and she moved so fast that it left even Nissa breathless. Nissa didn’t have time to react before she was slammed into the aquarium. The glass groaned at Nissa’s back, cracking. Her vision blurred.

      “Gods,” she gasped.

      Dana’s elbow dug into her throat. The hunter was panting on Nissa’s face, and the breath was room temperature, borne from lungs that didn’t flow with blood. She hadn’t fed since Nissa changed her. At least not on humans. “Tell me where the rest of Mohinder’s sewer pumps are! Tormid couldn’t find them, but they’ve gotta be there!”

      Nissa’s fingers curled in Dana’s shirt, even as she struggled to free herself. The glass was cracking faster. It sounded like the ice on a frozen lake breaking in a clear night. “I’m not going to make this easy on you.”

      It wasn’t a hollow threat. Nissa was stretching out her mental powers for other Paradisos—those who weren’t exposed to the pool. Most of them were upstairs in the windowless tower, preparing their new habitats. They were minutes of walking and elevator rides away. Urien and Nunziatina were downstairs. They’d get there first.

      Dana McIntyre is here. Neutralize her.

      G-forces wrenched Nissa away from the tank. She was suddenly slammed into a wall of alcohol bottles. The glass showered around her, and it felt like she was soaring through starlight with Dana, drenched in the sticky-sweet scent of margaritas.

      Nissa slammed into the aquarium a second time. Glass cracked. It was inches thick, but the weight of the water in the tank was too much once its integrity was weakened.

      Dana McIntyre was so fast.

      “Master vampire,” Nissa said breathlessly. “Definitely. Amazing.”

      “Where are the other pumps?” Dana asked again, ever focused, always a machine.

      “There are no other pumps.”

      “Don’t fucking lie to me!” She slammed Nissa into the tank again, harder.

      Water began spraying from one of the cracks. It shot out as fast as bullets, propelling the spray all the way across the floor.

      Urien had been rushing over to help Nissa. The water hit him in the chest. As he flew backward, he shriveled, and his mind raked over Nissa’s. He registered pure pain—the same pain as the vampires in the pool.

      Which was when Nissa realized that the Garlic Shots weren’t just in the pool, but in all of Vampire Vegas’s water supply.

      They were bracketed by deadly sprays of brine. A few inches to either side and they’d both be dead, just like all the vampires in the pool. It might take longer to kill them since they were masters. She was certain it would kill them sooner or later, though.

      What if Mohinder got sprayed?

      “Let me go!” Nissa commanded.

      At the same time, she issued the order mentally. Let me go.

      But Dana had battened down the hatches. She was too hard to penetrate. Nissa felt like she was slashing claws over smooth metal, leaving little more than white lines.

      It was always easier to get into a mind wracked by emotion.

      “Why aren’t you killing me?” Nissa asked, squirming inside Dana’s grip. “If you really came back to make sure I died, all you need to do is push me a little bit to the left. Do it, Dana. Kill me.”

      Dana’s jaw was clenched so tightly Nissa could almost hear her teeth grinding.

      “You still want to redeem me because I’m a victim of the Fremont Slasher,” Nissa said. Her voice wasn’t above a whisper now. Their faces were so close that they could hear each other despite all the screaming. “There’s nothing to redeem. I know who the Slasher is. He’s alive. I love him.”

      Shock hit Dana like a hot poker to the forehead, lancing through their empathic bond. “I know he’s alive. But who—”

      “Mohinder,” Nissa said. “He’s been up front and center this whole time, and you missed him.” She tried not to relish it, tried not to feel so damn smug.

      But how could she do anything but cherish the waves of emotion rolling off of Dana?

      The hunter’s feelings were knotted up, tangling and writhing like squirming little worms. Nissa could feel Dana’s disbelief, annoyance, and white-hot rage the way she felt the aquarium at her back.

      For the first time, Dana had such loud emotions that Nissa could hear her thoughts almost as clearly as a mortal’s.

      It left a chasm in Dana’s mental defenses.

      Nissa reached into Dana, wrapped her fist around her brain, shut off her impulse to fight back.

      Relax, Nissa roared into Dana’s mind.

      The huntress’s eyes went blank.

      It wouldn’t last long.

      Nissa shoved again, and this time, Dana lost footing. The world slowed down as Nissa accelerated to preternatural vampire speed. More jets erupted from the aquarium. Sprayed across Vampire Vegas. Bubbles in the pool popped slowly, shrinking to nothing, leaving dehydrated vampire flesh behind. Liquor dribbled from the broken shelves.

      Humans clawed at each other to try to reach the exits first—even though the exit doors were shut, sealed, locking everyone inside.

      Dana’s eyes rolled into the back of her head.

      Nissa swept Dana off of her feet, carrying her through the club, toward the stairs. She ducked under one jet of water, leaped over a puddle of fluid spilled from the pool. They couldn’t touch any of it. Not even a drop.

      Halfway to the stairs, Dana snapped out of Nissa’s thrall.

      Her mouth formed an oh of surprise, brows lowering in anger.

      And she hurled her sword.

      It flipped end over end, spiraling through the air to strike the aquarium. Dana had great aim. It hit the exact point where Nissa’s body had created a dense array of cracks.

      The aquarium exploded.
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      Charmaine wasn’t sure how long she stood there, staring at Mohinder. It could have been hours.

      Then his hand closed around her wrist. He looked at her fist clutching the cell phone—now locked. There was no way for him to see the pictures taken of the body behind his couch. It didn’t matter at that point. Charmaine had been caught in his office. The body was visible from the doorway. She knew the truth about him, and she couldn’t deny it.

      Mohinder released her hand. “They already notified you?”

      She was silent for a moment, thinking fast.

      Who notified me? Of what?

      “I’m impressed,” he went on when she didn’t respond. “I only hung up with them a minute ago. They said it would take a unit ten minutes to get here.” Mohinder must have called the police. He thought they’d passed the information on so that she could do something about…whatever he’d called about. “I assume the EMTs are next?” The body. He’d called to report the body.

      “I’d expect an ambulance to be here before my unit,” Charmaine said. Her phone buzzed in her hand. Her eyes flicked down. It was dispatch—the department was calling to notify her of Mohinder’s problem. She dismissed the call before Mohinder could see it. “Do you want to tell me what happened here?”

      “I found the body like that when I first came into my office tonight,” Mohinder said. “Whoever killed this agent must be mine—a Paradisos vampire. Only someone who works at Vampire Vegas could have wiped my surveillance footage and deposited a body without tripping my security system.”

      Fingers of doubt curled in Charmaine’s belly. Mohinder hadn’t hidden the body because—he claimed—it wasn’t a body he had produced.

      It was very possible.

      She had no evidence to the contrary, she realized. She’d just seen the body and made assumptions.

      Why?

      Because the Hunting Club had told her Mohinder was dangerous?

      “We need to wait in the hallway until the team gets here.” She took a step forward.

      Mohinder stepped in front of her.

      “I saw you here earlier,” he said, gaze sweeping down her dress. Her hair fluttered in a sweep of invisible energy that felt almost like wind, even though they were in a closed room. It exposed her soft throat. She reached up to cover it reflexively. “You were with Mr. Morales. I didn’t recognize you.”

      “I couldn’t resist the urge to see Vampire Vegas in person,” she said neutrally, forcing herself to lower her hand. “Good thing I was here for this. Now I’m going to have to ask you to—”

      “Stop.” His silver-clawed hand waved. She felt as though a hand pushed her back. “Vampires can’t smell lies the way that werewolves can, Chief Villanueva. But we can see blood and you can read a person’s mood by changes of speed in the heart rate. Do you know what your heart is doing?”

      Adrenaline had her heart going about a mile a minute. Even so, she felt calm and clear-headed. This wasn’t the first time she’d been cornered by a vampire. Even one as powerful as Mohinder. He couldn’t inflict any wound that she couldn’t heal unless he had silver and she didn’t smell silver on his gauntlet.

      Except…

      Her nostrils flared. She sniffed the air.

      Charmaine did smell a little silver, very faintly. Not as though it was on Mohinder, or even in his office, but like the smell was drifting through a vent in the wall.

      The silver bullets?

      “I won’t ask again, sir,” Charmaine said. “Step aside.”

      His gaze traveled over her again. Mostly over her throat, the inside of her wrist, briefly upon her thigh where the femoral rested. Mohinder couldn’t seem to decide if he wanted to obey her or declare open war.

      The screaming kept him from needing to make a decision.

      His head snapped up, and he bolted out the door to look down the stairs. Charmaine observed the chaos through the windows. People were thrashing in the bubble pool, and it looked literally like all Hell had broken loose. She remembered the Breaking, when the City of Dis had spilled onto America with thousands of demons. These shriveled, blackened vampires looked like they came from the infernal realms.

      Charmaine saw an opportunity to escape Mohinder—a gap in the door behind him. She bolted.

      “Hey!” shouted Mohinder. His hand swept at her back as she passed, but he was too slow to grab a coyote shifter, even in her human form.

      Charmaine made it down the hallway.

      It was endless and black and empty. The screaming from the crowd echoed around her, rattling as though she were in a bell that someone had just rung. She knew what dying sounded like. Those people back there were dying. Permanently.

      “Charmaine!”

      Hands gripped her arms.

      “Fuck!” She jumped and swung a hard right hook.

      Her knuckles connected with Anthony’s face. He slammed into a wall, eyes unfocused in the dimness of the hallway. “Holy shit, Charmaine, it’s just me. It’s Anthony.”

      “Sorry! I thought you were Mohinder.” She shook out her fist. He had a hard face. “He killed Agent Eichmann. I saw the body in his office—got pictures. Can’t get a signal through to the undersecretary.”

      Anthony absorbed this information surprisingly well, considering he wobbled when he stood up. “We won’t get a signal in this direction.”

      “I smell silver too,” she said.

      “Oh man.” He grabbed her by the arm and yanked her down the hall—away from Mohinder, toward the silver stink.

      “What were you doing back here?” Charmaine paused long enough to kick off her shoes, then kept running. It put her level with Anthony’s height. “I thought you were going to create a distraction for a while.”

      “I did it as long as I could,” he said. “It worked too well. I went into hiding so a werewolf wouldn’t smear me against the wall.”

      The hallway turned, led into an elevator. They jumped through its waiting doors. The buttons went down a dozen basement levels. Anthony punched the lowest button, and the elevator gave a menacing chime as it shifted into movement.

      “So you didn’t see the vampires dying?” Charmaine asked.

      Anthony’s gaze sharpened on her. “Dying? How?”

      “All the ones in the bubble pool looked like they were…shriveling.”

      “Gods,” he breathed. “It sounds like—”

      The elevator chimed again. The doors opened.

      There was a cavernous bunker on the other side filled with cages. A lot of cages. It looked like videos that Charmaine had seen of factory farms before Genesis—back when pigs had been permitted to be packed into tiny crates where they couldn’t stand or turn around or even get out of their own shit.

      But the animals in those cages weren’t animals at all.

      They were humans.

      When Charmaine stepped out of the elevator, Anthony immediately grabbed her back.

      “What are you doing?” she demanded, shoving him away.

      “You see that?” He pointed through to the warehouse—a shifting, stinking room of wails far more painful than the ones that they’d left behind upstairs. “That’s the proof we need to get Undersecretary Hawke on Mohinder’s ass. If we get the OPA down there, we win. Instantly.”

      “Those are humans, Anthony!”

      “I know,” he said tightly. He hit the button to take them back up to the level of Vampire Vegas. “I know. But we need backup.”

      “We should go directly to the lobby level,” Charmaine said. “We’ll be able to get out faster. And I may get cell phone reception.”

      “No, we have to go to Vampire Vegas first. Like I said, I recognize how those vampires are dying.” Anthony’s eyes were shadowed with anger—but deep inside, lit by inner starlight, she saw a faint glimmer of hope. “Someone’s dosed them with Garlic Shots.”

      [image: ]

      The chaos of emotion and rushing water was too much for Nissa.

      As soon as Dana’s sword went through that aquarium, Nissa was useless.

      Fish washed over the shards as the room flooded. The wave swept through the legs of the crushing crowd. Screams signaled vampires touched by tainted water, and the crowd shifted as they began to drop.

      “Hey asshole,” Dana said, seizing Nissa’s attention again. “Go for a swim.” She brought her legs up between them and kicked.

      Nissa flew backward.

      For one breathless instant, she felt like she had when tumbling out of Achlys’s tower. She was in zero gravity. Suspended in midair, heading toward certain death. As soon as she brushed the tainted water, she was dead.

      She never hit the water.

      A hand shot out, biting into her shoulder.

      Mohinder swept Nissa into his arms, off of the stairs, far from the spray of the aquarium filling his club. “McIntyre!” he snarled.

      “Slasher,” Dana said. She jumped to her feet with super-speed so fast that Nissa couldn’t see her moving.

      Apparently Mohinder could.

      As soon as she was upright, his hand clenched on her throat. The silver claws dug into either side of her neck even as Mohinder’s other arm bracketed Nissa tightly against his chest.

      As fast as Dana and Nissa were as master vampires, they were still new.

      Mohinder was old.

      He lifted Dana from the ground by her neck, and she thrashed, kicking him ineffectually. Nissa was still throbbing from one good kick. Mohinder looked like he felt it as much as a cinderblock would have. “You smell like the sewers where you’ve been stewing,” Mohinder said, tightening his claws on Dana’s neck. Trickles of black blood oozed into the neck of her shirt. “Did I keep you awake at night when I sent her hair to you? Did you feel fear or anger?”

      “Fuck you,” Dana squeezed out.

      “Sometimes it’s fun to kick an anthill and see the ants go wild.” He yanked her close so that he could glare into her eyes from inches away. “Only sometimes. It gets boring after a while. And I’ve kicked your anthill for quite a while, haven’t I?”

      She sank her teeth into his cheek. Dana had fangs like Achlys’s, with multiple sharpened teeth, and she ripped off a chunk of skin the size of Nissa’s fist.

      Mohinder roared and flung her away from him—down the stairs, into the club, where the flood was now three feet high.

      Dana splashed down amid the crowd and vanished.

      “No!”

      The cry came from behind Mohinder. Anthony Morales stood there with the police chief, and he looked stricken. Only for an instant. Then he was running to the end of the landing, kicking off his shoes, and he dived into the water too.

      Mohinder faced Charmaine Villanueva. Nissa clutched his shirt to hang on, ensuring he wouldn’t have to drop her if he wanted to slash Chief Villanueva. He only strode past the chief without touching her, and without ever letting go of his fledgling.

      “The night’s over,” Mohinder said. “We’re going on lockdown and escalating to the next phase right now.”

      Nissa glanced over his shoulder before he turned the corner. She saw Charmaine hurrying down the stairs after Anthony, trying to shout to people, directing them to alternate exits. But Nissa neither saw nor felt the presence of Dana McIntyre.
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      In the poisoned waters of Vampire Vegas, Dana McIntyre found the cold embrace of the death she’d been hoping for.

      She didn’t feel relieved sinking under the surface, battered by the thrashing legs of people who were trying to escape, bumping against bodies that had already withered away to nothing. She only felt searing pain unlike any she’d experienced before.

      Dana saw the light.

      It was like she was in a tunnel, out of body and mind, soaring toward some damn light, which was bright white.

      Or neon pink?

      “Is that Hell?” Dana asked, reaching her hands toward it. “Am I going to Hell? You gods are assholes.” Not that she didn’t deserve to go to Hell. Any one of the thousands of terrible things she’d done in her life could have earned her a seat right next to the mythological Satan.

      She was distantly aware of voices.

      “There was a Garlic Shot in her pocket. She must have been saving it for a specific target.”

      “I have a theory—this book Brianna found for me—if I inject the Garlic Shot into me and then she drinks my blood—”

      “We can’t experiment on her.”

      “She’s dying anyway. I’m shocked she isn’t already dead.”

      That voice sounded like Penny’s. It was surprisingly hard-edged, determined. It was the way she talked when she was trying to convince Dana that they did, in fact, need to remodel the entire kitchen, and it was okay to delve into their offshore savings to finance it.

      Penny was going to get exactly what she wanted, whatever that was.

      I’m not dead, Dana wanted to say. She was conscious, even if she couldn’t feel her body, couldn’t move her hands or her feet or her head. She couldn’t open her eyes. She was staring inward rather than outward, at this flaming brightness.

      The voices retreated.

      “Shoot me up.”

      “It’s your funeral.”

      Not yet, it’s not.

      Those last words were silent, projected directly into Dana’s mind—or maybe her soul. It was similar to the way that Nissa spoke to her with psychic powers. This voice was so much bigger, though. It came from the light. It came from beyond.

      Hands stretched out of the light to hold Dana.

      She felt small in those hands. They reminded her of being a child sitting in the lap of an adult, falling asleep as she watched television. Pale fingers had stroked through her white-blond hair, leaving behind cheap ribbons, plastic flowers, Barbie glitter. Dana had never cared much for the girly stuff. Neither had her favorite babysitter. But she’d still never felt more content than when she was in those milky-fleshed arms, surrounded by the veil of black hair, nestled inside a bubble of absolute safety.

      That was where Dana found herself in death.

      Don’t go just yet, whispered a voice. There’s more for you to do.

      She felt as though she were turned around. Pushed back down the path away from the light.

      Dana tasted blood on her tongue. Sweet, rich blood. Spicy. A little bit salty, like sweat. It tasted hot as a blacksmith’s fire and warmed her belly.

      She had a belly again.

      She was alive.

      Dana felt the white fingers running through her hair one more time…and then she woke up.

      [image: ]

      Blackness.

      Dana was surrounded by absolute black.

      It was the way she’d woken up every night since Achlys had filled her with vampire venom, turning her into a crypt-dwelling member of the bloodless. But it had never filled her with such panic as it did now.

      She was in a tiny space with no room to move. She couldn’t wiggle. Couldn’t breathe.

      When she slammed her palms against the lid in front of her face, she was too weak to move it.

      Because of the Garlic Shot?

      How had she survived the Garlic Shot?

      “Hey!” she shouted. “Hey! Let me out!”

      She felt like she was suffocating, but that was ridiculous. Why did she keep inhaling anyway? Why was she exhaling?

      Nobody was coming to help her.

      Dana’s mind raced. The lid was heavy, but she could move it. She needed to. For whatever reason, her body was dying in this enclosed sarcophagus, and it didn’t make sense.

      She didn’t need to understand it to escape. She just needed to get out.

      Bracing her hands and knees against the lid, Dana squeezed her back against the thin foam pad. She put all her strength into shoving. Harder. Harder…

      Stone groaned. Faint light flooded the chamber through a tiny crack between lid and grave, and fresh air came with it.

      Not enough.

      Dana redoubled her efforts, pushed again. As soon as the slit was big enough she wiggled her fingers into it and kept dragging.

      Finally, she was free.

      Claustrophobia had her tumbling out of the sarcophagus without first surveying her surroundings for a threat. She was unacceptably vulnerable but she had to move.

      Dana hit the floor next to her grave, and her palms hurt slapping against the stone. So did her wrists. Everything hurt. Her body…her lungs… Why did everything hurt so much?

      She might have been surrounded by vampires for all she could tell, her eyes were so blurry. She couldn’t make out the Sharpie labels on the boxes around her. Couldn’t see anything clearly.

      Dana’s hand shot out to grab the rim of the coffin. She got to her feet, and her thighs felt like they did after performing her max deadlift one rep too many. She was going to collapse. Wobbly as a newborn doe.

      The world was so full of sensation. Cool air blew over her skin as she stumbled toward the door. Harsh rock scratched at the tender soles of her feet. The screeching of the door’s hinges was relatively muffled, like the sounds had gone dull-edged. Her foggy head had put a layer between Dana and the world.

      She stumbled against a wall. Ran her fingers over jagged rock and marveled at how much she could feel it.

      This hurt. Everything hurt.

      Her bare feet slapped against the floor. Distant voices echoed—people having a serious conversation somewhere. It sounded like she was hearing them through a pool.

      Daylight splashed over her suddenly.

      She’d found one of the few cracks in the catacombs under Holy Nights Cathedral that allowed the sun to penetrate. Dana gave a shout of surprise, scrambling away.

      But there was no pain. No burning.

      Her eyes focused on her hands. And with some effort, she managed to focus down at her body too. She was wearing the clothes she’d taken from Tormid’s people. They were drenched in blood, but it had dried stiff and brown, so it must have been hours old. She was dry, too. She’d been pulled out of the water at Vampire Vegas for at least half a day.

      That wasn’t as interesting as all the bruises developing on her legs and arms. And the fact that when she ran her tongue over her teeth, her elongated canines felt loose. They were going to fall out.

      “Gods,” Dana said.

      She was human.

      “Holy shit!”

      And then people were on top of her. A pair of strong green hands steadied her as Brother Marshall lowered to his knees in front of her, holding her head, staring into her eyes. “Dana,” he drawled, “tell me how you feel.”

      She blinked rapidly. Seeing a face up close like that was too much sensory information. “I feel…alive.”

      “You can thank Penny for that,” Lincoln said.

      Dana twisted. Penny was behind her, and the instant of relief Dana felt at the sight of her wife was completely blasted away by realizing that Penny’s arm was bandaged from wrist to the crook of her elbow. She was more gray than green at the moment. There were deep shadows under her eyes. “Hi,” Penny said tearfully, her voice thick.

      “Did I do that?” Dana asked. She knew the answer to that question. It was a stupid question to ask. Even with her fog-filled brain, she remembered sinking vampire fangs—her fangs—into a muscular arm and tasting the blood of a living person for the first time since she finished transforming.

      Dana had drunk Penny’s blood.

      “It’s not your fault,” Penny said. “I wanted you to do it. I made you.”

      “You stupid…” Dana didn’t even have words.

      She grabbed Penny and kissed her hard.

      Even as they were kissing, it was almost more like wrestling. Penny was trying to push her off and pull her closer at the same time. Her fingertips had bruising force. Dana wanted to smack Penny around for bleeding herself out for a vampire—any vampire, even Dana—because that was what had clearly happened while she was sleeping. But she also just wanted to hug her and never let go.

      Penny was mumbling at her without really breaking the kiss. “You let me think you were dead.”

      “I was dead,” Dana said.

      It was hard to have an argument while jamming her tongue down Penny’s throat. She decided she’d rather be kissing than fighting, though.

      Either option felt incredibly difficult. Dana was exhausted, and now that the shock and confusion of waking up had worn off, she could barely remain upright. She turned to jelly against Penny’s chest, and her wife stroked her hair while continuing to say things like, “You’re stupid,” and, “I hate you,” and, “Oh my gods I am never going to let this go.”

      Lincoln stood back against the wall, waiting patiently.

      “How?” Dana asked him, linking her hands behind Penny’s back. Probably tight enough to squeeze the breath out of her.

      “It was all Penny,” Lincoln said. “She tracked down Tormid with his guys in the sewers. She took one of the Garlic Shots you stole and injected it into herself. And she managed to force blood on you while you were still dying from exposure. Dunno if it was the double exposure that did it, or filtering through Penny’s system, or…” He shrugged.

      “It was the gods,” Dana said.

      Penny leaned back to look at her. The orc’s cheeks shone with tears. “You saw them?”

      “I think? It wasn’t like normal. It was like a fever dream. I don’t know.”

      Dana didn’t know much. She’d traded one type of numbness for another. Vampires didn’t feel much of anything, even though their acute senses permitted them to observe everything with intense precision. On the other hand, humans were sensory marshmallows. Dana felt mushy and somehow it was so much more intense than being a vampire.

      She wasn’t a vampire anymore.

      The cure had worked.

      It had worked on Dana even though she’d been a full-blooded vampire, and there was no discernible reason for it to have worked, but it had. They could figure out the whys later, with experimentation. For now, Dana’s skin was as hot as Penny’s, and she was about ready to sleep for the next week.

      “I’ll get Dale Junior to help you guys home,” Lincoln said, checking his watch. “I’ll ping Anthony too.”

      “Anthony? Where’s Anthony?” Dana asked.

      “Vampire Vegas. He found humans captive in their basement. The OPA’s trying to raid Mohinder’s casino right now.”

      Dana’s exhaustion vanished in a heartbeat. She pushed Penny off, got up. Had to lock her knees and plant a hand on the wall to stay upright. “I need to see this.”

      “Now? You want to go back to work now?” Penny stood too, gripping Dana’s hand.

      “You surprised?” Dana asked. Gods, standing was difficult. Too difficult. She didn’t even want to bother with it.

      “Well, yes,” Penny said. “This obsession of yours got you killed twice. I thought you’d be willing to take time to rest finally.”

      “You’re wrong.”

      The light in Penny’s eyes faded as hope died a painful death. “But I just got you back.”

      “I don’t trust the OPA to handle Mohinder,” Dana said. No matter how foggy her brain was, she couldn’t forget what Nissa had told Dana.

      Mohinder was the Fremont Slasher.

      He was the one who had taken this beautiful, towering, sensitive orc and crushed her spirit.

      He’d spent years taunting Dana with locks of hair. He was a madman, a sadist, and whatever the OPA had planned for him wouldn’t be enough.

      Dana was no longer super fast. She wasn’t super strong. She was human again, purely human, and that meant she was no match for the Fremont Slasher. But that idea had never slowed her down before.

      Penny’s brow crimped. “But—”

      “Nothing’s changed,” Dana interrupted. “Listen to me. There will be time for us later. I owe you…fuck, everything. Apologies. Gratitude. Hours of massages.”

      Lincoln cleared his throat, like he was making sure they hadn’t forgotten he was there.

      “But right now, I have to finish what I started,” Dana said. “Do you understand?”

      Penny didn’t answer.

      She just turned to walk away.
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      The OPA was swarming Mohinder’s casinos when Dana arrived in her hot pink truck. She emerged into sunlight, flinching, to find that a three-block radius had been cordoned off, and crowds were held back by barricades. It only took flashing her registered vigilante license to be allowed inside. She probably hadn’t even needed to do that—the cops she’d approached looked star-struck when they recognized her mussed bleached hair.

      There were a few other LVMPD agents around, but most of them were holding the perimeter. Everything else was crawling with black-suited OPA agents. Dana liked seeing them around. The feds had a lot more training than local police, and she’d worked with them when she was young.

      Unfortunately, the OPA’s broad geographic distribution meant she didn’t know any of the people there personally. And she had to flash her credentials to about two-dozen different shifters and sidhe to get even within a hundred feet of Near Dark and the street-level doors for Vampire Vegas.

      “Come on, let me in,” Dana said gruffly when a cougar shifter stopped her at the sidewalk.

      “I’m under strict orders to keep everyone outside until they finish searching the building,” he said.

      “The entire building?” She eyed the tower dubiously. It must have been almost a hundred stories tall. “Is Chief Villanueva here?”

      Before he could answer, the doors to Vampire Vegas opened. Anthony stepped out, talking to Charmaine. Even at that distance, Dana noticed how good the police chief looked. Charmaine was wearing a suit with slacks and a blouse, like normal, but her makeup was bolder than usual. Heavy eyes, red lips. Very flattering.

      The chief spotted Dana first. She pointed.

      Anthony’s face brightened. “McIntyre!”

      Dana wasn’t sure how she crossed that block so fast without vampire speed, but she was suddenly on Anthony, arms wrapped around him, swinging around the sidewalk. The sun was blazingly hot and Anthony smelled like hand sanitizer and hair grease and she nearly knocked him over from the strength of her embrace.

      He was laughing and choking at the same time, patting her on the back from an awkward angle. “It’s almost like you’re happy to see me,” he said.

      “Almost.” She squeezed harder.

      He exhaled a hard gasp. “I’m not a vampire. I need to breathe.” Dana let go. He held her by the elbows, grinning up at her as he squinted into sunlight. “You’re not a vampire either. Jesus fucking Christ, what the fuck?”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Dana said. It was so good to see Anthony with human eyes. It meant she couldn’t make out as much detail about his aging, increasingly lined face, or as many gray hairs. She also didn’t have the slightest urge to drink his blood.

      “I don’t think you’ve hugged me since you turned ten,” Anthony said. “You should die more often.”

      “I’m done dying for now. Maybe it’s your turn, ass-wipe.”

      “Ask and thou shalt receive.” He jerked a thumb back at the casino. “There’s no sign of Mohinder anywhere. He grabbed what few Paradisos survived, all his contraband, and cleared out. Gods know where the guy’s gone. He could be waiting to pounce us anywhere.”

      “Wait, the casino’s cleared out? Mohinder’s missing? Fuck!” Funny how fast delight turned to horror.

      “Maybe this is good,” Anthony said. “The Paradisos doubled down and still lost. They’re all out of chips. Now they’re on the run, and we’ve won! Right?”

      “The metro area isn’t going to feel like this is a victory once the economic impact settles in, but sure, let’s call it a win.” They were joined by a tall, broad-shouldered man with obvious sidhe blood. Beauty radiated from his every pore. His hair was way too glossy, his eyes way too appealing. He wore a black suit like the rest of the OPA, though his was much more expensive. “Hey, Dana. How’s it going?”

      “Good,” she said, shaking Cèsar Hawke’s hand.

      He pulled her in for a quick hug and a pat on the back. “It’s nice to see you up and around. I’d heard rumors you’d dropped dead, but you look very alive to me.”

      “I died, I got better. You know how that goes.”

      “You two know each other?” Charmaine asked.

      “Sure,” Dana said. She knew Cèsar because he lived with Fritz—the Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs, also known as the guy that Dana had briefly attempted to hold a summer internship with. Dana and Fritz had butted heads way too much and ended up dueling it out with swords. She’d only lost because he’d still been taller than her at the time. She’d win a rematch.

      “We go way back,” she said by way of explanation.

      “What’s this about economic impact?” Anthony asked.

      “I don’t even know where to start,” Cèsar said, raking a hand through his hair. “All of Paradise was owned by the eponymous Paradisos, and after everything we found in their basement, we’ve got warrants against the lot of them. It seems like every single vampire in the area was registered as a member of their murder—so every single business that they owned is seized. Every vampire employee now can’t work legally.”

      “The city’s going to collapse,” Charmaine said.

      “I don’t know about collapse, but it’s not gonna be pretty. Sure would have been nice if those assholes could have, you know, elected not to build a kennel for humans downstairs.” Cèsar shivered. “Kennels. Haven’t seen shit like that since before Genesis.”

      “We need to take them down,” Dana said.

      “Luckily, I don’t think many are left. All the Paradisos were in Near Dark last night. And it seems like someone poisoned their watering hole even though there was no warrant to kill them at the time.” Cèsar was looking pointedly at Dana.

      She looked right back at him, folding her arms across the chest. “What a crying shame.”

      “You get why you’re not invited to come along when we ‘take them down,’ right?” Cèsar asked. “As far as I’m concerned, your vigilante license is suspended effective last night. Suspended, not revoked. Take a vacation.”

      “Go to a spa and get a massage?” Charmaine suggested, shooting poison at Cèsar with her coyote eyes.

      “Sure. Make a day of it,” he said. “Look on the bright side. The OPA’s going to take care of the Paradisos. They’re not going to trouble Las Vegas, law enforcement, or the Hunting Club again.”

      “Las Vegas’s economy is gutted,” Charmaine said. “There’s no bright side.”

      “Sometimes that’s just what happens,” Cèsar said. Even the shrug of his shoulders was kind of dismissive, a little too casual for comfort. This guy wasn’t just chill. He was downright uncaring. “I’ll be in touch soon.”

      Dana watched him go, annoyance scrabbling within her ribcage, threatening to turn into anger and burst out.

      The anger wasn’t directed at Cèsar. Not really.

      “I have to find Mohinder first,” she said, rounding on her friends.

      Anthony cuffed her arm, dragging her out of the perimeter. “Don’t talk like that where they can hear you.”

      “You aren’t going to stop me. If you get in my way—”

      “I won’t,” he said. “I saw their basement. I get it.”

      As soon as they got back to Dana’s truck, she seized Anthony by the collar, slammed him against the hood. “You don’t get it,” she hissed into his face. “Mohinder is the Fremont Slasher.”

      A light dawned in Anthony’s eyes.

      “Whoa there,” Charmaine said, peeling Dana off of him. “Bring it down a few notches, all right? We’re friends here.”

      “If the OPA takes Mohinder, they’ll sweep him away, lock him up somewhere,” Dana said. “There’s a chance they’ll kill him, but not a guarantee. As far as I know, he’ll always be out there. He’ll be waiting for an opportunity to—to finish—fuck.” She paced away from them, balling her hands into fists. She couldn’t talk anymore. She was too far into the white-hot light of rage.

      Penny had bled out for Dana. She’d given her fucking blood to a fucking vampire in order to save Dana’s life.

      How did Dana thank her? By leaving Mohinder to the OPA?

      “What if I told you that I know where Mohinder has gone next?” Charmaine asked.

      Dana stopped. Turned slowly.

      The coyote shifter was watching her with calculating eyes. Predator eyes. The intelligence that had drawn Dana to become friends with Charmaine in the first place was lurking there, and she wanted justice as badly as Dana did.

      “I’m listening,” Dana said.

      [image: ]

      The Hunting Lodge looked like a totally different place in daylight. It felt like it had been much longer than a few months since Dana had been there at high noon, sitting in one of the rolling chairs while hot sunlight bathed her through the enchanted glass. She basked in it, lizard-like, while Penny hacked into the Paradisos’s security.

      “I’m in,” Penny announced after a few minutes.

      “That didn’t take long,” Dana remarked, kicking off the meeting table so that she spun in place. Comfortingly familiar faces swirled past: Brianna, Anthony, Charmaine. She could even see the secretary, Chris, through the doorway, and he looked much more awake than he did on night shifts.

      Everything had gone back to normal. Everything felt, for the moment, totally right.

      “Ever since we heard about the calendar from Nissa, I’d been trying to get in her emails. I did get in—but not until two nights ago, when it was too late to help you,” Penny said. “Or so I thought.” She hit a key, and security footage from outside of Near Dark was displayed over the many monitors at her workstation. From a half-dozen different angles, at twice normal speed, Dana could watch all the traffic coming and going from Vampire Vegas.

      “I could have saved you the effort,” Dana said. “Tormid’s got a path into their system. Easy.”

      It was the wrong thing to say. Penny shot a look at Dana that was a nauseating mixture of hurt, anger, and resentment. “Yes, you could have saved me the effort—instead of letting me think you were dead.”

      Dana shrugged. “Just saying.”

      “Just saying? You were just saying that you—”

      Anthony interrupted. “Once emergency vehicles started to arrive, the only things that left the club were limousines. Mohinder and his surviving Paradisos have to be in those limos, along with any supplies they planned to take on the run. Unless they’re traveling underground?”

      “I doubt it. The Paradisos were careful keeping their permits in line, so I know that they didn’t build any subterranean transport systems,” Charmaine said. “They even had permits for those huge underground warehousing spaces—although they obviously didn’t tell anyone they were planning on keeping feeders in there.”

      Brianna stood up to take the screens from Penny, tapping a few buttons to display designs of the Near Dark tower. “They were so careful up until the last minute,” Brianna said. “Recontextualizing what we know about Near Dark paints a terrifying picture, though. I’ve been looking at their wards. They had passive magic that I totally missed while analyzing the building—basically invisible until it was active. This ‘hotel’ was going to be a complete fortress. We’d have never gotten inside once they locked it down.”

      “Mohinder planned to hole up with all his vampires and enough victims to feed them for decades, free from inconveniences like the law,” Anthony said.

      “And morality,” Penny added.

      They all sounded happy about this. Which kind of made sense. They’d averted the Fortress of Evil, after all.

      Except that Mohinder was still out there.

      He had Nissa.

      “So where are they?” Dana asked, leaning on the table to stare down Charmaine.

      It was strange to have the police chief in their sanctum sanctorum, but she seemed to fit in well, with her chair wedged up against Anthony’s and a cup of that nasty coffee that Chris liked to brew. “When I was in Mohinder’s office, I found plans for the Hoover Dam,” she said.

      And it all clicked.

      “Gods,” Dana said. “Nissa was telling the truth.” There weren’t any other pumps in the sewers—just the one set. Because they were planning on poisoning the water for the entire county.

      “It’s efficient,” Penny admitted, looking ashy-pale. It might have been from nerves or blood loss or both.

      “Efficient and really bad for the rest of us.” Brianna didn’t look up from her computer as she spoke. She was typing about a thousand words per minute. “The Hoover Dam’s a hard nut to crack. I bet it was easier planning to get into Achlys’s tower than it will be to get into the dam.”

      “We had to swing from her roof on harnesses to get into her tower,” Anthony said.

      “I know.” Brianna pressed a button to send her computer’s information onto the big screens.

      She’d found a low-detail map of the dam’s layout, with multicolored Venn diagrams overlaid upon it. Dana had seen similar diagrams before. Those were attempts to map the wards surrounding the dam.

      “I can break in to all this stuff,” Brianna said, gaze skimming the ward diagrams, “but if I can, then Mohinder has probably already done it. We don’t know what he’s going to have there. Magic? Probably. Vampires? Definitely.”

      “Whatever magic his witches have set up shouldn’t slow me down,” Dana said. “I have Wardbreaker.”

      “True, but we’re still going to have to contend with all of the surviving Paradisos. We need Wardbreaker and an army.”

      “If you’re about to say that we should trust Undersecretary Hawke…” Dana began.

      “We don’t have a lot of options,” Charmaine said quietly. The fact that she sounded so fucking reasonable about it only made Dana angrier.

      It wasn’t that Dana didn’t trust Cèsar, necessarily. She knew him well enough to say with certainty that he was a good guy on the right side of justice. Good sense of humor too. Rare quality in a stuffed suit. But he’d take over the entire operation with the OPA. He’d roll in with a lot of black trucks, a lot of sidhe, a lot of werewolves.

      Dana would never know what happened.

      “I have an army,” Dana said. “Like I said, I’ve made nice with the local shifter pack. Tormid’s got a real chip on his shoulder ever since Nissa killed Achlys. He’d be pissed if I didn’t invite him to back me up on this raid.”

      “Back you up?” Anthony asked.

      “I’m not going to ask anyone with the Hunting Club to do this. It’s too dangerous. Worse, it’s unnecessary. There’s no reason to put us all at risk.” Dana lifted her eyebrows at Charmaine. “What do you think?”

      “I think I’m not hearing any of this. Even though the undersecretary has me on administrative leave, I still have an obligation to report illegal activities from a group of vigilantes with suspended licenses.” Charmaine’s fingers were laced together so tightly that her knuckles were white.

      “But you’re a coyote shifter,” Dana said. “And I don’t trust a single person in Tormid’s pack the way I trust you.”

      “You want me on the ground with you?”

      “You’re as good as any of our associates. Better than a lot of them.”

      “Participating in an illegal operation like this would be a great way to turn my temporary suspension into a permanent job loss,” Charmaine said. “Sorry, McIntyre. I can’t endorse it. You must turn this over to the OPA. It’s the smart thing to do.”

      “I’m not gonna,” Dana said.

      Charmaine pinched the bridge of her nose like she felt a headache coming on. “I know.”

      “I’ll come,” Anthony said. Dana opened her mouth to argue, but he said, “Nope.”

      “You don’t even know what I was gonna say,” she said. “You and I don’t—”

      “Nope,” he said again, even more firmly. “I’m coming. It’s been a long time since I’ve gotten a tour of the Hoover Dam.”

      “I’ll support from here, as usual,” Brianna said. She didn’t look happy about it.

      Neither did Penny. “Same.” She rested her hand atop Dana’s. “You’re going to have all of us helping you, Dana. You don’t get to decide who’s necessary when we all care about you. We just got you back. We’re not letting you go again.”

      “Then it’s set,” Anthony said. “The Hunting Club is teaming up with Tormid’s shifters—hopefully—and we’re going to take the Paradisos the fuck down. Should be fun.”

      “Going after an army of vampires with an army of shifters? Fun?” Charmaine asked.

      Anthony grinned. “You kidding? That’s the stuff the Hunting Club was made for.”
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      Dana caught up with Penny after the meeting, once everybody dispersed to get equipped. She’d shot a text message to Tormid and he said it would take twenty minutes to rally his pack at the Hunting Lodge. That meant they didn’t have much time. Twenty minutes to put on armor, grab guns, and leave so that they could beat the OPA to the Hoover Dam.

      There wasn’t time for chatting.

      But damn it all, Dana had to tell Penny what she’d learned from Nissa.

      If everything went wrong…if Dana did the unthinkable and died before Mohinder…

      At least Penny would know who the monster in her closet was.

      “What’s up?” Penny asked without looking back at Dana. She was beelining for her forge, so she must have been stressed. She only went for a good pre-mission hammering when she’d gone mindless with anxiety.

      “We’ve gotta talk,” Dana said.

      Penny stopped walking. She turned, and Dana realized that Penny was already wearing that silly striped sweatband. “We do need to talk. I don’t think you owe me anything for saving your life—it’s not like I was doing you a favor, or like I wouldn’t have done it if you weren’t grateful, but—”

      “Mohinder is the Fremont Slasher,” Dana said.

      Penny cut off.

      She wavered on her feet.

      Those big brown eyes of hers went unfocused and distant, like she’d been dragged to another time, another place. All the way back to a week-long period where her limbs had been stuffed into a glass cage where she couldn’t stand up, turn around, or even take a piss without getting it on herself.

      “Mohinder,” she echoed softly. “And you found this out...how?”

      “Nissa.”

      “Oh.”

      There was that jealousy again. Dana didn’t question it anymore—Penny wore her heart on her sleeve even at her most discreet. She was jealous of Nissa.

      “Why didn’t you tell Charmaine?” Penny asked. Charmaine had arrested a vampire years earlier when he confessed to being the Slasher. He’d died in prison not long thereafter, and Charmaine’s career had been made.

      “How do you think she’ll feel when she finally accepts that she arrested the wrong guy?” Dana asked.

      Penny sighed. “She’ll be pissed at herself. Probably resign.”

      “We need her where she is. She can’t know. But you—I know you need the truth, just like I do. That’s why I’m so hell-bent on walking this path, Penny.”

      “Not because you still want to rescue Nissa?”

      A shadow settled over Dana’s heart, and she clenched her fists at her sides. “Stop talking about Nissa. I don’t care about Nissa!”

      “She’s your friend,” Penny said. “I know how you get with friends.”

      “That’s fucking stupid. Look, the end of this is coming up fast. I’ve just gotta push through, and then…I’m going to kill him for you,” Dana said. “It’s over tonight.”

      Penny tugged on the tip of one of her horns, the one she usually bumped into doorways. It was cute how she pulled on it like that. Reminded Dana of a kid hugging a blankie. “Will it be over? Really? Your vendetta...”

      Why did Penny always have to put it like that? Like Dana was just holding some stupid grudge. “If you want, as soon as Mohinder’s dead, we can take a whole year off of being vigilantes. We can get some place on the beach and never wear shirts.”

      The hope that glimmered deep in Penny’s eyes managed to be a little bit sad. “Do you think that’s how it will fall out? The Fremont Slasher will be dead, and our relationship’s ills will magically be repaired?”

      “Not magically. But naked beaches are so much better than marriage therapy, don’t you think?” Dana trailed her fingers down Penny’s shoulder.

      Penny sighed. “You don’t get marriage therapy after a divorce.”

      “The paperwork’s not done. We aren’t divorced. We’ve already given way too much money to Lucinde and Mala. One hour of their time is worth about a million beachside hot dog barbecues, a whole keg of really good beer, a strappy pair of bikini bottoms for when you’re feeling modest…”

      The orc placed her hand over Dana’s, fingers intertwined. “I will always love you,” Penny whispered. “But…”

      She didn’t finish the sentence.

      Anthony rounded the corner. “Yo, McIntyre. Can we talk?”

      Dana let out a breath, and then she drew it again. It was amazing how weak her lungs felt now that she was using them again. “No. We’re busy. We were just discussing—”

      “You’re not interrupting anything,” Penny said.

      “I had Charmaine find plans for the Hoover Dam that looked like the ones she saw in Mohinder’s office,” Anthony said. “They didn’t just encompass the dam itself, but a larger part of the system. We know that Mohinder wants to taint Las Vegas’s water, right? The Hoover Dam is a power plant. It doesn’t do much filtration. Most of that happens at the Clark County Wastewater Treatment Facility further up the Colorado River.”

      Dana felt a jolt of pleasure. “Anthony, you brilliant fuck.” She turned to smile at Penny. “We know where…oh.”

      Penny had already vanished into her forge and shut the door behind her.

      Anthony rested a hand on Dana’s shoulder.

      “She’ll always come back to you,” he said. “You guys are soulmates.”

      Dana shrugged him off. “Fuck off.” It didn’t matter if they were soulmates or not, or even if Penny came back. Penny hadn’t saved Dana’s life expecting to get a favor in return. And Dana wasn’t going to expect Penny to come back just because she killed the Fremont Slasher.

      No matter what Penny wanted, Mohinder was about to die.

      It was going to end tonight.
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      Charmaine hung out in the locker room to watch the Hunting Club’s preparation, feeling heavy with dread.

      None of this was legal.

      Just being at the Lodge wasn’t legal. They’d lost their licenses. They couldn’t operate.

      Yet here they were, preparing to go to battle.

      Illegal or not, it was interesting to watch the way that they prepared themselves. She was never on this end of it. The Hunting Club often rode along on police operations, but not the other way around.

      There was a lot more beer at the Lodge pre-operation than there was at the precinct. A nice young lady named Dionne had rolled a keg into the armory and started filling cups while Dana tried on new body armor, and Anthony drank three full cups on his own before he even started threading his limbs into holsters.

      “Liquid courage?” he asked, offering Charmaine a Solo cup.

      She didn’t have to lean in to smell it. Her coyote senses meant that she was subject to the yeasty scent of the beer even at arm’s length. “No, thank you.”

      “You look so serious, you’d think you were going on the mission,” Anthony said.

      “I just don’t like this. Any of it.” Charmaine folded her arms as she watched Dana flexing in front of a mirror.

      “We’re kinda Viking about rolling into battle in these parts,” Anthony said. “Never know when an operation is going to be the last, so we have fun with it.” He drained the cup that he’d offered to Charmaine.

      “It’s not the mood.” Although that did concern her. She considered no loss of life acceptable or inevitable. She dedicated a hell of a lot of time to ensuring her men got home to their wives at night. The attitude that they were all heading to Valhalla was not just ridiculous, but dangerous.

      Her instincts alarmed a millisecond before the door opened. Charmaine’s gaze sliced over to the armory’s entrance as a tall blond man slid in, his wary gaze traveling over the room.

      His eyes finally settled on Charmaine.

      She recognized Tormid, the leader of Las Vegas’s primary shifter pack. He’d tried to recruit her once, many years earlier, back when she’d only been a detective. He hadn’t taken the refusal nicely.

      “Hey! Tormid!” Dana waved him over to the lockers. “How are our numbers looking?”

      “I got us nine good bodies,” he said. “They’re getting their things together now. Do you have what you promised?”

      “I’m good as my word.” Dana jerked her thumb toward Charmaine.

      The chief hefted a locked suitcase onto a table, opening its lid so that Tormid could see inside. This was the other reason that Charmaine was still at the Hunting Lodge. She had access to the cure for silver poisoning through the department and kept several vials at home, just in case. Even if she couldn’t bring herself to go to the Hoover Dam—she wouldn’t bite her thumb at the OPA that overtly—she could help, and this was the best way to do it.

      “This is the real thing?” Tormid asked, uncapping one vial to sniff at it.

      “Guaranteed,” Charmaine said. “I’ve used it multiple times. I purchased it through the local hospital network, so the source is legitimate too.”

      He nodded. “We want to use this as a prophylactic measure.”

      The cure for silver poisoning could be used in advance of the actual exposure. It functioned as a vaccine, preventing shifters from feeling the effects of silver, but only for a few hours.

      It was never used for that application because shifters never knew when poisoning was coming and it was too expensive to shoot up with it for fun.

      Charmaine blanched at the idea. “I don’t think—”

      “It’s the only way we roll,” Tormid said. “We know for a fact that we’re going up against silver tonight. It’s a huge risk to my pack. I won’t do that to them unless we know that we can survive.”

      “I’ll pay you back, Chief,” Dana said. “You know I’m good for it.”

      The money wasn’t the only problem. The cure for silver poisoning was a scarce resource that could save so many people when used properly. Charmaine’s bad feeling about the operation was only getting worse.

      “Okay,” she said.

      Tormid took the suitcase. “When are we going?”

      “Five more minutes,” Dana said, glancing around to make sure Lina and Dionne and Anthony were ready too. “Meet you at the bus?”

      She didn’t wait for an answer. She headed out, and Charmaine heard her greeting other shifters in the hallway like they knew each other well. Dana had been busy for a dead woman.

      The others followed too, and Charmaine hung back to watch them go, her stomach writhing.

      Anthony bumped his shoulder against hers. “Bathroom’s over there if you need to barf.”

      “I’m fine,” she said. It was a lie she’d given many times over the years, and it came to her easily, even now. She studied Anthony out of the corner of her eye—his minimal body armor, Buffy at his back, the stakes at his waist. She didn’t want to let him go. “I got a question, Morales. When we were at Vampire Vegas…”

      “Yes, I was hitting on you,” he said.

      Her cheeks got hot. “How did you know what I was going to ask?”

      “I didn’t know. I was hoping.” He buckled his underarm holster, slid a gun into place. Then poured himself another cup of beer. “We need a proper date night after this. What do you think?”

      “I think that sounds great,” she said.

      Assuming that he’d want anything to do with her after this.

      She stood back to watch the Hunting Club leave, followed closely by Tormid. She wasn’t nervous for them. She was too numb for that.

      Numb enough that logic was conquering emotion.

      They left, and she remained on the hot sidewalk to watch their retreating taillights. It wasn’t a very long drive to Lake Mead. They’d arrive in the next hour or so, if traffic was good.

      An hour until their arrival. An hour until they faced Mohinder and his dwindling Paradisos—vampires who had been cornered like dying predators and would be lashing out with more viciousness than they’d ever shown before.

      Charmaine pulled her phone out as she headed toward her car.

      The phone picked up in two rings. “Hawke here.”

      “Undersecretary?” Charmaine asked. And then she cleared her throat and said, “Cèsar, this is Chief Villanueva. I’ve uncovered information withheld by the Hunting Club. And it’s putting the entire city in danger.”
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      The night that Dana had found Penny in the Fremont Slasher’s hideout had been hot. Very hot. It was the kind of heat that melted tires to asphalt and sent even the most determined tourists running for shade. The shadows always felt darkest on bright, burning days like that one, etching black silhouettes of Joshua trees onto the yellow desert.

      It had been darker still within Dana’s core.

      Her wife had been gone for a week.

      Immersing herself in the Fremont Slasher case had taken her to places gloomier than Hell. After the hard work of so many profilers, police, and federal agents, Dana hadn’t had a lot left to uncover. She could only analyze what they’d already learned, over and over, and worry about what was happening to Penny right at that moment.

      The fact she’d ever found him had been a total accident. A stroke of luck. Dana had reexamined one of the locations that a woman had been taken, and she’d found a smudge of mildew from a shoe. Magical analysis had revealed the mildew only grew in one specific part of Nevada. It plagued wells, poisoned families, and made the water on many properties undrinkable.

      After that, Dana had only needed to search old houses with untreated wells. And she had. Relentlessly. She hadn’t slept for days.

      And then she’d found him.

      At the time, police believed that the Slasher must have had an elaborate setup at his lair. The number of people who had gone missing and the length of time he’d kept them suggested a lot of space, somewhere discreet. Dana located his property outside town, barely a few miles away from the nearest highway. The only above-ground structure had been a trailer. There had also been a well capped with a locked metal lid.

      As soon as Dana had wrenched that lid open, the heat and effluence had mingled to form a toxic perfume that dizzied her. She’d found the Fremont Slasher and he wasn’t a fancy killer. He wasn’t elaborate or well equipped. He didn’t care about his victims enough to give them adequate space.

      With the help of a rope and harness, Dana had rappelled down to splash in the muck at the bottom of the well. She’d found glass cages wedged into the damp hollow. The Fremont Slasher must have cut partway into the surrounding earth, with little concern for structural integrity; part of the low-ceilinged room had already collapsed. Judging by all the glass shards scattered over the stone floors, he hadn’t removed all the glass cages before the collapse, either. Some of his victims were pinned under there.

      Later, the police would excavate the well and find bones belonging to a handful of bodies. Only fragments of them.

      Dana would always wonder which victims they’d failed to identify. Which families would still be hoping for their loved ones to come home, yet never see those smiling faces again.

      Several of the sturdy glass cages—more like terrariums, really—had contained people inside of them. Dana had gone to them one at a time, breaking the locks open, helping people out. She’d had to look closely at each survivor to be sure if she knew them or not.

      Penny’s uniquely green skin should have made her easy to identify, but it had been so dark in there, lit only by the Maglite Dana had brought along, and all the survivors had been caked in blood, mud, and shit. Everyone looked green-brown.

      Dana had known, seeing those injuries, that the Fremont Slasher hadn’t been there for days. He hadn’t cut them more recently than that. He’d abandoned his victims.

      The last cage had been fogged on the inside and smeared with handprints.

      She would never forget how it had felt to walk toward that terrarium. The weight of her legs. The pounding of her heart. How light her head had become—light enough that she worried there were poisonous gases venting into the well.

      Dana hadn’t been sure that Penny was among the survivors.

      It was the worst feeling in the world. That anticipation, that dread. It was worse than the fear she’d struggled through ever since Penny went missing on Fremont Street. Dana would have almost rather killed herself than look in that case to find it was someone other than her wife.

      But it had been Penny. The door had swung open and the orc, withered to near-nothingness, had fallen into her arms.

      Dana never wanted to feel that fear again. She’d sworn she wouldn’t. That she would hunt down the real Fremont Slasher, even if it meant killing every fucking vampire on the planet.

      She felt that same dread while driving down to the Clark County Wastewater Treatment Plant. She was finally going to face the Fremont Slasher firsthand. She was going to make him pay.

      Then maybe his victims would be free.
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      The Hunting Club took position atop a canyon ridge and used binoculars to survey the wastewater treatment station from afar. Its enormous tanks, the tall barbed-wire fence, the glimmering wards. It straddled a river trimmed by scrub brush. A jackrabbit vanished into the shade behind the tanks, its shadows stretching long as sunset approached.

      The Fremont Slasher was inside.

      “It would make most sense to inject the toxins after the filtration to make sure it doesn’t get removed,” Lina said. She was a cute girl with dark hair chopped short—a Washoe Indian who used to wrangle demons solo in Carson City. She was also a former government intern who knew infrastructure better than anyone else from the Lodge. “The output comes from there, that big pipe letting out into the river. They’ll dump everything there.”

      “The OPA’s already issued warnings that everyone needs to drink bottled water only.” Dionne showed her phone to the other associates. A news article featuring Cèsar Hawke’s pretty headshot talked vaguely about water contamination in Clark County. They had found the Gaslight Corp pump and were currently retracing Dana’s steps through Mohinder’s plan.

      “This water has broad agricultural usage too,” Anthony said. “Our produce will be tainted. Our ground will be tainted. Vegas will be ruined for generations.” He handed the binoculars to Dana.

      She peered through the narrow eyeholes, looking for movement. There were limousines with blacked-out windows pulling up along the river. As soon as it was dark enough, they’d unload those barrels and start infecting the water.

      Dana didn’t see Mohinder.

      “Tormid?” she prompted, thumb pressing down on her Walkie Talkie’s button.

      His voice replied, “I see it.”

      “How are you guys feeling?”

      “Queasy,” he said. “The vaccine is working. We should move before daylight’s gone. How long before UV drops to safe levels for the vampires?”

      Dionne heard the question and relayed it to Brianna back at the Lodge. It only took a moment to get an answer. “Eight minutes,” Dionne said. “It’ll be prickly, but with full skin coverage, they can go outside in eight minutes.”

      “We’ll go in now. Sniper support?” Tormid asked.

      “On it.” Lina set up her sniper rifle stand on the edge of the rocks, lying belly-down and pressing her eye to the sight.

      “Mohinder’s not a fool. He’ll be watching for us.” Dana kept the button on her Walkie Talkie pressed so Tormid’s shifters would hear it too. “He’ll start with silver bullets. As soon as he realizes that silver isn’t hurting anyone worse than usual bullets, he’s going to pull out Plan B.”

      “Which is…?” Dionne prompted.

      “No idea. Probably something he can do with his telekinesis,” Dana said. “I want you guys to focus on supporting the pack. Remember our number one goal: that cocktail of metal can’t get into the water supply. Our friends are relying on us. There are a lot of preternaturals in this county whose lives will be shattered if Mohinder succeeds.”

      “And you’re going inside to chase him down alone?” Lina asked without lifting her eye from the sniper rifle.

      There was nobody else who could face Mohinder.

      Nobody Dana wanted to let face Mohinder.

      “If you see his face, shoot him,” Dana said. “Don’t hesitate. I’d rather have him dead than get to take him out personally, understand?”

      Anthony covered his microphone, preventing Brianna and Penny from hearing him back at the Lodge. “What do I do if I see Nissa?”

      A hard lump lodged in Dana’s throat.

      She remembered opening the terrarium where she’d found Penny, and for an instant, it was too easy to imagine Nissa’s body in the orc’s place.

      “Shoot any vampires you see.” Dana held her hands out. “Buffy?”

      Anthony passed the hydraulic staking gun over, but didn’t immediately let go. “Be careful, McIntyre. We just got you back.” His hand brushed over hers, squeezing briefly.

      “I’m not going anywhere yet, Morales. You still owe me at least fifteen bucks and I plan to collect.” She leaped down the ridge, Buffy hanging over her shoulder and Wardbreaker at her hip. She skidded toward the wastewater treatment plant.

      Dana was halfway into the canyon when she heard Lina open fire. When she heard shifters snarl, and saw dust rising from the place where the limousines had been waiting.

      The battle had begun.

      She didn’t pause to watch. The Slasher was waiting for her.
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      Dana headed straight into the office building attached to the tanks. She didn’t have to break anything to get inside; someone had already shattered the lock with hard kick, or maybe a gunshot.

      There was no lobby here—a remote wastewater treatment plant didn’t expect to have many visitors. There was a room with a coffee vending machine and a couple of security cameras. Someone could be watching her on those cameras.

      “Brianna?” she prompted.

      The blinking red light on the nearest camera went dim.

      “Security is going down and all interior doors are unlocked. You’re looking for the filtration station,” Brianna replied. “Godspeed, McIntyre.”

      Dana turned off her microphone. She didn’t want to be distracted.

      She gazed down the hallway, and the end was disconcertingly blurry. When she lowered herself to a half-crouch so she’d be ready to move in any direction, her thighs and glutes ached, reminding her of how recently she’d been dead. She’d eaten an Awful Awful-style burger before heading out, but it wasn’t enough nutrition, wasn’t enough protein. Her body was deprived. She was still halfway to dead, even if she was closer to the human side of things now.

      Dana was too weak to face master vampires like Mohinder and Nissa now that she wasn’t one of them.

      She followed the signs directing her toward the filtration station, listening to the distant pops of gunfire and the snarls of shifters through the walls.

      The room Dana needed had windows that opened to the river, letting in too-hot evening wind. It whistled when she stepped through the pipes. Should have masked the sound of her movements.

      A man stood at the edge of the floor, looking down at the river. From behind he could have been any vampire. Tall, lean, pale.

      Mohinder turned. There was no surprise in his blood-red eyes, and the hand curled over his bicep was tipped with sharp silver claws. Dana mentally inventoried the length of those claws, and how neatly they’d have matched the wounds delivered unto the Fremont Slasher’s victims.

      “It’s been a long time, McIntyre,” he said.

      It hadn’t been that long. She’d run into him at Near Dark one evening earlier.

      But she understood what he meant.

      They gazed at each other for a long, silent moment. Dana wasn’t sure what he saw in her. She could only see evidence she’d missed in Mohinder.

      He was so squeaky clean. Even when he wore his usual long black jacket, he was made approachable by his attempt at emulating living skin tones, his tidy hair, his sympathetic lips. A good politician. An edgy politician, granted, but still someone who knew how to function in society alongside everyone else.

      Dana and Charmaine had talked about what the Slasher must have looked like based upon physical features. They’d thought he was well over six feet tall, maybe six and a half, judging by the angle his blows came from. Mohinder currently stood with his feet three inches off the floor. It was an effortless and almost boastful display of his telekinetic abilities. No wonder he’d seemed to be so tall when he killed.

      “Well?” Mohinder asked. “What happens next?”

      There was no way in hell he’d let her get close enough to use Buffy.

      “Tell me where Nissa is,” Dana said.

      “Do you think you can save her the way you saved your wife?” He strolled closer, walking on air between stacks of crates labeled with the Gaslight Corp logo. They must have prepared for this attack in advance. There was no way those boxes could have fit in the limos. “Do you think that Nissa needs to be saved?”

      “Even if she pretends to like you, she’s still a victim. Victims do what they gotta do to survive,” Dana said.

      “You’d know best,” Mohinder said. “You have multitudes more victims than I do. In fact—”

      Dana threw a fire charm.

      Frankly, she just wasn’t all that interested in what he had to say.

      Brianna’s charm was a good one. It splattered magic all over the boxes that was even more effective than accelerant, and they caught fire in an instant. The explosion of heat washed over her.

      Flames bathed the room in shades of brilliant orange, reducing Mohinder to a monochromatic monster. It reflected in his crimson eyes and made him look like he’d trapped Hell within his skull.

      The fire swept toward him, magically attracted to the vampire.

      Mohinder flicked.

      All those flames bunched into a column thick as a car, contained by telekinesis, and punched toward Dana.

      It struck her.

      She caught.

      Dana fell, shouting, slapping at her arms. She remembered being told to stop, drop, and roll in school. She remembered practicing it, too. But now the moment that her sleeve had caught fire, making the skin feel like she’d pressed it to a barbecue, the memories of what to do when catching fire felt unreachably distant. Meaningless. She had the words but didn’t speak the language.

      Dana slammed into the cold wall when she tried to run. Down the hall, there was a sink for flushing eyes after chemical accidents. She lunged for it.

      Mohinder’s telekinetic power swept past her again.

      The pipe on the sink burst.

      It exploded in her face, blinding her. The hiss of water escaping pipe was deafening. She lost her footing on wet concrete and Dana let the movement translate into a roll, taking her to the other side of the sink.

      Instinct served her well. It got her out of the way before Mohinder could flash across the room with super speed and smash his fist through the sink. Had she not moved, the porcelain would have crushed her skull.

      Dana came up against the opposite wall. She flung out a hand, grabbing a wrench.

      Mohinder’s eyes fell to her sodden sleeve. He was only a meter away now. “You’re not flammable,” he said.

      Her first thought was that it was a stupid observation. The sleeve of her shirt was obviously very flammable, and her arm was susceptible to burns to the point that she now felt cold. Probably damaged nerves. That wouldn’t be a fun visit to Edie Ashe.

      Except that Mohinder wasn’t remarking on whether she could catch fire at all, but how quickly it would spread. If she’d still been a master vampire, she would have turned to cinder.

      “How?” Mohinder asked.

      “Why? Do you want to be cured too?” She swung her arm.

      The wrench connected with Mohinder’s skull. He jerked back, flinging up a hand to shield his eyes.

      He barely stumbled.

      It was enough for Dana to plow into him, using her momentum to carry him toward the flaming crates. But Dana was a lot slower than she’d been as a vampire. He twitched aside, and instead of flinging him into the fire, they both hit another wall.

      A few weeks of being dead had made Dana’s body forget what it was like to fight a vampire one-on-one as a human. She overestimated her speed and underestimated her strength. Dodging nine of ten punches from Mohinder wasn’t good enough when the tenth almost knocked her skull off.

      Stars exploded at the edge of her vision. She stumbled backward.

      “You must have so many questions for me,” Mohinder said, advancing on Dana slowly. He was in no hurry. He knew her odds of survival. “Why did I choose those victims? Why did I let you live? How did I get a hapless, helpless Paradisos vampire to confess to the crimes?”

      Those were all decent questions. But Dana didn’t really care about the answers. Even the vampire who’d been arrested as the Fremont Slasher didn’t really matter, because Mohinder had summed it up himself: he’d gotten a hapless Paradisos vamp to take the fall. A tale as old as time.

      “You’re not that interesting,” Dana said.

      Mohinder’s face spasmed. His prideful expression took a hard left toward insulted. “You hunted me for months.”

      “So what? I hunt a lot of bad guys, and you’re just another random, shitty vampire.”

      “How many of your ‘random’ enemies held your wife hostage and has a bucket of her hair?”

      “Who fucking cares?” Dana asked, sweeping the wrench into her hand again. “We’re ancient archetypes, good guy and bad guy, and you’re on the wrong side of mythology.”

      Mohinder’s affront was almost comical. “I am so much more than that!”

      “Not really. If you were more interesting, you wouldn’t be facing me here alone.”

      “Oh,” Mohinder said, “I’m not alone.”

      Cold hands closed around Dana’s throat. The short, dead form of a vampire pressed against her back. “You cured yourself,” Nissa whispered, and she sounded so hurt that it made Dana’s heart sink.

      Until ten seconds earlier, Dana had been confident she’d be fine. She’d fought vampires stronger than Mohinder and emerged alive.

      But Nissa Royal had arrived, and she was pissed.
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      When Nissa forced Dana against a wall, there was nothing Dana could do to stop her. Not physically. Buffy was pinned at her back and she was out of fire charms. But whatever was happening with Dana and Nissa had never been physical anyway. It had been a friendship, like Penny said.

      It was crazy. Nissa was a vampire, and Dana didn’t have vampire contacts, much less friends. But Dana had always been soft for the hard cases, and it didn’t get harder than surviving the Fremont Slasher.

      Her fingers closed around a stake on her belt. She didn’t yet draw it.

      “Listen to me,” Dana hissed, quietly enough that Mohinder would struggle to hear her over the wind. “After Penny was taken, I changed. A lot. I was lucky to walk away from those changes without doing something irrevocable. Thing is, even though you’ve already done wrong, you can fix it. There’s precedent for fledglings getting reduced time when they turn a sire over.”

      Nissa’s face crumpled, her elbow digging into Dana’s neck. “Turn him in? Do you really think I’d do that?”

      “It’d be the hardest thing you’ll do,” Dana said. “You’ve been his victim for four years so it’ll be hard as fuck. But it’s the only way out of this, Nissa. If you don’t give me Mohinder, I’m going to have to stake you.”

      “I know that’s not true,” Nissa said. “Remember, I can see in your head. I can read your every emotion. There’s no lying to me, especially since you’re mortal again.”

      “Then what am I thinking? Tell me.” Dana glared at her, filling her eyes with emotion and her mind with memories. Memories of Penny. Crawling down into the well where she’d been kept. Smelling the blood, seeing the bodies. The metallic stench.

      “You know what I see?” Nissa’s knuckles traced a line along Dana’s collarbone, even though her eyes never moved from Dana’s. “You keep regretting that you don’t have vampire powers anymore.”

      Dana jolted.

      The fact was, it was true. How could she not miss the tactical advantage a vampire had against other vampires?

      But those had been casual thoughts that had passed through her during earlier phases of the fight. She hadn’t been thinking of them in that moment.

      Nissa hadn’t just read what was on the surface of Dana’s mind, but in the deep. She could see all of Dana’s thoughts. Even the conversation that Dana and Penny had shared about a friendship with Nissa. The vampire knew that Dana cared about her, so much more than she should have, and it made her deadly.

      “Kill her.” This came from Mohinder, barely centimeters behind Nissa.

      Dana hadn’t heard him coming. Had he learned to move so quietly when sneaking up on women in alleyways? White-hot rage surged inside of her at the idea of it.

      The intensity of Dana’s emotions must have surprised Nissa. She lost focus for a moment. Zoned out, hands going slack. So Dana seized the opportunity to shove her out of the way.

      She made it all of four steps toward Mohinder, with Buffy lifted to her chest, before Nissa roused again.

      “Stop,” Nissa said.

      Dana’s legs stopped working.

      Nissa’s presence was deep within Dana’s mind—deeper even than she needed to read thoughts. It was like a fist shoved right between the lobes of her brain, knuckles pushing against the nerves that signaled movement.

      Dana was so close to staking Mohinder.

      So close.

      Her finger twitched on the trigger. The hydraulics kicked off, and the stake moved.

      She couldn’t lunge.

      Mohinder circled her. At his nearest, his chest was millimeters from Buffy. There was no hint of human emotion in his eyes anymore. He wasn’t amused by her peril, or angry, or even vengeful for all the things Dana had done to him. “The reason I sent you presents every few weeks since you and the police chief shut me down is simple, McIntyre,” Mohinder said. “I wanted to remind you that there is a vampire in this world better than you. Stronger than you. Even when you were a vampire, you were only one of the pigs.” He extended his hand toward Nissa. “You’d never be one of us.”

      “Nissa,” Dana said warningly. “You can still come back from this.”

      The younger vampire took Mohinder’s hand. She settled in against his side, a mouse snuggling with a deadly vulture.

      “You should have remained a vampire,” Mohinder said. He was so cold and lifeless. Nothing but marble rigidity, totally unresponsive to Nissa’s affection.

      This was the greatest monster Dana had ever hunted, and yet Penny was loyal to him.

      No. She’s not Penny.

      “Kill her,” Mohinder said again. His arm fell away from her shoulders, giving Nissa more space to move. “Now. Kill the hunter.”

      Nissa hesitated.

      “McIntyre made her choice.” Now Mohinder was giving his focus to Nissa, beginning to circle her instead. “She doesn’t care about you. She doesn’t even want to kill you, and that is what fascinated you, wasn’t it? Her ruthlessness. It’s not what you thought. She is only human.”

      “I know,” Nissa said. Even as she spoke, her control on Dana’s mind remained unbroken. Dana couldn’t move. But Nissa clearly was no longer reading Dana’s thoughts, because if she had been, she’d have realized that Anthony was creeping along the walkway at the back of the filtration room.

      Dana wanted to shake her head no at Anthony, but she couldn’t even seem to move her eyes.

      Anthony had a sniper rifle like Lina’s. He lowered it to the railing.

      Mohinder’s cold, clawed fingers rested on Dana’s neck. His thumb settled on her pulse point. It was hammering. “Why are you waiting?” Mohinder asked.

      Nissa said, “I don’t want to kill her, either.”

      Mohinder said, “Then I’ll do it.”

      A gunshot rang out.

      Mohinder flew back.

      The Slasher’s claws were so sharp that the faintest brush drew blood on Dana’s neck. She clapped a hand to the wound—and realized that she could move freely.

      Nissa had released her.

      “Mohinder!” Nissa cried in genuine distress, whirling to see where the gunshot had come from.

      Anthony had aimed again. He was using high caliber bullets, big ol’ fuckers capable of knocking even the bloodless on their ass. He’d laid out Mohinder like it was nothing because Mohinder wasn’t expecting it. When he shot Nissa, she was prepared.

      She barely jerked.

      He opened a hole the size of a fist in her back, and she only jerked.

      Mohinder flung a hand out. Dana tried to leap out of the way, but the master vampire wasn’t aiming for her.

      The ductwork above Anthony tore free.

      It wrenched away from the wall and slammed down with all the force of a meteor hitting the ground.

      The walkway vanished.

      So did Anthony.

      “No!” Dana roared.

      There was no way he could have survived that. He was only human. A mortal made of flesh and bone and tacky mustache and Mohinder had just dropped a car-sized air-conditioning unit on him.

      Dana didn’t think.

      She swung Buffy.

      There was no need for a hydraulic assist. Not when she was this pissed off.

      The stake snapped through Mohinder’s spine, and it hit the black heart of the Fremont Slasher, pulverizing it.

      His face blanked.

      Nissa’s hands clapped to either side of her head. “No!” Her cry was pitched almost identically to Dana’s, an echo of her exact grief.

      Dana stared down at Mohinder. She was rendered as immobile as when Nissa held her, but now there was no vampiric presence in Dana’s mind. For fuck’s sake, Dana wasn’t even in Dana’s mind. There was nothing but yawning emptiness. The visual of a falling air-conditioning unit, a broken walkway, a subtle spray of blood.

      Mohinder shriveled on the end of the stake. His mouth opened in a silent gasp.

      Gods, that should have been so much more satisfying.

      Dana kicked Mohinder’s body off of Buffy. She dropped the hydraulic gun and stepped back, giving Nissa room to drop to his side, gather him in her arms. Mohinder lifted a hand to touch Nissa’s face. His fingers were crumbling to ash.

      “No,” Nissa panted. She was hyperventilating, too. A vampire hyperventilating—funny. Except nothing was funny. Nothing could ever be funny again.

      Dana had intended to savor the death of the Fremont Slasher. She’d hoped to drag it out, in fact, holding him for weeks until he starved. But now she couldn’t even stop to watch him turn to ash.

      She rushed to the rubble of the walkway, and Nissa’s sobbing was soundtrack to tossing aside pieces of bent conduit, metal shards, insulation. It tore into her hands. She kicked a few big pieces away, and then she saw it.

      The leg.

      Dana gripped the body of the air-conditioning unit like she was going to deadlift it, and she gritted her teeth, throwing all her strength into straightening her legs.

      Come on. Get off of him. Come…on…

      It groaned, whined. Dust puffed out from underneath it.

      Dana lost her grip, and it fell out of her torn hands.

      “Fuck!”

      She grabbed it again, pulled harder. Her back ached. Her muscles screamed. Her head throbbed. But she couldn’t lift it more than an inch. If she’d still been a vampire with preternatural strength…

      Dana swung around to look at Nissa, kneeling on the floor next to a pile of ash.

      “Help me!” Dana shouted. Nissa didn’t move. Red tears streaked her cheeks. “Damn it, you stupid fucking vampire…!” Dana braced her hands and shoulder against the unit. She dug her feet in and shoved.

      It finally shifted. Not a lot, but enough that gravity took over, shifting its mass until it tumbled down a ramp of corrugated metal torn free of the roof.

      His body was underneath.

      There was no question in Dana’s mind that Anthony was dead. It wasn’t possible to dump that much brain out of a hole in his skull that big and walk away from it.

      Dana sank to her knees, hitting the shards of railing next to Anthony. His face hadn’t been crushed. That awful mustache was still there, curved into a shape almost like a smile, white from the sprinkling concrete dust.

      He still owed her fifteen dollars.

      “Guess you don’t have to pay now,” she told his limp face. Heat tracked down her cheek.

      “Turn around,” Nissa said, her voice dead. The command reached right into Dana’s mind, just as before, so Dana turned around. She shook from the effort it took to fight Nissa’s command. It didn’t help. Nothing helped.

      Nissa had smeared bloody tears all over her face trying to scrub her cheeks clean. She looked like she’d painted herself in it.

      She was trembling with black fury.

      “Die,” Nissa whispered. “Die.”

      Dana felt the order deep inside.

      Then she felt nothing except pain.

      It was like someone had just dropped an air-conditioning unit on Dana’s head, but when her hands flew to her scalp, she felt no injury. Her brain was tearing apart by the neuron, her vision was red with white stars, her heart pounded—but there was no injury.

      She was dying.

      The footsteps echoing up the hallway erupted into the room.

      Metal rang out as doors slammed open. Voices shouted. Leather rubbed against nylon. “Get on the ground, face down! Hands behind your head!”

      Gunshots fired.

      The pain suddenly vanished, and Dana collapsed. The OPA agents swarmed her. They rolled her over so that she was facedown on the ground the way they’d commanded. One of them practically stood on top of her.

      It took five to hold down Nissa, even though she now had three large holes in her body from the various gunshots. One of them from Anthony.

      They stabbed a charm at the back of Nissa’s neck and she finally went limp. But her eyes remained opened. They were fixed on Dana.

      Mohinder! Nissa’s voice wailed within Dana’s mind.

      He’d deserved so much worse than death.

      Anthony had deserved so much better.

      Polished black shoes stepped between them, cutting off Dana’s view of the vampire. She twisted to look up. It was Cèsar Hawke, and he looked somewhere between annoyed and sad. “Nissa Royal, Dana McIntyre,” he said, “do I even need to tell you guys that you’re both under arrest? Because you’re under arrest. And neither of you are seeing the sky for a long, long time.”
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      An hour later, Clark County Wastewater Treatment Plant was still a mess and Charmaine Villanueva felt like shit.

      She’d expected that Anthony would be angry that Charmaine called the OPA. He’d understand, sure, but he’d be pissed.

      Now it wasn’t anger Charmaine faced, but an open body bag with Anthony broken inside of it. His head was tipped back weirdly because of the missing portions.

      “Yes,” Charmaine said, “that’s Anthony Morales. Registered vigilante license is…uh…” She had it memorized because she wrote it down on so much paperwork. Now she couldn’t remember. “It’s slipped my mind. You’ll need to look it up.”

      Officer Wilson nodded, tapping out a message to the coroner on her tablet before setting it on the edge of the gurney. She moved to zip the body bag.

      “Wait,” Charmaine said. “I’ll do that.”

      Officer Wilson knew a dismissal when she heard one. She turned on her heel to leave, and Charmaine was alone with Anthony’s body. As alone as she could be at a crime scene teeming with OPA agents.

      It had started with two-dozen men, maybe, but then the choppers had come in, and the trucks. There were countless people in black suits now sweeping the area for every grain of dust that could have belonged to a vampire. Most of the staff was detaining shapeshifters who’d been caught outside in their animal forms, dismembering vampires left and right. It wasn’t easy cuffing shapeshifters as humans. As animals, it took a veritable army.

      By the grace of Undersecretary Hawke, Charmaine was permitted to observe the proceedings. She’d thought it was a gesture of good grace from Cèsar. Now she thought that witnessing this was a punishment.

      Charmaine hadn’t felt this terrible since the first time she shapeshifted into a coyote after Genesis.

      Her fingers touched Anthony’s forehead, the bridge of his nose. She remembered how he’d said smoking reminded him of old friends. “I hope you’re with old friends now,” she whispered.

      She’d just closed the zipper when Undersecretary Hawke returned to her side. “You should be aware that I’m revoking the vigilantes’ licenses because of this,” he said.

      Charmaine could still make out the shape of Anthony’s profile through the crinkly black bag. “You shouldn’t blame the Hunting Club.”

      “Their repeated dismissal of the law is dangerous to everyone, chief. Look at the result.” He gestured to the body bag as a pair of techs loaded it into the coroner’s van.

      “Yes, look at the results.” She gestured toward the crates that had been seized. They were filled with the silver and iron that had been stolen over the last few months. The plant itself had been shut down, ensuring that no tainted water could make it into the system. “If the Hunting Club hadn’t gotten here in time, we would only have empty barrels and a city filled with silver-maddened shifters.”

      “The OPA would have interceded before that, if you’d been open with information,” Cèsar said.

      A trio of sidhe agents walked Dana out of the building. Charmaine stopped to watch the hunter limping toward an OPA vehicle. Dana wasn’t fighting, so she didn’t need to be held by that many sidhe, but they weren’t taking any chances with a McIntyre.

      Dana caught Charmaine looking from across the parking lot. For a fleeting instant, there was understanding between them—the sharing of their loss.

      And then Dana climbed gingerly into the truck. She was handcuffed.

      Before the doors closed, Charmaine saw a black bag tugged over Dana’s head and cinched at the neck.

      “You’re arresting her?” Charmaine asked.

      “She broke a lot of laws,” Cèsar said. “I’ll make sure she doesn’t disappear into the system. She’ll get a trial. But she does need to go on trial. I’ve seen a few similar cases, so I can tell you that Dana McIntyre will probably be out of prison in a couple of years—sooner if she’s cooperative.”

      Cooperative. The last word that Charmaine would associate with Dana.

      Charmaine’s hands clenched into fists at her sides. “McIntyre and Morales were the de facto leaders of the Hunting Club. They were the only ones here tonight. Now one’s in your custody and the other is…” She swallowed. “The Hunting Club has many other associates whose expertise is beneficial to Las Vegas. They should keep going.”

      Now Nissa Royal was walked out of the building. She had a guard of a dozen sidhe, while two others half-carried her. She looked to be made of jelly. She’d been sedated.

      “All right,” Cèsar said after a moment. “I’ll spare the club’s license. You have an opinion about the daylight bombing? I want to be really fucking sure there isn’t a single vampire left in Las Vegas after this.”

      Nissa got into yet another van. One that would take her to prison when she deserved to be in a body bag like Anthony.

      “No,” Charmaine said. “Light the city up.”
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      Nissa let them take her out of Las Vegas.

      She felt too hollow to fight back. She may as well have been bathed in Garlic Shots for all the sensation she had in her body.

      When Nissa’s sedatives wore off, she was in the back of a van with a black bag over her head, and as far as she cared, she could stay like that for the rest of eternity.

      She had almost killed Dana.

      That made a thrill climb her spine.

      But as soon as she remembered Dana falling under the crush of Nissa’s powers, she also remembered Mohinder dissolving to ash in her arms. The thrill grew hot enough to melt her intestines with fury.

      Some part of Nissa’s mind was still back with Penny McIntyre. Not in Mohinder’s basement, in one of those glass boxes, but in the forge where Penny created swords. Nissa had connected with Penny well enough that she could summon the tactile memory of heat on her skin, hammer in her hands, shoulders flexing.

      It was hot enough to wake her up. And Nissa used that heat to forge a different kind of weapon.

      She reached out with her mind to the driver of the van. She wiggled her way into his brain and took hold of his senses. The driver was a man named Ralph. Ralph needed to pee really badly. He found the smell of witchy charms in the van to be overwhelming, and he couldn’t wait until they arrived at the jail.

      Where are we?

      Through Ralph’s eyes, she saw a sparser desert than the one outside Las Vegas. They were somewhere in Arizona. The OPA must have had a facility in this area. Some hole where they could hide her until the vivisection.

      Stop the van.

      The driver stopped so fast that Nissa lurched against the wall.

      Nissa hadn’t realized there was a convoy until Ralph watched them stopping through the windshield. They weren’t surprised that their charms and drugs had worn off midway through the ride, and they’d be prepared to sedate her again.

      The doors opened. Nissa could hear the rattling through the black hood, but couldn’t see them, since Ralph was still in the driver’s compartment. She didn’t need visual information to reach out to the minds of the people who were approaching her. The OPA didn’t face enough master vampires to have tactics for deflecting them.

      Nissa seized their minds.

      Shoot each other.

      Gunfire rang out. It deafened her.

      Hearing was another sense Nissa didn’t need as she slithered out of the van. She stretched her mind out more and more and more until every single OPA agent within a kilometer radius was caught in her web.

      Nissa killed most of them with a thought.

      Die.

      Arteries burst. Hearts stopped. Lungs collapsed.

      With the next thought, she said, The rest of you serve me now.

      And they did.

      Ralph took her hood off. She blinked into the blazing moonlight, so much brighter with her vampire eyes. Nissa surveyed the people around her. There were four left alive: three of them shifters, one of them sidhe. Had she been any other vampire, they’d have been capable of containing her.

      “We need to go back to Las Vegas,” Nissa said.

      “Why?” asked the sidhe agent. It was like he was speaking to her through the fog of a dream.

      Nissa swallowed hard. Her tongue felt enormous in her mouth. “Dana McIntyre killed Mohinder. Dana McIntyre must die.”
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